John T. Clark:
The “One Mighty and Strong”

Brian C. Hales

This article examines John T. Clark, a relatively little-known but influen-
tial figure in the rise of fundamentalism among the Latter-day Saints dur-
ing the early twentieth century. By 1921, small groups of excommunicated
polygamists had begun to congregate at homes, offices, industrial build-
ings, and even in open-air settings. While no identifiable leaders would
emerge until the 1930s, these groups would eventually coalesce to form the
fundamentalist movement. Several individuals, including Clark, became
prominent within the informal gatherings, either because of their testimo-
nies, convictions, publications, financial successes, or claims to priesthood
authority.! Clark is unusual, however, because he was apparently never a
polygamist. Rather, it was his doctrinal unorthodoxy and creative theologi-
cal speculations that distanced him from the official LDS Church and
made him an appealing figure to others whose ideas included the continu-
ation of post-Manifesto polygamy.

The Beginnings of Unorthodoxy

John Tanner Clark left no personal papers, diaries, or autobiogra-
phy, to my knowledge, so biographical background is sparse.2 He was
born January 4, 1865, in Provo, Utah, to John Clark and Alvira Jane Pratt
Clark and raised in the LDS Church. He served a three-year mission on
the Uintah Indian reservation and was apparently, for a time, a member
of the BYU faculty, although no details seem to be available about his edu-
cation, field, or the period of this employment. He married Alice Scow in
1896 in the Salt Lake Temple. However, they had no children, she died in
1898, and Clark apparently never remarried.

Intellectually keen, he served in World War I, developing a shield
for ships that would explode a torpedo before it made contact with the
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hull. Later he invented a puncture-proof automobile tire and a special
rim. He formed the John T. Clark Mechanically Inflated Tire Company in
1913, but it never generated any income.

Despite his evident early dedication to Church teachings, John was
excommunicated in May 1905 at age forty, but not for involvement with
plural marriage.* His Church discipline was, instead, for his claims that
he was the “one mighty and strong” named in Doctrine and Covenants
85:7: “And it shall come to pass that I, the Lord God, will send one mighty
and strong, holding the scepter of power in his hand, clothed with light
for a covering, whose mouth shall utter words, eternal words; while his
bowels shall be a fountain of truth, to set in order the house of God, and
to arrange by lot the inheritances of the Saints whose names are found,
and the names of their fathers, and of their children, enrolled in the book
of the law of God.” (For the historical context of this scripture and the var-
ious interpretations of it in the LDS Church and RLDS Church/Com-
munity of Christ, both mainstream and schismatic, see the preceding arti-
cle by Bill Shepard, ““To Set in Order the House of God’: The Search for
the Elusive ‘One Mighty and Strong.””)

Mormon Fundamentalism and the “One Mighty and Strong”

The activities and identity of the “one mighty and strong” play an
immensely important role in the theology and expectations of many fol-
lowers of the restoration including most LDS fundamentalists today. Of
all scripture, no single verse is referred to more often by fundamentalists
than Doctrine and Covenant 85:7. Consequently, it is nearly impossible
to comprehend the fundamentalist movement among the Latter-day
Saints without understanding this concept of the “one mighty and
strong.” Mormon fundamentalists generally teach that Joseph Smith will
return to fill the role of the “one mighty and strong,”6 but many variant
beliefs and numerous claimants also exist.

Three interpretations regarding the coming of the “one mighty and
strong” can be identified in commentaries by Church leaders and funda-
mentalist writers over the years: (1) it was a conditional prophecy specific
to circumstances in Jackson County in the 1830s and hence is no longer
relevant; (2) it applies to the future visit of a personage to Jackson County
who will be responsible for specific duties in that geographic area, such as
setting in order the temple complex and assigning building lot “inheri-
tances” there; and (3) it applies to a future “setting in order” of the entire
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Church by a powerful figure raised up for that purpose. This last position
is tenaciously held by nearly all contemporary fundamentalists.

