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The Lee Revolution and 
the Rise of Correlation 

I How did an obscure committee end up reorganizing the entire Church? 
Y 

By Peter W i l e y  

embers of The Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-day Saints consider the pri- 
mary force for change and develop- 
ment in their religion to be vertical: 
Just as God revealed his divine plan to 
Joseph Smith through revelation, so 

does He speak to the prophet today. The prophet 
then speaks to the priesthood, and so on down 
the pipeline of authority. This vertical dynamic 
reinforces doctrinal continuity and creates a 
sense of timelessness. It is an ahistorical process, 
truly not of the world. 

But many Mormons will agree that the Church 
is shaped by horizontal forces as well. That is, in 
many ways the Church is a response to the 
society that surrounds it. For example, Joseph 
Smith, using every means at his disposal (spirit- 
ual, political, economic), tried to create a cooper- 
ating community as a response to the secula- 
rism, sectarian violence, and chaos of the frontier. 
Twice the Church experimented with Joseph's 
radical ideas about how to form a just commun- 
ity and then finally abandoned them in the Great 
Accommodation of 1890. 

Ever since that time, the Church has been 
increasingly shaped by the influences of its 
environment. Indeed, in the past twenty years 
alone, the entire organization has been refur- 
bished in what is perhaps twentieth-century 
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Mormonism's most far-reaching and carefully 
implemented response to worldly influences. 
T h a t  response is a movement known as 
"Correlation." 

In 1960, President David 0. McKay was 
eighty-seven years old and losing his grip on the 
Church. His first counselor, J. Reuben Clark, 
was more a memory than a real force in Church 
life. Into this vacuum stepped Harold B. Lee, a 
strong-willed, stern, and organizationally ori- 
ented General Authority, whose earlier work 
had been the model for the Church welfare Dro- 
gram. Under Lee, the Church would experiince 
a major overhaul, a little understood and ob- 
scure revolution called Correlation. It would 
never be the same again. 

More than any other Church leader, Harold B. 
Lee grew into the quintessential organization 
man, intellectually rigorous and intimately ac- 
quainted with the often unwieldy Church bu- 
reaucracy. Born on a small farm in Idaho, he 
began his career as a school principal, an insur- 
ance salesman, and a Salt Lake City commis- 
sioner, but soon entered Church work full time: 

~ e e ' s  rise in the Church was rapid. In the 
mid-I930s, when he served as stake president in 
Salt Lake Citv, his effort to create a welfare farm 
among his ukemployed members immediately 
drew the attention of the General Authorities 
and served as a model for the overall Church 
welfare program. Lee soon became a J. Reuben 
Clark protdgd and was consequently named the 
welfare program's first managing director. A 
few years later, he became an Apostle and 
immediately immersed himself in a variety of 
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Lee's 
forceful and 

often irascible 
personality 
made him a 

leader to 
reckon with 

among the 
Ouorum of the 

Twelve. 

Church functions, including international work 
and overall Church governmental matters. 

Lee's style was both vigorous and methodical, 
and his forceful and often irascible personality 
made him a leader to reckon with among the 
Quorum of the Twelve By the late 1950s, he 
had become preoccupied with the issue of rapid 
growth and was the first Church leader to link 
the problem of growth with loss of control and 
possible doctrinal dilution. Lee was equally wor- 
ried about how changes in the larger society, 
particularly those threatening the sanctity of 
the family, would soon tear at the Church. 

"There was a certainty at the beginning of the 
Correlation," said Apostle Boyd K. Packer in 
1983, "that we were moving into some major 
social changes and that the institution of the 
family would be under attack, and that the vul- 
nerability of our people related to weakness in 
the family institution. . . . But we were tooled up 
in anticipation of that, and Correlation was put- 
ting the institutionalized Church as a servant of 
the doctrine of the Church." 

Lee, who believed that "the most important of 
the Lord's work that you will ever do will be the 
work you do within your own home," knew that 
action had to be taken. He began maneuvering 
within the Church bureaucracy to establish a 
new program aimed at strengthening and cen- 
tralizing Church organization and reinforcing 
its doctrinal core. Lee knew that previous at- 
tempts at reorganization had collapsed when 
groups within the bureaucracy, particularly those 
associated with the auxiliaries, such as the 
women's Relief Society, had prevented any at- 
tempt to move onto their turf. Lee had a plan. In 
1960, he got President McKay to establish a new 
committee called the Correlation Committee to 
evaluate the curriculum of all Church programs. 
Lee became the head of the committee and 
immediately made it an instrument for his far- 
reaching goals. 

