
S U N S T O N E

PAGE 60 DECEMBER 2002

D ID YOU HEAR Elder Nelson’s call
for peace at the October 2002
General Conference? It was beau-

tiful and, for me, among the most inspira-
tional conference messages in years. He
urged us to act for peace as individuals and
to pray for peace as a church. Some of his re-
marks seemed directed only to the LDS
faithful, but many of his comments seemed
to apply to individuals and nations every-
where. A few excerpts will illustrate:

• “We cannot fully love God without
loving our neighbor.”

• “Because of the long history of hostility
upon the earth, many feel that peace is be-
yond hope. I disagree. Peace is possible. We
can learn to love our fellow human beings
throughout the world. Whether they be
Jewish, Islamic, or fellow Christians, whether
Hindu, Buddhist, or other, we can live to-
gether with mutual admiration and respect,
without forsaking our religious convictions.
Things we have in common are greater than
are our differences. Peace is a prime priority
that pleads for our pursuit.”

• “Descendants of Abraham—entrusted
with great promises of infinite influence—
are in a pivotal position to emerge as peace-
makers. Chosen by the Almighty, they can
direct their powerful potential toward peace.
Resolution of present political problems will
require much patience and negotiation. The
process would be enhanced greatly if pur-
sued prayerfully.”

• “[Isaiah’s] prophecies of hope could ma-
terialize if leaders and citizens of nations
would apply the teachings of Jesus Christ.
Ours could then be an age of unparalleled
peace and progress. Barbarism of the past
would be buried. War with its horrors would
be relegated to the realm of maudlin memory.
Aims of nations would be mutually sup-
portive. Peacemakers could lead in the art of
arbitration, give relief to the needy, and bring
hope to those who fear. Of such patriots, fu-

ture generations would shout praises, and
our Eternal God would pass judgments of
glory.”1

Uplifted at hearing Elder Nelson’s address,
I interpreted his statements as directed to the
world. I was not alone in this, as news outlets
announced that the Church was taking a
stand against the renewed U.S. war against
Iraq. The headline on KUTV News in Salt
Lake City said, “LDS Church Issues Strong
Middle East Anti-War Statement.” Its story
began, “The Mormon church on Saturday is-
sued a strong anti-war message, clearly refer-
ring to current hostilities in the Middle East,
advocating patience and negotiation and
urging the faithful to be peacemakers.”2 News
giant CNN ran a similar story which is still (at
the time of this writing) available on its web-
site.3 In each case, the message they heard
was that the Church was speaking against
war and in favor of peaceful negotiations. A
reasonable conclusion, given Nelson’s cry for
peace and the pivotal role that “descendants
of Abraham” have in world affairs.

S ADLY, this was not to be. The Church’s
public relations arm issued a statement
renouncing such a conclusion. “Some

news outlets have misinterpreted a recent
general conference address by Elder Russell
M. Nelson of the Quorum of the Twelve
Apostles. We encourage reporters and editors
to consider the full text of Elder Nelson’s re-
marks,” reads the press release.4 The state-
ment then reiterates a short passage from the
talk: 

During the Second World War
when members of the Church were
forced to fight on opposing sides,
the First Presidency affirmed that
“The state is responsible for the
civil control of its citizens or sub-
jects, for their political welfare, and
for the carrying forward of political
policies, domestic and foreign. . . .

But the Church itself, as such, has
no responsibility for these policies,
[other] than urging its members
fully to render . . . loyalty to their
country.”

No, apparently the Church was not taking a
position against countries making war. Even
when war appears likely, the Church seems
to want to stay out of the political fray. Even
when many lives are at stake. 

D O recent Church actions support
the claim that it stays out of politics?
Perhaps it depends on the perspec-

tive one takes. From where I sit, I must con-
clude that the Church does become involved
in political issues—most especially in those
related to life and death. In the context of
present events, perhaps the most striking re-
cent example is the Church’s high-profile
lobbying in Oregon’s anti-euthanasia cam-
paign. That state’s 1994 Death with Dignity
Act resulted in vigorous efforts by the
Church to defeat the measure. When the
issue resurfaced in 1997, the Church again
weighed in strongly for life. 

Despite the press release clarifying Elder
Nelson’s almost-a-message-to-the-world, a
little time in the library yields many exam-
ples in which the Church has spoken out
against war and other societal problems.
President Brigham Young explained the ra-
tionale for addressing temporal concerns this
way:

We must perform a temporal
labour—a manual labour—in order
to arrive at the condition which fits
us to receive the full benefit of the
spiritual. . . . When people are
hungry they need substantial food;
when they are thirsty they need sub-
stantial drink. . . . It is the duty of
the true minister of Christ to in-
struct the people of God how to get
their food today.5

The specific issue of war came up several
times during Heber J. Grant’s tenure as
Church president. With the end of World War
I clearly in mind, the First Presidency’s 1919
Christmas message looked forward to the day
when peaceful settlements of “international
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quarrels” would replace “armed conflict and
detestable bloodshed.”6 (See “An Olive Leaf,”
page 80, for another message decrying war by
President Grant and his counselors.) 