Unlike every other reference to the “house of God” found in the
Doctrine and Covenants, this third interpretation holds that the “house
of God” mentioned in Doctrine and Covenants 85:7 is not a temple struc-
ture,’ but instead refers to the entire Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, which fundamentalists affirm is currently “out of order.”® Funda-
mentalist writer Ogden Kraut described an impressively comprehensive
role for this future “one mighty and strong”: “The setting in order of the
House of God will be a greater event than the Restoration. What failed in
the beginning will succeed in the end. The miracles will be greater, the
number of converts will be more numerous; the power and wealth of the
Saints will be richer; and Zion—the New Jerusalem—will finally be built.”

Fundamentalists proclaim that, through the efforts of the “one
mighty and strong,” they will be vindicated and the practice of plural mar-
riage restored.’ Reportedly, also “set in order” would be Church fi
nances; the redemption of Zion and the return of the Saints to Jackson
County, Missouri;'? the establishment of fundamentalists in positions
where they will preside over the First Presidency;U the restoration of di-
vine revelation to guide leaders in the Church, which is now in apostasny;]"r
the clarification of which priesthood ordinations performed since Heber
J. Grant became Church president in 1918 have been valid;"” and the im-
plementation of the law of consecration throughout the Church.'® In
Jackson County, the one mighty and strong will accomplish his second
duty by arranging “by lot the inheritances of the saints,” "’ probably after
first designating the building site for the temple complex (the “house of
God”) that will be located there. That building site will establish “order”
by delineating the reference coordinates used to survey all of the sur-
rounding inheritance lots that will be atssigned.18

Although a psychological exploration of motives is beyond the scope
of this article, it is easy to see why the mysterious yet dazzling and near-om-
nipotent characteristics of the “one mighty and strong” would work pow-
erfully upon the imaginations of talented but ignored and marginalized
figures. John T. Clark seems to have been such a person; but since the
dawn of the twentieth century, dozens of men besides him have asserted
claims to the identity and responsibilities of the "one mighty and
s’crong.“1

For example, Joseph E. Robinson, who presided over the California
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Mission between 1901 and 1919, commented in October 1918 general
conference: “We have had five such [claimants as the ‘one mighty and
strong’] in the California mission since I have had the honor to preside in
it. They have come to naught, and dwindled away.” Robinson continued:

One in particular that I have in mind, who gathered about him quite a lit-
tle body of honest people, God-fearing people, humble and contrite and re-
pentant when they were shown the error of their ways, for I had the
privilege of baptizing a goodly number of them. This man went on for
years, pretending that sometime he would come as a mighty and strong one
and set the Church in order. He said that the people would be tried in all
things; so frequently he would be drunken with wine, that they might be
tried in that way, and he reveled in the use of some drugs and tobacco, so
that they might be tried in their faith because of this weakness. He took
wives from some men and gave them to others, and then took them him-
self, and then turned them back to the original husband, that they might
be tried in that way. And still they endured it because of their faith in some
of his prophecies and the manner in which he interpreted the scriptures.
When stricken and about to die, he was taken to a hospital, and several
days before his death he told them not to bury him, but to watch over his
body for three days and he would come and take it up again and establish
them in their inheritance in Zion before God forever. They watched his
body for six days, and then they buried him.20

John T. Clark’s Claims

The charismatic John T. Clark was among the earliest to proclaim
his identity as the “one mighty and strong.” Part of Clark’s confidence in
asserting his identity as the promised “one” seems to have come from a pa-
triarchal blessing he received indicating that he was chosen to fulfill sev-
eral scriptures including Doctrine and Covenants 85:7.1 In early 1905,
Clark published a pamphlet containing his unorthodox beliefs and claims
that he was the individual chosen by God to fill the role of the “one
mighty and strong.” Although I have found no contemporary evidence of
specific reactions to Clark’s claims or whether he gained a significant
number of adherents, his activity was evidently noticed by Church mem-
bers and became sufficiently disturbing to Church leaders that Clark was
excommunicated in May 1905.

