
The Social & Economic Teachings of Mormonism: Social Justice is Alive & Well 

In this session I hope to articulate LDS principles of community outreach and service to the 
downtrodden. Under the umbrella of social justice I hope to critique Mormon voices that 
argue against society’s role to help the poor. 

We will be probably have a provocative discussion of such issues, with ample time to engage 
in civil discourse about Mormonism as a community action phenomenon. 

 
1. First the context: 

Back in the early 20th Century Protestantism’s Social Gospel burst on the religious scene to 
advocate the plight of the poor, using Jesus’ teachings to combat poverty, crime, slums, child 
labor, inequality, war issues, racism, and inequality. Although the vitality of their actions 
leveled off for a few decades, the 1960s brought them back through the Civil Rights 
movement. Next came the women’s movement. 

In the 1980s, the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops issued their pastoral letter about the 
responsibility as Christians to assist the poor. It emphasized social justice, reducing greed, 
empowering the poor. The Bishops argued the ethical & religious responsibility of business 
executives to obey the law, reject exorbitant compensation packages, and create moral 
enterprises that benefit all of society, not just America’s “haves.” 

It argued for the importance of trade unions, sought for an economy in which workers owned 
the work bench where they labored (ESOPs, Co-ops,) stressed education for all, programs for 
single mothers and children, etc. They had already been flooded with Liberation Theology a 
decade earlier, coming from Latin American priests as a movement against oppression & 
military dictatorships, but instead for civil rights & democracy. Catholicism also had the 
legacy of education through many schools, orphanages, hospitals & health clinics, Dorothy 
Day & the Catholic Worker, Catholic Social Services. 

Other religions were also moving further in the direction of social justice. The 7th Day 
Adventists started ADRA in the 1950s, growing it into one of the world’s premier aid agencies. 
More recently, the Evangelicals have made a dramatic turnaround, illustrated in the work of 
Rev. Jim Wallis & Sojourners. 

There are similar traditions that are strong in a number of other Christian churches, as well as 
Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, and Hinduism. 

Pres. Bush & Obama have emphasized bringing Faith-based narratives & policies inside the 
Whitehouse. Obama’s $50 million Social Innovation Fund, and increased support for 
programs similar to his own past as a community organizer, religious commitment to improve 
society here and now, not just in some future heavenly sphere, are exploding.  

2. The Case of Mormonism:  



In 2010 the LDS Church issued its new Fourth Mission or purpose “to care for the poor and 
needy” in a new handbook that emphasizes ministering to others. I would argue there is 
perhaps nothing new, but the fact that this is emphasized in new training materials suggests a 
greater emphasis. 

 
Yet today there are loud voices within Mormonism which seem to reject spiritual values of 
being inclusive, caring for the “have-nots,” and so forth.  

3. Examples of concern/resistance to religious social justice by prominent LDS Members: 

- Presidential Candidate Mitt Romney: Against inclusiveness, anti-European, etc. 

- Arizona Senator Russell Pearce: Against caring for immigrants 

- Ex-Fox TV Personality Glenn Beck: Criticized by almost every religious group, many of which 

wondered if he was spouting Mormonism’s core values. In 2010 he said: “I beg you, look for 

the words ‘social justice’ or ‘economic justice’ on your church website…If you find it, run as 

fast as you can. Social justice and economic justice, they are code words. Now, am I advising 

people to leave their church? Yes!” he exclaimed. Later in the show, Beck held up cards with 

a hammer and sickle on one and a swastika on the other. He said communism and Nazis both 

have the same philosophy and in America “social justice” is the code word for both. Such 

churches are dangerous. 

Listeners from many churches confused Beck’s attacks that I feel are his personal political 

ideology of hate with what we believe and practice as Latter-day Saints. He condemns 

government services to assist the elderly, the poor, the unemployed, children who lack food 

and healthcare. He seems disgusted with community organizing & religious efforts to help 

the powerless, preferring everyone pull themselves up by their own bootstraps.  

Such doctrines are nothing new. They were espoused by the British sociologist Herbert 
Spencer’s term, “Social Darwinism,” AKA Korihor’s philosophy which argues for the 
“management of the creature; therefore every man prospered according to his genius, and 
that every man conquered according to his strength; and whatsoever a man did was no 
crime.” We could add the basics of Adolph Hitler’s Nazism, and the U.S. Robber Barons, as 
well.  

Beck is not just against Social justice; he screeches that Pres. Obama hates white people, is 
racist; that Dems are Fascists (& other variations – communists, socialists, Muslims, etc.); that 
the wealthy should be protected & esteemed, not taxed; that unions are of the devil;  ad 



infinitum. In contrast to Beck, Joseph F. Smith taught: “It is extremely hurtful for any 
man...enjoying the gift of the Holy Ghost, to harbor a spirit of envy, or malice, or retaliation, 
or intolerance toward or against his fellowmen.” 

(Glad I got this off my chest!) Let’s move on…. 