In a 1961 general conference address,
Elder Howard W. Hunter reminded listeners
of the connection Brigham Young high-
lighted between the physical and the spiri-
tual. “There are some who ask why the
Church is concerned with temporal affairs.
The Church is interested in the welfare of
each of its members. This interest therefore
cannot be limited to man’s spiritual needs
alone but extends to every phase of his life.”
Citing Doctrine and Covenants 29:34–35,
Elder Hunter continues, “The Lord makes no
distinction between temporal and spiritual
commandments, for he has said that all of his
commandments are spiritual. When we un-
derstand the plan of life and salvation, this
becomes evident to us”7

Like Elder Nelson’s conference address
forty-one years later, Elder Hunter’s remarks
suggest to me that as individuals and as a
church, we cannot ignore the social events
around us. We must engage them as we are
anxiously engaged in doing good. To do oth-
erwise would be to constrain the influence of
the gospel to Sundays but not the rest of the
week. It would be tantamount to saying the
gospel has no message for leaders of the
United States as they consider proper actions
with regard to the Middle East.

T HE Church’s quick back pedal with
regard to Elder Nelson’s remarks sad-
dens me even more because the

Church has engaged specific war-related is-
sues in the past. One of the most interesting
illustrations of this point is a March 1971
Ensign article written by Edwin Firmage.
Titled “Arms Control in the 70s”, the article
not only offers scriptural rationales for
beating swords into plowshares, but also de-
scribes bipartisan efforts to fight nuclear pro-
liferation and goes into detail about the types
of weapons available to nations.8 Could such
an article appear in today’s Ensign?

Perhaps the high point of Church efforts
toward peace came in 1981. The cold war
had been keeping international tensions
high, and the U.S. devised the MX missile
plan to thwart a successful first strike by the
Soviet Union. The plan called for Utah and

Nevada to host hundreds of missiles hidden
in a complex set of silos—so many that the
Soviets could not make a first strike against
all of the silos. The idea was that the threat of
retaliation would prevent an attack.

Amidst intense public debate, the Church
did not shrink from taking a firm position
against the MX missile proposal. On 5 May
1981, the Church issued a statement con-
taining a point-by-point discussion of why
the MX plan was flawed. The statement de-
cried the arms race, discussed the probable
outcomes of different types of attacks, and
even objected to the likely economic, envi-
ronmental, and social problems that Utah
and Nevada would face while the silos were
being constructed.9 Church opposition
helped defeat the plan. 

Unfortunately, Church efforts to achieve
peace no longer seem a priority. For a
fleeting, shining moment, the Church spoke
to the entire world about peace; but that was
another generation, another time, and, in
some ways, another church. Today’s Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints seems to
be governed by a public relations policy dic-
tating that when we preach the gospel of
peace, we speak only of inner peace, spiri-
tual peace. I lament that the Church’s mes-
sage to the nations does not include a
temporal call for peace for all of Abraham’s
descendants, for all the world, in the here
and now. Brigham Young claimed we should
feed people physically before expecting
them to embrace the gospel’s spiritual nour-
ishment. Surely we should also work to en-
sure people’s physical safety before asking
“Do you know where you came from, why
you’re here, and where you’re going?”
Messages of family togetherness cannot
reach people whose immediate concerns are

to escape falling bombs, missiles, and bio-
logical weapons.

We have witnessed an opportunity lost.
The message of an apostle, whose calling is to
proclaim the gospel to the world, could actu-
ally have been heard throughout the world.
Instead, he spoke only to the converted and
those willing to be converted. Others
thought for a moment that they were part of
the conversation. Sadly, they learned the dis-
cussion was for members of the Mormon
family only.

Said the Psalmist: “Depart from evil, and
do good; seek peace, and pursue it” (Psalms
34:14). Lamentably, the twenty-first century
psalmist would write it differently. “Depart
from evil, and do good; seek peace, and
pursue it. But do this only within oneself.
Seek not peace among nations.” 
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We have witnessed an opportunity lost. The message of an apostle, whose calling is 
to proclaim the gospel to the world, could actually have been heard throughout the world.

Instead, he spoke only to the converted and those willing to be converted.

To comment on this essay or read com-
ments by others, please visit our web-
site: <www.sunstoneonline.com>.
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