Undoubtedly, Clark’s case contributed to the fact that six months
later, the First Presidency (Joseph F. Smith, John R. Winder, and Anthon
H. Lund) printed an official statement that explicated the context of Doc-
trine and Covenants 85 (which had been extracted from a letter Joseph
Smith wrote William W. Phelps in 1832) and officially proclaimed that
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the need for the “one mighty and strong . . . may also be considered as hav-
ing passed away and the whole incident of the prophecy closed. "22 The
First Presidency did not entirely foreclose the possibility that he could “be
a future bishop of the Church who will be with the Saints in Zion, }ackson
county, Missouri, when the Lord shall establish them in that land.” 8
In the decades following the publication of Clark’s original pam-
phlet, he continued to promote himself as the “one mighty and strong.”
His ideas expanded; and seventeen years later in 1922, he dictated the
manuscript of The One Mighty and Strong to Joseph White Musser, then
age fifty, who acted as his scribe for the 165-page book.?* Nathaniel
Baldwin, a briefly affluent local radio manufacturer, contributed $750,
underwriting the printing of five thousand copies. Baldwin also tempo-
rarily provided economic security for Clark by appointing him to the
board of directors of his company. By November 1922, those directors
were a veritable “Who’s Who” of the fundamentalist movement: John T.
Clark, Clyde Neilson, Daniel Bateman, Paul Fn::il,25 former Apostle
Matthias F. Cowley, John Y. Barlow, Israel Barlow, [anthus Barlow, Albert
Barlow, Lyman Jessop, Joseph S. Jessop, Moroni Jessop, Margarito
Bautista, Leslie Broadbent, Joseph W. Musser, and Lorin C. \)(/oolley.26
The first section of The One Mighty and Strong reprints the First Presi-
dency’s 1905 statement regarding the “one mighty and strong.” A signifi-
cant portion of the rest of Clark’s book discusses Doctrine and Covenants
85:8: “While that man, who was called of God and appointed, that
putteth forth his hand to steady the ark of God, shall fall by the shaft of
death, like as a tree that is smitten by the vivid shaft of lightning.” Clark ar-
gues that this passage could not be a reference to a bishop but instead pre-
dicts “the removal of a President of the Church in a very strange manner.
. This strange way in dealing with a President of the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints is not a savory dish to be altogether relished by
individuals of high authority in the Church. . . . The falling of a President
in a strange way is necessary in order to fulfill scripture and carry out the
plan of salvation of the children of men in our day and time.”*’ After the
Church president dies in this “strange” manner, the “one mighty and
strong” will take his place and set the Church in order, restoring, among
other things, the practice of plural marriage. “It is inevitable that a Presi-
dent must fall,” asserted Clark, “in order that the ‘Mighty and Strong
One’ chosen of the Lord may be established at the head of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, in the place of the deposed and fallen
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leader, in or that the house of God (His Church, 1 Tim. 3:15) may be set
in order, as the Lord shall direct.”8

Although Clark’s main thesis is clear, The One Mighty and Strong con-
sists of a pastiche of scriptural references and religious teachings organized
only loosely into a rambling and repetitive message. Historian Lyle O.
Weright assesses Clark’s writings as “generally very disorganized, repeti-
tious, and somewhat confusing.”29 Clark and his followers recognized the
problems with the paperback, which prompted him to initially limit its
distribution. Clark himself attributed the weaknesses of the book to a
“lack of proof-reading.” Baldwin refused to fund a second printing “un-
less he [Baldwin] could change some things in the book.” Sometime be-
tween 1922 and 1930, while trying to decide whether to actively distribute
the faulty copies, Clark had a vision in which “President John Taylor,
(from the other side) came to me [John T. Clark] and said ‘YOU KNOW
WHAT TO DO!" Then striking his right clinched fist into his left hand
said, ‘AND WOE BETIDE THEM THAT OPPOSE YOU IN THIS
WORK.” Clark obediently circulated copies of the book.

