proceeded to talk about his grandparents and other relatives. It was quickly apparent that he
knew the young man’s family relationships better than he did.”

Although Spencer lacked the fascination with political gamesmanship that some people
have, as President of the Church he considered it part of his job to understand national politics
and arranged a number of visits with Jack Carlson, an active Latter-day Saint who served as
Undersecretary of the Interior under President Gerald Ford until 1976 and ran unsuccessfully for
the Senate.” They discussed many issues, including the effects on the Church of its restrictive
priesthood policy (see ch. 20).

Candidates for office sought out President Kimball. Early in 1974, Utah Attorney General
Vernon Romney, Camilla’s first cousin, consulted Spencer about whether to run for governor, as
he was then inclined, or for the U.S. Senate.” Spencer had contributed $200 to Romney’s
campaign for attorney general, so he saw Spencer as a friendly adviser. When Romney posed his
question, Spencer said with his usual directness, “I can’t tell you what choice to make, but I will
kneel down and pray with you.” He then talked about making a tentative decision and asking the
Lord for confirmation, as suggested by Doctrine and Covenants section 9. Romney said
afterward, “It was a very sobering experience to have the prophet pray with me.”

The Church sought to maintain neutrality in partisan politics by welcoming politicians of
all stripes who wished to pay courtesy calls on the First Presidency.

Spencer and the Politics of Ezra Taft Benson

As president Spencer disapproved of political statements by Church leaders as divisive.
He was keenly sensitive that statements critical of foreign governments might hamper missionary
work, especially in communist or fascist countries. He believed that, as long as members in a
country were allowed to perform their religious ordinances and duties, the Church could operate
under any form of government.®® Thus he was concerned when Ezra Taft Benson took public
positions on political issues because they often were pointedly anti-Communist. After serving in
the Eisenhower cabinet as Secretary of Agriculture (1953—-61), Elder Benson became a notable
spokesman for ultraconservative views. In 1962, he publicly endorsed the John Birch Society as
“the most effective non-church organization” in the fight against socialism and Communism.”

Shortly after Spencer became President, Elder Benson was asked in an interview whether
a good Mormon could be a liberal Democrat. He replied, “I think it would be very hard if he was
living the gospel and understood it.”® When the comment appeared in print, along with a
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56. For example, Spencer W. Kimball, Journal, January 5, 1976.

57. Excerpt from Romney, Personal history, January 29, 1974.

58. David M. Kennedy, interview by author, January 24, 1991.
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Reed’s employment as the Utah coordinator of the John Birch Society. Quinn, Extensions of Power, 71. Elder
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Inter-Quorum Conflict,” of Quinn, Extensions of Power, 66—115. In January 1975, he requested that Robert H.
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statement by Elder Benson that the Church might at some point endorse political candidates, it
stirred a buzz of concern and a flood of protests to the Presidency.®' Spencer waited several days
before discussing the matter with Elder Benson, who expressed regret that he had allowed the
interview and apologized for the embarrassment his statements had caused the Church. Spencer
understood his worthy motives and patriotic spirit, but reminded him that as president of the
Council of Twelve he should avoid involvement in politically sensitive and potentially divisive
matters.*” The interview closed on a cordial note.*

But later the same year, at a November 1974 rally just before the election, his passion
prevailed and in an extemporaneous expression, Elder Benson publicly endorsed the American
Party. He noted that the Church was non-partisan, but he said he believed the American Party
was established on divine, eternal principles. And he said:

Never in decades have I read a set of principles of any party that come so close to

the philosophy which I have and which I think my own Church people have. . . .

He went on to assert that “the real hope” of a nation in crisis lay with people such as those
gathered at the rally.*

Newspaper accounts of these statements caused a great stir, particularly when a radio
report erroneously said the statements had President Kimball’s approval. Calls flooded the
Church phone lines. Spencer hurried to his office to draft a statement reiterating, without direct
reference to the specific incident, that “we take no partisan stand as to candidates or parties, and
any person who makes representations to the contrary does so without authorization.”®

The next day, election day, the First Presidency asked Elder Benson to meet with them.
They “discussed at great length his unfortunate remarks” and counseled him that “all General
Authorities must speak with one voice and . . . [not] take any partisan position in politics, either
as to candidates or parties.”®

Elder Benson made many noncontroversial speeches in favor of freedom. But he also gave
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some talks so pointedly anti-Communist®” that others appeased Communist government officials
in East Germany by saying, “There is only one person who speaks for the Church and that is the
prophet; everything else is a matter of individual opinion.”*®

In February 1980 Elder Benson gave a talk at BYU titled “Fourteen Fundamentals in
Following the Prophet” that emphasized the precedence of living prophet’s statements over
those of earlier prophets and asserted, “Those who would remove prophets from politics would
take God out of government.” Some perceived his remarks as laying the groundwork for himself,
as likely successor to President Kimball, to make his personal political views the standard for
faithfulness.”

Spencer felt concern about the talk, wanting to protect the Church against being
misunderstood as espousing ultraconservative politics or an unthinking “follow the leader”
mentality.”” The First Presidency again called Elder Benson in to discuss what he had said and
asked him to make explanation to the full Quorum of the Twelve and other General Authorities.
Elder Benson told them that he meant only to “underscore President Kimball’s prophetic call.””
A First Presidency spokesman Don LeFevre reiterated to the press the day after the speech that
it is “simply not true” that the Church President’s “word is law on all issues—including
politics.”” The uproar continued, however, and a week later the First Presidency spoke to
“reaffirm that we take no partisan stand as to candidates or political parties, and exercise no
constraint on the freedom of individuals to make their own choices in these matters.”” Members
should not expect narrow political guidance from the Church leadership.”

With no counterbalance from a more liberal spokesman among the General Authorities,
the Church’s leadership in Utah was widely perceived as a solidly Republican group. The
statements of neutrality did not have any significant effect in persuading the general population
otherwise.” One act by President Kimball, however, was revealing of his commitment to allowing
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expression of more than one political point of view within the Church. Elder Benson had for
years acted to prevent any talks at BYU by communists, but Spencer approved the invitation of
the chairman of the supreme court of the Soviet Union to speak at BYU law school.”

While President Kimball and Elder Benson differed on the degree and manner in which
Church leaders should speak on political issues, their personal regard for each other never
wavered. Each appreciated the unswerving commitment of the other to the cause they had both
served since 1943.”

MX Missile Basing Proposal

One of the most controversial political issues on which the Church took a stand during
the Kimball administration arose in October 1978 when the Pentagon announced that Utah was
under consideration as the site for a system of new intercontinental ballistic missiles, called MX.
It was hoped the powerful missiles would be an effective deterrent against attack by the Soviet
Union.” In March 1979 three Air Force generals made a presentation about the MX to the First
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