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On Christmas Day 1844, William Wines Phelps wrote a letter to William
Smith in which he described Mormonism as “the great leveling machine of
creeds.”! Smith would have understood Phelps’s meaning. His late brother,
the Prophet Joseph, had always maintained that Mormonism should not
only resist the pat confessions of Christian orthodoxy—which, as he said,
“set up stakes . .. to . .. the Almighty”*>—Dbut also resist pat formulations of
Mormon belief itself. “The Latter-day Saints have no creed,” Joseph had
once said, “but are ready to believe all true principles that exist, as they are
made manifest from time to time.”* Yet in September 1844, three months
before Phelps wrote his Christmas letter, William Smith scolded a New York
congregation for forgetting “the Mormon Creed,” a creed, he observed,
that consisted of a single well-known phrase: “mind your own business.”*

The use of this Americanism as the “Mormon Creed” appears to have
originated in the political controversies of the 1842 Illinois state elections.
In a circular dated 20 December 1841, Joseph Smith had urged the Saints
to vote with him for the Democratic ticket in the following year’s election.’
By spring 1842, the issue of whether or not the Mormons would vote as a
block began to heat up in the press. Republican newspapers routinely
loosed their invective against both the Democratic-courting Mormons and
the Mormon-courting Democrats. They charged the Latter-day Saints and
the Democrats with conspiring to keep Democratic incumbents in office
while maintaining for the Mormons “extraordinary chartered privileges—
over and above those enjoyed by any other sect.”® Matters were not helped
when Governor Boggs of Missouri, the man whose vendetta against the
Mormons had helped drive them into Illinois, was mysteriously shot from
outside his home. Among the Republican journalists, the presumption of
innocence was not with the Saints.

Chiefly to rebut the charges being leveled at the Church from Illinois
and Iowa journalists, William Smith founded the Wasp, a Newspaper ded-
icated to combatting “the shafts of slander . . . foul calumnies, and base
misrepresentations” of anti-Mormons.” In its ninth issue Smith printed
this notice:

Mormon Creed

To mind their own business, and let everybody else, do likewise. Publish this,
ye Editors, who boast of equal rights and privileges.®
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This barb understandably irritated the editors at whom it was aimed.
The Alton Telegraph and Democratic Review quickly reprinted Smith’s notice,
followed by this response:

The above is taken from the Wasp, a political paper published by the Mor-

mons at Nauvoo. This advice given is unexceptionable; and it is to be regret-

ted that it had not been adopted in the “Mormon Creed,” when Joe Smith

issued his proclamation to elect Snyder and Moore, and defeat the “old set-

tler,” Joe Duncan. If the Mormons had minded “their own business,” instead

of attempting to control the elections of this State as a church, they would

have spared themselves the dilemma in which their unwarrantable spiritual

interference has placed them.’

Within a month, the Creed had also aroused the attention of the New York
Heralds editor. Apparently considering that the Creed comprised all of
Smith’s blurb, he wrote of the Mormons’ “Delicious Privileges, according to
the Mormon Creed.”'° At some point in the season, the Creed seems to have
appeared in another East Coast newspaper, for the British Mormon paper,
the Millennial Star, quoted Smith’s Mormon Creed (slightly altered) and
credited it to a “Boston Paper.’!!

From this point the Mormon Creed embarked on a long career, its
intended audience rapidly coming to embrace members of the Church as
well as outsiders. In the weeks preceding William Smith’s publication of the
Creed, the elite of Nauvoo were introduced by Joseph Smith to a new order
of marriage, the rituals of Freemasonry, and the Mormon temple endow-
ment ordinance—all of which were to be concealed from the public. Amid
the whispering about these matters at Nauvoo in the early 1840s, a growing
spirit of privacy took hold of the Saints. The Mormon Creed became an
emblem of that spirit.

As its intended audience expanded, the Creed was shortened. The Mil-
lennial Star published another note on the Creed in June 1843, but reduced
its text to “mind your own business” and gave its own version of the Creed’s
applicability both to the Gentiles and to some overly-zealous Mormons:
“We think the practice of the above [creed] worthy of recommendation to
many who are not over scrupulous in their statements respecting the char-
acter and religion of the Saints; also worthy the notice of those Saints who
forget the gospel by attacking the systems of men.”!? In January 1844, the
Nauvoo Neighbor published a mock recipe, a cure for the “terrible disorder
of the mouth commonly called ‘Scandal.”” Among its ingredients was one
ounce of “an herb called by the Mormons, ‘mind your own business.”!* By
the spring of 1844, the phrase had entered the Prophet’s public speaking. In
his 7 March 1844 address to the Saints, he complained of those outsiders
who would not “mind their own business.” His solution to their interfer-
ence was to recommend that the Saints, fittingly, “let them alone to use

themselves up.”!4
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Shortly after Joseph Smith was assassinated, Orson Pratt published the
Creed in his Prophetic Almanac for the coming year, more or less restoring
it to its original wording: “Let every body mind their own business.”!> But
this less direct version of the Creed clearly came to be dominated by the
simpler “mind your own business,” which, as the Times and Seasons noted
in 1846, was “Good Council [sic].”1®