In 1930, eight years after the book’s publication, Clark reflected on
his decision to publish it despite the lack of editing:

After having completed the pencil writing of the manuscript of the
book entitled “THE ONE MIGHTY AND STRONG,” in the spring of
1922 A.D. which was just offhandedly done and the same rolled up and
placed away until I should feel like publishing it; and then in a short time
afterwards, while thinking whether or not it was time to publish it, the
Lord Jesus Christ came to me and said, speaking in a firm and positive
manner, “PUBLISH IT; YOU SHOULD HAVE GONE ON AND
PUBLISHED IT: PUBLISH IT: THERE IS NO REDEMPTION FOR
THE LAMANITES: THERE IS NO RESTORATION OF THE
FULLNEISS OF THE GOSPEL: THIS MUST BE PUBLISHED
FIRST.”

Clark’s Other Prophecies and Teachings

In addition to the topics Clark treated in his book, he issued other
prophecies and teachings that were never published. According to Joseph
White Musser, a theme Clark often returned to involved “hidden records
and other valuables in a mound near Alpine, Utah County, land owned
by his father.” He claimed that “it has been made known to him that he is
to bring the records forth.” Allegedly, “Pres. Wilford Woodruff blessed
the spot where the records are and Pres. Young told of their being there.
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Several men, it is stated, have lost their lives by interfering with the pre-
mises, and many others have become disabled i*.empomrily."3'2

On several occasions, Clark led dozens of followers, including Harry
Shewell (born 1903), Nathaniel Baldwin (born 1878), Lorin Woolley
(born 1856), and Joseph Musser (born 1872), to Alpine, Utah, to this hid-
ing place. Musser recorded on June 10, 1928: “Took John T. Clark . . . to
Alpine to visit the place where the ‘records’ are supposed to be hid. John
T. explained again that Pres. Woodruff had set the place apart. That al-
most untold wealth had been hid there by the early Mexican Indians and
that the time was about right for the bringing of them forth.” In 1930,
follower Harry Shewell recorded: “Brother Clark said that the Sealed Re-
cords were buried near the mouth of American Fork Canyon, and that
there was a vast treasure buried with them. A lot of this treasure was in
gold bars with the stamp of Spain of the year 1519 upon it."%4 Early in
1931, Clark also told his followers “that with the Records were the follow-
ing: The Sword of Laban, the sixteen stones of the Brother of Jared, the
Urim and Thumim [sic], a large pot of the most costly jewels and immense
quantities of gold.“3l5

In 1922 before he published his book, Clark had predicted that “a
President of the Church will die suddenly as a result of swimming, and the
one mighty and strong will be raised up in his stead to see the Church in
order and lead the people back to Jackson County.”3'6 On May 6, 1930, he
prophesied: “Heber ]. Grant and Charles W. Nibley will be removed from
their places by death and Pres. Ivins will remain to help carry on the work.
Pres. Grant will make the announcement that [John T.] Clark is to suc-
ceed him as leader and is the one Mighty and Strong to lead the church
out of bondage spoken of in 85th Sec. D&C and that the records are
about to come forth through him.”%

Later that month Joseph Musser wrote in his journal:

[John T. Clark] saw one like unto the Kaiser of Germany, facing the
north and proclaiming his power in the U.S. As they fought, he saw great
chasms open up in the earth and whole regiments swallowed up. He saw
the country swept clean to the base of the Rocky Mountains. 1,700,000
Lamanites were killed. Then the Japs [sic] (who are of the House of Israel)
came in U.S. by way of Mexico and assisted the Lamanites until peace was
declared and only the Righteous only were left in Zion. After this, work
commenced in the building of Zion in Jackson County by the Lamanites,
assisted by the Gentile Saints.38

Although Germany and Japan were both involved (along with several
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other countries) in World War II, none of the details match this picture
created by Clark.

