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New Mexico Clergymen's Perceptions of
Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal

Monroe Lee Billington and Cal M. Clark

The Great Depression and Pres. Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal cre

ated great turbulence in New Mexico's economy, society, and politics.

At first national and state leaders hoped that the perceived large role of

subsistence agriculture in New Mexico's economy would shield the state

from the worst ravages of the Depression. This premise, however, turned

out to be false; in fact the rural economies had survived only because of a

widespread migration of workers for seasonal employment elsewhere in the

state and the Southwest, which collapsed with the onset of the Depression.

Furthermore, New Deal programs in New Mexico created controversy and

conflict in their attempts to alleviate massive poverty. Disputes over land

ownership and control among Native Americans, Hispanic subsistence farm

ers, and Anglo commercial ranchers and farmers intensified; new taxes and

fees for reclamation projects threatened Widespread property loss; and the

Monroe Lee Billington was emeritus professor and former head of the Department of History

at New Mexico State University. He wrote New Mexico's Buffalo Soldiers, 1866-1900 (1991)

and was coeditor ofAfrican Americans on the Western Frontier (1998) and African Americans

in the West, 1900-195° (forthcoming). Cal M. Clark, formerly professor ofgovernment at New

Mexico State University, is professor ofpolitical science and director of the Public Administra:

bon program at Auburn University. He is author of Taiwan's Development: Implications for

Contending Political Economy Paradigms (1989), coauthor ofComparing Development Patterns

in Asia (1997), and coeditor of Globalization's Impact on State-Local Economic Development 521

Policy (2001).



522 ~ NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW VOLUME 84, NUMBER 4

attempts to strengthen Hispanic village life faced a contradiction between

preserving the traditional culture and promoting agricultural moderniza

tion and productivity. The political scene was equally murky because

progressives led by Sen. Bronson Cutting moved through short-lived alli

ances and battles with both the Republican and Democratic parties. Cut

ting himself, although a Republican, opposed Pres. Herbert Hoover for not

responding effectively to the Depression and then was critical of the New

Deal for not doing enough, leading the Roosevelt administration to cam

paign vigorously against him in 1934.1 Given this complex situation, the

perspectives of New Mexicanson the New Deal would appear to have been

problematic, to say the least. Thus, this paper explores how the New Deal

looked "on the ground" by analyzing letters that clergymen in the state sent

to President Roosevelt in response to an inquiry from the latter about social

conditions in their communities.

What did the members of the New Mexico clergy think about FOR and

the New Deal? This study, based upon the southwestern religious leaders'

letters to the president in 1935, addresses this question. By examining a small

slice of public opinion, the article is intended to contribute to a fuller un

derstanding of the overall reaction of the American people to their govern

ment and its multitudinous activities during the Great Depression.

When Roosevelt was inaugurated on 4 March 1933, the United States

was in the deepest economic depression in its history, a crisis that brought

its economic and political systems to the edge of breakdown and threatened

social chaos. The American banking system, having steadily declined for

several months, was on the verge of total collapse. As public confidence

lessened, panic-stricken depositors stood in long lines to withdraw their

banked money before the inevitable bankruptcy declaration. Mob psychol

ogy forced uneasy customers to demand their cash from formerly stable

institutions, and the massive demands for their deposits created self-fulfill

ing prophesies of account shortages. By inauguration day, over five thou

sand banks all across the country had closed their doors. The frightening

developments presaged the new president and Congress to order a "bank

ing holiday." The stock market was at low ebb. Industrial production was

~own to 56 percent of the 1923-1925 level. Out of a labor force of 52 million,

1 wage-earner in 4 did not have a job to support himself or his family. An

other 5.5 million laborers were only partially employed. Conditions were

hardly better in farming and ranching areas. Unable to sell corn for a profit,

midwestern farmers burned the previous year's crop to keep away winter's
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cold. Essentially no markets existed for southern income crops such as cot