The idiom of “minding one’s own business” can be traced in some
form at least back to Seneca.!” In English usage, one finds Bacon using it in
1625—“Neither can he, that mindeth but his own Businesse, finde much
matter for Envy”—and Addison in 1711—“T have nothing to do but mind
my own business.”!® In the American republic, however, “mind your own
business” had a special place in folk parlance well before its connection with
the Mormons, and was known among frontiersmen as “the Negro’s eleventh
commandment.” Joseph Smith’s grandfather Asael cited it as such in a
letter to Jacob Towne, 14 January 1796.' In 1821, the “Backwoods Preacher,”
Peter Cartwright, advised those who were prone to complain about jokes
in his sermons, “I want you to take the negro’s eleventh commandment;
that is, Every man mind his own business.”?°

When the main body of Latter-day Saints moved to Utah, they contin-
ued to hold forth the phrase as the Mormon Creed. The Deseret News, for
example, freely alluded to it in editorials addressed to the outside world:
“all is peace and prosperity . . . men are attending to ‘their own business, as
usual, according to the Mormon Creed”; ““Mormons’ . . . believe in attend-
ing to their own business, and letting foreign matters alone”; “take every
liberty of exhorting and advising each accountable dweller within the
extended borders of the United States, who really loves his country and her
free institutions, to observe the ‘Mormon’ motto of ‘mind your own busi-
ness.” One editorial title summed up the Saints’ attitude toward critics of
affairs in Utah with the terse inquiry, “Whose Business Is It?”*!

The Creed also inspired some Saints to versification in the 1850s. An
anonymous comic poem titled “Mind Your Own Business” ran as a filler in
the 2 March 1854 Deseret News (emphasis in original):

The substance of our query If it is, we’ll join the rabble,
Simply stated would be this— And act the nobler part

Is it anybody’s business Of the tattlers and defamers
what another’s business is? Who throng the public mart.
Ifitis orif it isn’t But if not, we’ll act the teacher
We would really like to know Until each meddler learns

For we’re certain if it isn’t It were better in the future

There are some who make it so.  To mind his own concerns.

Apparently at least two “Mormon Creed” songs were written in the
1850s. One was by the popular Utah songwriter William Willes and was to
be sung to the tune of “In the Days When We Went Gypsying.” Its four
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eight-line stanzas emphasized the Creed’s prophetic origins, saying it was
built upon “the rock of ages” and was endorsed by “the Spirit’s warning
voice.” The Chorus exhorted:

So let us mind the Mormon Creed,
And then we shall all thrive,

Shall hide a multitude of sins,

And save our souls alive.??

Another was by Emily Hill, contained seven ten-line stanzas, and was to be
sung to the tune of “The Ivy Green.” The first stanza gives a good sense of
its moralistic tone:

’Tis a difficult thing, indeed, to stand
And always do just right,

To fully adopt the Mormon creed
With heart and soul and might;

To know just when to hold our peace,
And when to intercede,

When mercy should indeed prevail
Or justice take the lead—

’Tis a difficult thing, it is indeed,

To fully adopt the Mormon creed.??

Brigham Young began citing the Creed as early as 1846.% Indeed, the
Creed became so strongly associated with President Young that by 1855 he
seemed to have been credited with coining it. George Taylor’s elaborate and
ornate masthead for his father John’s apologetic newspaper The Mormon
rather prominently displayed a scroll with the words “Mormon Creed:
Mind your own business.—Brigham Young.”? President Young explained
his understanding of the Creed in an address given on 16 March 1856, in
which he discussed a Brother Vernon, who was not well known in the com-
munity but who “has been quietly and industriously practicing the princi-
ples of our religion”:

He is not known except by a few of his associates, who have been laboring

with him at the Sugar Works. But, suppose he had been guilty of swearing in

the streets, of getting intoxicated, of fighting and carousing, he would have

been a noted character. . . . But brother Vernon is almost entirely unknown,

because he has lived his religion, kept the commandments of God, and
minded his own business. So it is with many in this City, they are known by

few, they live here, year after year, and are scarcely known in the community,

because they pay attention to their own business.

They live their religion, love the Lord, rejoice continually, are happy all
the day long, and satisfied, without making an excitement among the people.
This is “Mormonism.”?