John T. Clark also testified that he had “ seen the Savior several times
also Joseph Smith and his successors in office” and that he [Clark] was

“the most literal descendent of Jesus Christ on the earth today, and he
also carries indial [sic] blood in his veins.”*® His mission was “to lead the
people back to Jackson County and assist the Lamanites in building the
Temple.”!

Further indication of Clark’s influence can be traced in the diaries
of Musser and Shewell. During the summer and fall of 1930, Musser
asked Clark to administer to his wife, Mary, who was ill with cancer.?? In
February 1931, Shewell “met at the Diamond Oil Co. Office with J. W.
Musser, John T. Clark, and my father, Hal and had a word of prayer in be-
half of the Oil Company They met again in March “in solemn prayer
assembly.” " Four months later, Musser wrote: “Last night [ awoke—could
not sleep. Arose and bowed to the Lord asking about. . . just who John T.
Clark was, who is making so many claims. Today Brother [Peter] Westman
came to office, introduced himself and without any preliminary pro-
ceeded to testify that John T. Clark, is one ‘Mighty and Strong’ spoken of.

. He was very definite and had a marvelous spirit. Perhaps it was the
Lord’s answer to my prayer."45

Musser’s confusion regarding John T. Clark’s identity is surprising
since Lorin C. Woolley had told Musser more than two years earlier that
Clark was “in greot in supposing he is the ‘one Mighty and Strong, like
unto Moses.”™*® Also, a llttle later in 1929 Musser was reportedly “or-
dained a High Priest Apostle and a Patriarch to all the world by a High
Priest Apostle [Lorin C. \)(J’ool‘hf:y]."ﬂr8 Nonetheless, for two years after this
“ordination” and counsel, Musser continued to be attentive to Clark’s
teachings.49 In any event, Musser evidently remained in contact with
Clark’s protégé Westman, for eight days after Westman had testified to
Clark’s identity as the one mighty and strong, Musser invited him and
Clark to return to the office. There “Bro. Westman gave John T. Clark a
blessing . . . pronouncing him the one ‘Mighty-Strong.”” Immediately
thereafter, Clark gave Musser a blessing that “greatly strengthened” him,
although he records no details of its contents.”® The three again met in
November 1931 where they “supplicated the Lord in behalf of our com-
pany.” Musser added, “A splendid spirit prevailed, and we felt the Lord
had heard our pra',(ers."s1
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Over the next few months, however, Musser realigned his allegiance
away from Clark and toward Lorin Woolley, who was privately promoting
a priesthood office that he claimed was greater in authority than the call-
ing of the “one mighty and strong.” Woolley’s teachings would be pub-
lished in 1933-34 by Musser and ]. Leslie Broadbent, detailing the exis-
tence of a previously unknown super-powerful priesthood council called
the Council of Friends.”?

It appears that a competitive spirit existed among some of the follow-
ers of Woolley and Clark. One evening in May of 1932, a gathering of
Woolley supporters apparently interfered with a prayer meeting sched-
uled by the followers of John T. Clark. Harry Shewell lamented: “It is ex-
actly five months today since we started to meet, daily, at the Diamond Oil
Company’s offices to supplicate the Lord in behalf of the Oil Company
and also the redemption of Zion. However, we couldn’t hold our meeting
tonight as the office was being polluted by the ‘Old and Young Patriarchs’
and their flock, or apostles, or something. Anyway, the Woolley crowd
were deciding the destinies of mankind and we didn’t care to interfere in
the counsels of the ‘High and 1\/[igl‘1ty.’”5 3