-Utah Legislature: Seeks to exploit our wilderness for big oil & other corps; formally attacks 
the new U.S. healthcare programs, declared an official state gun; passed HB 477 laws to make 
public docs secret & inaccessible, known as GRAMA (but later reneged after public outcry); 
called for a better effort to manage immigration issues (HB 116) which requires the 
registering of immigrants for employment & a guest worker program. It seemed to square 
with the Church’s plea for humane treatment, keeping families together, through the Utah 
Compact some leaders signed. However, since then, Republican conventions have been 
voting down their support for such an innovative, even Christian approach. So who knows 
where this may go. 

Unfortunately, state officials act somewhat unchristian at times. For instance, Gov. Herbert 
turned down $100 million this year which would have given 20,000 unemployed families 13 
weeks of badly needed unemployment insurance. Utah Senate President Michael Waddoups  

tried to justify it saying: “It’s tax money, and people need to be weaned off the government 
paying for everything,” and that by not extending the benefits, people will be motivated “to 
get back to work.” Oh yeah! 

 

-Other Utah Individual Efforts by our Elected Officials have included trying such things as 
eliminating 12th grade to save money, getting rid of humanities education in Utah’s colleges 
to focus on careers, requiring companies to have their staff say “Merry Christmas” rather 
than “Happy Holidays” during December, banning faculty tenure at universities, fostering the 
teaching of Creationism in public schools, etc. 

To me such actions seem to suggest these Mormons may be theologically illiterate. Or what? 

I just think these folks don’t have much of a clue of Mormonism’s deeply held notions or 
practices of social justice, etc. 

Let me highlight a few Mormon core social justice values: 
 
Race: Spencer W. Kimball’s 1978 lifting of the priesthood ban on Blacks.   

       Also: Hugh B. Brown 1st Prescy 1963 - “It is a moral evil for any person or group of persons 
to deny any human being the right to gainful employment, to full educational opportunity, 
and to every privilege of citizenship....We call upon all men, everywhere, both within and 



outside the Church, to commit themselves to the establishment of full civil equality for all of 
God's children.” 

        Also: Pres.’s Spencer W. Kimball, N. Eldon Tanner & Marion G. Romney - “As a matter of 
doctrine and practice, leaders of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints have 
consistently counseled members of the Church to observe the constitutional law of the land 
in which they live and to refuse all association with organizations that would deprive citizens 
of their civil and religious rights.” 

Wealth & Greed: George Q. Cannon - The growth of wealth in the hands of a few individuals 
threaten(s) us with greater danger today than anything that can be done by outsiders. God 
does not design that there should be classes among us, one class lifted above another. 
 
         Also: Orson Pratt – “An inequality of property is the root and foundation of innumerable 
evils; it tends to derision, and to keep asunder the social feelings that should exist among the 
people of God… It is a principle originated in hell; it is the root of all evils…. It is inequality in 
riches that is a great curse.”  
 
       Also: Brigham Young: “We will take a moral view, a political view, and see the inequality 
that exists in the human family…. It is an unequal condition to mankind…. What is to be 
done? The latter-day Saints will never accomplish their mission until this inequality shall 
cease on the earth.” 
 
      Also:  Lorenzo Snow: We should employ our surplus means in a manner that the poor can 
have employment and se before them a competence and the conveniences of life.  
 
World Peace: David O. McKay - The mission of the Church is to… transform society so that the 
world may be a better more peaceful place. 
 
      Also: Heber J. Grant, J. Reuben Clark & David O. McKay – “The Church is and must be 
against war. It cannot regard war as a righteous means of settling international disputes; 
these should and could be settled--the nations agreeing--by peaceful negotiation and 
adjustment.” 
 
      Also: Spencer W. Kimball – “We are a warlike people...When enemies rise up, we commit 
vast resources to the fabrication of gods of stone and steel--ships, planes, missiles, 
fortifications--and depend on them for protection and deliverance. When threatened, we 
become anti-enemy instead of pro-kingdom of God; we train a man in the art of war and call 
him a patriot, thus, in the manner of Satan's counterfeit of true patriotism, perverting the 
Savior's teaching: "Love your enemies.” 
 
The Environment: Ezra Taft Benson – “The outward expressions of irreverence for God, for 
life, and for our fellowmen take the form of things like littering, heedless strip-mining, 
heedless pollution of water and air.” 



 
The Good Society: John Taylor - We are engaged in a work that God has set his hand to 
accomplish…to introduce correct principles of every kind—principles of morality, social 
principles, good political principles… the Lord has called us… to be his co-adjustors and co-
laborers. 
 
       Also: Brigham Young - Attend strictly to those things which we call temporal…otherwise 
your faith will be in vain. The preaching you have heard will be in vain to you…. Nurse and 
wait upon (the needy) and prudently administer medicine and food to them. To speak upon 
those things is a part of my religion.” 
 
        Also: Joseph F. Smith – “It was the doctrine of Joseph Smith… that a religion which has 
not the power to save people temporally and make them prosperous and happy here, cannot 
be depended upon to save them spiritually, to exalt them in the life to come.” 
 