Lee's master stroke was turning a limited goal, 
such as revising and correlating, that is unifying 
Church curriculum, into a major and prolonged 
effort to reorganize the Church. His ultimate 
aim was to protect the sacred family unit from 
the outside world and to maintain doctrinal 
purity. 

By the mid-1960s, Lee's Correlation Commit- 
tee had developed into a major center of power 
in the Church. Lee reached down into the 
Church bureaucracy to select as key aides some 
younger, ambitious individuals, including Neal 
A. Maxwell and Boyd K. Packer, who became 
Lee's troubleshooters in the expanding work of 
the committee. Lee could also count on key Gen- 
eral Authorities, such as Marion G. Romney 
(the first cousin of then Michigan Governor 
George Romney) and the newest member of the 
Quorum, Gordon B. Hinckley. 

Lee made a point of promoting young, profes- 
sionally trained men, according to Maxwell, who 
became an Apostle in 1982. "He wasn't inclined 

to be overly taken in by the Church's own 
bureaucracy." 

To deal with rapid expansion, Lee called for a 
major revamping of all Church programs, and 
eventuallv of all Church oraanizational struc- - 
tures, in order to simplify, economize, and cen- 
tralize Church efforts. Simultaneously, Lee 
called for a strengthening of Church doctrine, 
enabling the Saints not only to deal with and 
offset potential diversity caused by growth, but 
also to insulate members from the evils of the 
outside world. 

To strennthen the familv, Lee called for the 
reestablishkent of the as the  center 
of power in the Church. Lee told his coworkers 
in the Correlation movement that he wanted to 
"bring the priesthood back where it should be, 
according to revelations, and then determine the 
relationship of the auxiliaries to the priesthood." 

The call to "bring the priesthood back to 
where it should be" reauired that "the familv 
unit should be considered the integral unit in t h i  
Church."To strengthen the priesthood and pro- 
tect the family, said Lee, the father must be seen 
as the representative of the priesthood in each 
family. Taking the Church directly into home, 
via "the pipeline of authority," became Correla- 
tion's first priority. As an initial step, Lee called 1 

for a new home teacher program. In this pro- ! 

gram, members of the priesthood visited every 
family in their ward on a monthly basis to 

I 

become personally acquainted with them and to I 

check on their spiritual and material welfare. J 
This gave the ~ h ; r c h  the opportunity to  better 
examine the daily lives of its members outside 
the context of their regular Church activities, to 
serve their needs. and to reinforce its sense of 
control and authority. 

Next came the reestablishment of Family 
Home Evening. Monday evening was set aside 
for this activitv, and all other church activities 
were called off :~arents  were to meet with their 
family. Using a series of manuals prepared by 
the Church, they would combine discussion of 
family problems with doctrinal instruction and 
ideas for other activities, such as games. 

Participation and obedience were major themes 
of the Lee effort. "An uninvolved member with 
no office and no calling and no opportunity to 
serve," Lee told a Church seminar in 1971, "only 
shrinks in his own strength. . . . We need appro- 
priate involvement for every individual because 
there is little individual progress without partici- 
pation, for it is participation by everyone which 
permits us to apply the principles of the gospel." 

Lee and his staff workedout of a new Correla- 
tion Board Room, where only he and committee 
members were permitted and a11 changes were 
charted on a giant board. "It was like a road map 
of where we were going," recalled committee 
member Ruth Funk. By 1970, with the larger 
society in the midst of the most violent upheavals 
since the 1930s, Lee's Correlation revolution 
had swept through the Church, reducing the 
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power of the auxiliaries, radically restructuring 
the organization that he hoped would protect 
Mormons from the threat of the outside world. 

Lee emphasized that the reforms had nothing 
to do with changes in doctrine. "The principles 
and doctrines of the Church are divine," he 
explained. "No one changes them except by 
revelation." 

The Correlation Board Room also served as 
the training ground for a new generation of 
Church leaders. More and more of Lee's men 
were entering the ranks of the Quorum of the 
Twelve, men such as Gordon B. Hinckley, 
Thomas S. Monson, Boyd K. Packer, and Neal A. 
Maxwell, who had all cut their teeth on 
Correlation. 

When David 0. McKay died and Joseph 
Fielding Smith became the new prophet in 1970 
at the age of ninety-three, many feared that the 
momentum toward modernization would be 
lost. Smith was an archconservative, a man from 
a different era, with quaint ideas on such mat- 
ters as race and evolution. He had gained a repu- 
tation as a petty tyrant while he ran the Church 
historian's office, just the bureaucratic fief- 
dom that Lee was adept at outflanking. Age, 
however, had reduced President Smith to  
pleasant amenability. Harold B. Lee and his 
young turks were able to press on with their 
plans. 