Samuel W. Richards summed up this philosophy of the Creed in a Fourth
of July toast that same year: “Every man in his own place, minding his own
business—that’s Mormonism.”?’
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Nevertheless, the “party feeling” was so strong among the Utah Saints
that outsiders got just the opposite opinion of their ability to stay clear of
one another. Richard Burton noted after his 1860 visit that in Salt Lake City
“every man’s concerns are his neighbour’s” then ironically added that
among the Mormons “no one apparently ever heard of that person who
‘became immensely rich'—to quote an Americanism—by ‘minding his
own business.”?

After the death of President Young, his successor as Church President,
John Taylor, kept the Creed alive. To those who persisted in probing the
intrigues and rumors of the “barbarous” marriage practices in Utah, Pres-
ident Taylor wielded the Creed, at the same time encouraging the Saints to
cultivate anew a sense of privacy about polygamy, which he called “the

secret of the Lord™:

I was lately called upon as a witness . . . I was required to divulge certain
things. I did not know them to divulge. Perhaps some of you have had some
people come to you with their confidences. I have. But I don’t want to be a
confidant. Why? Because if they made a confidant of me and I was called
before a tribunal, I could not, as an honorable man, reveal their confidences,
yet it would be said I was a transgressor of the law. . . . Therefore I tell them
to keep their own secrets, and remember what is called the Mormon Creed,
“Mind your own business.””

In the same year that John Taylor gave this advice, he dedicated the
Logan Temple, in which an ornate backpainted glass fixture preserved
the Creed in a unique form for future generations:

Mormon Creed
Mind
Your Own Business
Saints
Will
Observe This
All Others Ought To.*

In 1883 a Juvenile Instructor article ruminated at length on the Creed,
reminiscing that “in the earlier days of the Church the Saints kept cards
posted up in their houses containing the ‘Mormon’ creed, ‘Let every man
mind his own business!”” The article went so far as to claim that Joseph
Smith had once taught that the Creed was “a key by which [the people]
could get back into the presence of God,” though no particular source to
that effect was cited.! Similar Juvenile Instructor editorials appeared in suc-
ceeding years, advising the young to remember the Creed. These editorials,
written by George Q. Cannon, noted that “our elders are frequently asked
for our creed, and people wonder when they are told . . . that the only creed
we have is: ‘Mind your own business.”*? Indeed, Cannon wrote on another
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occasion, the phrase was “the only creed that I have ever known the Church
to publish as such. . . . Only think of the happiness and peace and good feel-
ing that would prevail everywhere among the Saints if they would live up to
this simple yet comprehensive creed!”*

Yet despite its comprehensiveness, the Creed began to fade from the
Mormon idiom. In the early twentieth century, it was occasionally cited by
the elderly to the young, as in this 1903 observation by President Joseph E.
Smith: “The ‘Mormon’ creed: ‘mind your own business, is a good motto
for young people to adopt who wish to succeed, and who wish to make the
best use of their time and lives. . . . Let it be remembered that nothing is
quite so contemptible as idle gossip.”** But the young Apostle John W. Tay-
lor sadly noted the waning of the phrase: “I sometimes think it would be
very well for us Latter-day Saints to attend to one motto that used to
be very prominent among us, that is the Mormon Creed—‘Mind Your
Own Business, and let other people’s alone.”* About the same time, in the
surrounding culture, the phrase underwent a change in status, slipping
from eleventh to twelfth commandment in the cynic’s law of Moses—the
new eleventh being “Thou shalt not be found out.”*®

In the face of the phrase’s devaluation, Mormon “fundamentalists”—
ardent preservers of polygamy after the body of the Church did away with
the practice—continued to cite the Creed, in part by using it as an occa-
sional source for fillers in an underground publication, Truth, whose edi-
tors and subscribers saw themselves as continuing the underground
marriage practices of John Taylor’s days or even of Nauvoo. Wishing by the
Creed to bolster the common secrecy, the fundamentalists published
notices such as this:

“The Mormon Motto”
Nosey—Say, it is none of my business, but how does your husband keep his
wives?

Lucy—That’s right, it is none of your business.”’

One of the ironies of Mormon history is that would-be preservers of plural
marriage began to take up the Mormon Creed as their own, aiming it
squarely at the institutional Church.

Among the English-speaking Saints at large, the phrase is now barely a
memory, though its substance, the ideas of stewardship and of “creed”
itself, continues to provoke discussion.?® The saying seems to have taken its
place in a dim corner of Church history. One encounters it, if at all, in reprint
anthologies of quotations from early Church leaders, where it probably
strikes contemporary observers as little more than a rhetorical curio—a
fit subject for a scholarly note. But with its comic touch and common
sense, the Mormon Creed embodied much of the spirit of quintessential
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Mormonism, which, perhaps not surprisingly, has shown itself the great
leveling machine of even its own creed.

Michael Hicks is an assistant professor of music at Brigham Young University. He
expresses thanks to Lynn Carson, Douglas Donaldson, Kirk Moberg, and Robert J.
Woolley for their help in the preparation of this article.
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