Women’s Rights: Spencer W. Kimball, N. Eldon Tanner & Marion G. Romney -  Women, as 
daughters of God, should have without discrimination every political, economic, and 
educational opportunity. 
 
The Charitable Community: Parley Pratt - “I expect the Saints to give money for the support of 
the poor… and if they do not do it, their religion is vain…. We preach a religion which very 
materially affects men’s purses; and a religion that does not affect men’s purses is worse than 
none.” 
 
         Also: John Taylor spoke  – “(Joseph Smith taught that) when you get the Spirit of God, 
you feel full of kindness, charity, long-suffering and you are willing all the day long to accord 
to ever many that which you want yourself.” 
 
         Also: D&C 42:39 – “For I will consecrate of the riches of those who embrace my gospel 
among the gentiles unto the poor of my people who are of the House of Israel.”  
 
Full Employment: Brigham Young - Called for the wealthy to use their resources for job-
creation, not investing in minerals (he would repudiate G. Beck’s obsession with buying gold); 
He also argued that the poor are not poor because of laziness, but for “lack of opportunity.” 
He declared our role is to help each find the health, wealth, and education they need.  
 
       Also: John Taylor – Argued the duty of stake presidents was to find a job for every man, 
woman or youth who wanted one. 
 
      Also: Joseph F. Smith on unions – “There can be no objections to a firm and persistent 
contention for the right of labor, if the contention is maintained in the spirit of reason and 
fairness.” 
 



Humanitarianism: Gordon B. Hinckley - “There are people not a few, whose circumstances are 
desperate and who cry out for help and relief. There are so many who are hungry and 
destitute among this world who need help…. My brothers and sisters, I would hope, I would 
pray that each of us…would resolve to seek those who need help, who are in desperate and 
difficult circumstances, and lift them in the spirit of love.” 
 
To sum up, in my view the LDS Church fosters a growing movement toward equality, it has 
huge and costly programs to bless and serve marginalized in societies across the globe. It 
started with the egalitarian efforts of the United Order in the 1830s (consecration of our 
resources, equality, working collectively for the good of the community), full employment, 
stewardship, and opportunities for all), and grew into Church Welfare programs of the 1930s.  
 
Today the Church subsidizes the poor around the world with the Perpetual Education Fund, 
member welfare, non-member projects like literacy, water systems for Africa, agriculture 
strategies for Latin America, job-creating activities of Employment Centers through a hundred 
such organizations, the Humanitarian Fund, LDS Charities, equal and shared funding of 
missionary expenses, etc.  
 
We have the legacy of everyone from Joseph Smith: "A man filled with the love of God, is not 
content with blessing his family alone, but ranges through the whole world, anxious to bless 
the whole human race;”  
 
Brigham Young called for the wealthy to use their resources for job-creation, not investing in 
minerals (he would repudiate G. Beck’s obsession with buying gold); Brigham also argued that 
the poor are not poor because of laziness, but for “lack of opportunity.” He declared our role 
is to help each find the health, wealth, and education  they need.  
 
Down to Gordon B. Hinckley's teachings that poverty is the world's worst "pandemic" and, as 
he often declared: "There are people…whose circumstances are desperate…who cry out for 
help & relief. There are so many who are hungry & destitute among this world who need 
help…. My brothers & sisters, I would hope, I would pray that each of us…would resolve to 
seek those who need help, who are in desperate & difficult circumstances, & lift them in the 
spirit of love."  
 
Finally, current President Monson taught by example his whole life to seek out the poor, to 
visit and bless the widow, the sick, the hospitalized, etc. He took another giant step for our 
social responsibility to the have-nots by adding a new dimension to the traditional 3-fold 
mission of Mormonism (saving the dead, perfecting the Saints, and missionary work) by 
explicitly articulating the words "caring for the poor and needy."  
 
Pres. Monson has also declared: “Today, in lands far away and right here in Salt Lake City, 
there are those who suffer hunger, who know want and are acquainted with poverty. Ours is 
the opportunity and the sacred privilege to relieve this hunger, to meet this want, to 
eliminate this poverty.” 



 
One of his first acts as new Prophet when meeting all the general authorities at General 
Conference was to ask: “Who have you rescued today? That is your ministry!” 
 
I personally take these words as the essence of Mormonism’s social and economic teachings. 
Of course, there are many more aspects of these doctrines and policies, lots of quotes from 
LDS scripture as well as the Bible, that make the case for us to seek social justice.  
 
So with this set of perspectives, what do you think? How are Mormons as a people and as a 
Church doing in terms of Social Justice? Your experience? Your views?  
 
I simply ask that we do so using appropriate language. As you may recall, the Church has 
issued a statement urging "civil and respectful dialogue." It said, "From the outset, the 
Church's position has always been to engage in civil and respectful dialogue.” 
 
OK, the floor is yours for questions and comments: ? 
 
 