Twoconsulting firms were hired to look at the 
administrative procedures. They both recom- 
mended further reforms. The first result was 
the creation of a Department of External Com- 
munication, which later became the Public Com- 
munications Department, the public relations 
arm of the Church. Next the-Correlation Com- 
mittee became the Division of Internal Com- 
munications and was put in charge of produc- 
ing and reviewing all instructional material and 
all communications from Church headquarters 
to members. To  relieve Church leaders of 
much of their burden, professional managers 
were placed in charge of most administrative 
functions. 

Lee also played a major role in the creation of a 
new Church Historical Department under the 
direction of the well-known historian Leonard J. 
Arrington, a startling development given Presi- 
dent Smith's reputation as a champion of ortho- 
doxy. Arrington provided greater access to mate- 
rial that had been kept hidden in the archives 
and embarked on a sixteen-volume history of 
the Church, the first official history since that of 
B. H. Roberts. The early days of the Historical 
Department became known as the Arrington 
spring. 

When President Smith died two years after 
becoming prophet, Lee took over at the age of 
seventy-three, the youngest prophet since Heber 
J. Grant. Lee, despite all that he had done al- 
ready, was just beginning to make major changes 

in the Church. In a series of sweeping moves, he 
put an end to the autonomy of the auxiliaries 
and brought them under centralized control. 
Their lesson material was rewritten, and a new, 
permanent committee was established with 
sweeping and often arbitrary powers of censor- 
ship over the doctrinal content of written mate- 
rials. The priesthood was finally and definitely 
in charge. 

Lee's work since the beginning of the Correla- 
tion movement was paralleled by Nathan Eldon 
Tanner's successful efforts to untangle the 
Church's complicated finances and rebuild its 
economic base. With a new corporate structure, 
a centralized bureaucracy, a revitalized priest- 
hood, and other modern amenities, such as the 
new public relations arm, the Church was poised 
for another burst of expansion. 

Although for Lee, the Correlation movement 
was "the culmination of a life-long dream," it 
neither alleviated the problems gnawing at the 
vitals of the Church nor arrested the ever- 
present threat of secular influences. Ten years 
after the Correlation effort began, Lee had 
asked his top troubleshooter, Neal A. Maxwell, 
to make a presentation to some high Church 
officials about attendance at sacrament meet- 
ings, considered an important index of participa- 
tion. Maxwell noted that attendance had climbed 
to thirty-seven percent in sixty years, but tem- 
ple marriages had fallen off to forty percent. He 
also noted that there were 137 positions in a 
typical ward. Despite the effort to create posi- 
tions of responsibility for young people, almost 
half of the members of the Aaronic Priesthood 
were inactive. 

In a series 
of sweeping 
moves, Presi- 
dent Lee put an 
end to the auton- 
omy of the aux- 
iliaries and 
brought them 
under central, 
ized control. 

Next Maxwell noted that there were 500,000 
inactive fathers. Lee interjected to say this 
meant that 2 million members out of a Church 
membership of just under 3 million were living 
in homes where fathers were not members or 
were inactive. "This is another way of saying," 
Lee concluded, "that unless somebody wakes up, 
we'll have two-thirds of the Church member- 
ship that will not be together in family relation- 
ships in the hereafter." Both men agreed that 
the Church was losing ground every year, de- 
spite its carefully cultivated reputation as the 
fastest-growing church in America. 

Then, in late 1973, Lee having driven himself 
in his efforts to reform the Church, collapsed 
and died. "I suspect there has never been a man 
among the General Authorities," said one Gen- 
eral Authority of Lee, "that has exercised such a 
predominant influence over Church affairs as 
President Lee had done. . . [prior to] being Presi- 
dent of the Church." 

Lee died unexpectedly at the height of his 
powers. His legacy, the Lee revolution, was a 
major step in the quest for a modern church that 
could enforce a sense of orthodoxy and obe- 
dience and keep the world at bay. The Historical 
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Department was the obvious exception, but the 
new historians would soon come in conflict with 
the champions of orthodoxv. Correlation defi- 
nitely tiihtened the sc re i s  0 n . a  potentially 
errant membership. Participation meant con- 
trol, which led to a new kind of authoritarian- 
ism. Centralized control, the maior aim of the 
Correlation movement, caused &any members 
to question whether there was any room for 
tolerance and autonomy. Members of the inter- 
national Church wondered if thev were reallv 
part of a solely American church or more specifi- 
cally a Salt Lake church, run by a small group of 
men from the Intermountain West. Women, in 
particular, bore the brunt of Lee's centralization 
since their organization, the Relief Society, lost 
the autonomy that it had cherished during its 
long history, subjecting them more than ever.to 
the male priesthood. 