LDS Church leaders were obviously exasperated by Clark’s claims,
and Harry Shewell recorded that his own bishop “had definite instruc-
tions from Pres. Grant, through the Stake Presidency, to oppose Bro.
Clark.”* Individuals who sympathized with Clark were disciplined.” In
1931, Shewell recorded hearing an address in Shewell’s home ward by J.
Golden Kimball, one of the seven presidents in the First Council of Sev-
enty. Kimball “spoke of meeting a certain man on the street the other day
(this man was Bro. John T. Clark) who told him that he had seen the Sav-
ior and had shaken hands with Him and asked Him many questions etc.
Bro. Kimball said that they always used to call a fellow ‘nutty’ who made
such claims as that, and that is what he thought this fellow was, ‘a nut.” He
also added, concerning the man’s having seen the Savior, that such things
just don’t occur.”®

Clark’s Death

Clark’s influence did not last much longer, for he died in Provo on
September 16, 1932, at age sixty-seven. Musser recorded in his journal:
“He was under medical attention. He had claimed to be the one ‘Mighty
and Strong,’” the one like unto Moses and the Indian Prophet and had cre-
ated quite a stir. He was clean and apparently sincere and honest. But it
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appears he was misled by the spirit he followed. There are among his fol-
lowers now [those] who claim he will come back to do his work of setting
the Church in order.”’

Harry Shewell, a staunch follower, was “almost stunned” by Clark’s
death, because he had strong faith in Clark’s mission and could not con-
ceive of his death before it was completed. He recorded in his journal a re-
markable dream that another follower, Ferd (sic) Olsen, had had the previ-
ous year. In that dream, John T. Clark died and “was brought back to life
and fulfilled his great mission.”> Believing that perhaps the dream was
prophetic, Shewell, Olsen, and a third believer, Clyde Neilson, drove to
Provo to visit the mortuary where Clark was being embalmed. Shewell
recorded:

Upon entering the room we saw his body lying upon a table, it was all
covered but his head, and on the floor were two buckets full of blood and
water etc. which had just been taken from his body, in fact the tubes were
still connected to him. It was an extremely gruesome sight to thus behold
the mortal remains of a prophet of Almighty God. We all stood around the
table for a few minutes, and when I thought that the awful reality of Bro.
John's passing had sufficiently reached the heart and soul of each one of
us, [ said, “Do you brethren still feel the same way about it? Shall we pro-
ceed with the administration?” They all answered that they were ready to.
.. . In sealing the anointing I was mouth, and, among a few other words, 1
felt impressed to speak thus, “That the scriptures might be fulfilled, and
that the many testimonies given us of Almighty God might also be fulfilled,
by virtue and authority . . . we command you to come back to this life and
finish your great mission, which is not completed.”?

They waited for a few minutes, but nothing happened. Shewell then
explained: “I told them that as I spoke, I felt that he would come back but
not at that moment, but in God’s own time, which would be soon.”®

At the funeral two days later, Harry’s brother Harold “bore his testi-
mony to the fact that Bro. John T. Clark was a prophet of the Living God.”
Another follower affirmed that “Bro. Clark’s mission on this earth was
not finished and that we would yet hear more from him.”®' The more
pragmatic Olsen told Shewell about six weeks later: “Now that John was
dead and things hadn’t happened etc. that he couldn’t see what else there
was to do about it except forget it."6? But even three years later, Shewell
wrote a tract, Who Is John T. Clark?, outlining his reasons for believing that
Clark would still come back to fulfill his mission.*®

Clark’s claims, his unfulfilled prophecies, and his significance have
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faded. Still, he was emblematic of other would-be leaders who would dis-
cover a new identity in that 1832 scripture. Ignoring the circumstances
which prompted Joseph Smith to write the original verses, they would iso-
late a passage into which they could read themselves, gather followers, fos-
ter hopes of fabulous wealth, and bask in a feeling of specialness. While
the true identity of the “one mighty and strong” remains a mystery even
today, expectations of his reality and his future responsibilities have beck-
oned eccentrics, puzzled historians, and buoyed up Mormon fundamen-
talists for decades. Doubtless this pattern will continue.
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