When Spencer W. Kimball succeeded Lee as 
the new prophet, the Church appeared ready to 
move smoothly ahead from the outside. The 
black priesthood issue no longer drew national 
attention after the decline of the civil rights 
movement. Kimball, who had never been ex- 
pected to be prophet, had not been as central a 
figure as Harold B. Lee in the modern Church. 
He had pioneered the Church's new Indian vro- 
grams. ~ n d  although Indians were central td the 
doctrine of the Church and a concern of mis- 
sionaries in Latin America. thev were less im- 
portant than Correlation. 

The new prophet, the stern moralist and gen- 
tle critic of racism, adopted the s1ogan"Lengthen 
Your Stride," quickly setting out to push the 
Church into another expansionary drive. He 
called for the recruitment of more missionaries 
and for the construction of new temples. He 
oversaw the constant organizational fine-tuning 
that was necessary to keep the sometimes un- 
wieldy bureaucracy functioning smoothly. Under 
his leadership, the Church also embarked on its 
most controversial political campaign in years, 
setting out to play a major role in the defeat of 
the ERA. 

Kimball turned out to be a surprisingly strong 
administrator. More important, the Church was 
ready, thanks to the changes inspired by Lee and 
Eldon Tanner, to run on the strength of its reor- 
ganized and professionalized bureaucracy. The 
Church under Kimball moved on regardless of 
the precarious state of his health. 

The reform process continued. In 1974, the 
Special Affairs Committee was formed to pro- 
vide the Church with the capability of surveying 
important social and political trends in Utah, the 
nation, and the world. Special Affairs also be- 
came the focal point of all Church contact with 
politicians. The most significant change, which 
was very much in line with Lee's modernization, 
was Kimball's 1978 revelation admitting blacks 
to the priesthood. Under Kimball, the modern 
Church, with its professional bureaucracy, 

political specialists, and money managers, would 
emerge from the anonymity of the  Great Basin 
to become a major spiritual, political, and eco- 
nomic power. 

These changes, however, came in the context 
of the quest for the new orthodoxy. In reality, 
the Church under Kimball was entering one of 
the most turbulent eras since the Great Accom- 
modation. By the 1980s, it was clear that many 
young members of the Church had internalized 
doctrine and organizational procedure to such 
an extent that there was a new orthodoxy in the 
ranks of the Church. At the same time, the 
Church, through its emphasis on education, was 
spawning a whole new generation of young pro- 
fessionals and intellectuals who were uneasy 
wit.h the emphasis on unquestioning obedience 
and an inflexible and ossified doctrine. Begin- 
ning in the late 1960s, they launched an intellec- 
tual movement within the Church the likes of 
which, despite its timidity, had not been seen in 
years. Spearheading the new movement were 
women members of the Church, the group most 
directly and negatively affected by Correlation. 

While the Church continued to  battle internal 
critics of the new regime, it launched a whole 
new series of efforts to  protect Zion from the 
dubious morality of Babylon. In the 1970s, poli- 
tics became the new leaders' chosen instrument 
in their campaigns against abortion, pornog- 
raphy, and the dangers to the patriarchal order 
represented by the Equal Rights Amendment. 
Still, the Church, with its rich and variegated 
traditions, remained unpredictable. The pro- 
nouncements of Ezra Taft Benson, Kimball's 
likely successor, continued to strike fear in the 
hearts of Church liberals and modernizers. At 
the same time, the Church chose to  make a , 

major statement in 1981 against the basing of 
the MX missile system in the desert of Nevada 
and Utah. 

The new Church of the 1970s was a far cry 
from the theocratic commonwealth conceived 
by Joseph Smith and brought to its highest level 
of development by Brigham Young. Mormonism 
remained a subculture within the larger culture, 
a nation within a nation. It had now absorbed 
the ideals of the moralistic, small-town, laissez- 
faire capitalism of an earlier era and fused them 
with the doctrines of Joseph Smith, the econom- 
ics of Wall Street, and the politics of a resurgent 
conservatism to fight the modern world. The 
Church was still dedicated to expansion through 
missionary work and temple building, but in the 
absence of the Millennium, building the king- 
dom of God on earth had given way to a constant 
preoccupation with internal reorganization, con- 
trol of its members, and keeping the world at 
bay. 
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