ton, tobacco, and peanuts. The nation's eastern markets' demands for south

western cattle were virtually nonexistent.2

Under such devastating economic conditions, the president urged Con

gress to pass dozens of major bills and hundreds oflesser ones to attack the

problems created by the Great Depression. Compared to the previous Hoover

administration, the Democrats appropriated unusually large sums ofmoney

to counter depression woes. The nation's political leaders organized a vast

bureaucracy to administer the multiplicity of agencies and programs that

sprang up in response to economic need. A flurry of activity occurred as the

leaders in Washington inaugurated and implemented a New Deal for "the

forgotten man."3

Soliciting Clergy Opinion about the New Deal

These momentous political events, in turn, stimulated questions concerning

the impact of the New Deal. How effective were the New Deal measures?

How did Americans respond to them? What else could government do to

help? On 23 and 24 September 1935, the president mailed a form letter to

members of the clergy in the United States:

Reverend and dear Sir:

Your high calling brings you into intimate daily contact not only with

your own parishioners, but with people generally in your community. I

am sure you see the problems of your people with wise and

sympathetic understanding.

Because of the grave responsibilities of my office, I am turning to

representative Clergymen for counsel and advice-feeling confident

that no group can give more accurate or unbiased views.

I am particularly anxious that the new Social Security Legislation just

enacted, for which we have worked so long, providing for old age

pensions, aid for crippled children and unemployment insurance, shall

be carried out in keeping with the high purposes with which this law was

enacted. It is also vitally important that the Works Program shall be

administered to provide employment at useful work, and that our

unemployed as well as the nation as a whole may derive the greatest

possible benefits.
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I shall deem it a favor if you will write me about conditions in your

community. Tell me where you feel our government can better serve

our people.

We can solve our many problems, but no one man or single group

can do it-we shall have to work together for the common end of

better spiritual and material conditions for the American people.

May I have your counsel and your help? I am leaving on a short

vacation but will be back in Washington in a few weeks, and I will

deeply appreciate your writing to me.

Very sincerely yours,

[signed] Franklin D. Roosevelt4

Did this letter show Roosevelt's genuine interest in the clergy's opinions,

or did he have an ulterior motive? If the president was sincere, there should

be indications that he used the clergy's responses in some specific way. No

specific evidence has been found that the clergy's comments affected the

making of public policy. He may have contacted the clergy to affirm the

acceptability of his programs. Or he may have written the letter simply to

compliment religious leaders by soliciting their opinions. Possibly the presi

dent had little or nothing to do with the decision to mail this letter, but a

logical assumption is that someone on the White House staff did. In that

case, the most likely person would have been Louis McHenry Howe, long

time friend and advisor to Roosevelt. About the same time, Howe organized

the Good Neighbor League to enlist the support of members of the clergy,

educators, social workers, intellectuals, women, and pacifists for the Roosevelt

cause. He assigned the task of directing the League's activities to Stanley

High, an important speech writer for the president. In that position, High

developed and put into action a number of projects to aid the Democrats'

cause during the campaign of 1936. High held a divinity degree and had

once been editor of the Christian Herald. High probably conceived of the

letter-to-the-clergy project and then Howe gave him permission to organize

and execute it.5 Regardless of who executed the project and their motiva

tions for the request from the White House, the clergy's letters are a unique

source for understanding public opinion in the 1930S.6

Roosevelt was a life-long member of the Protestant Episcopal Church.

He was baptized at and grew up attending St. James Church in Hyde Park,

New York. Mter his marriage, he and his wife, Eleanor Roosevelt, saw that

their children (Anna, James, Elliott, Franklin D. Jr., and John) attended
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Sunday school and were trained as Episcopalians, although FOR was not a

regular churchgoer during the early years of his marriage. After he became

a public figure, when church attendance became symbolically important,

he attended more often, but he did so reluctantly, with good reason. After

being stricken by poliomyelitis, Roosevelt found church attendance to be

an ordeal because of his physical handicap. Once he became president, he

went to church only a few times a year, foregoing the physical struggle and

public curiosity of his getting into and out of a church pew. Despite this

periodic attendance, Roosevelt served for many years as senior warden of

his small home church in Hyde Park, even while he was president. He was

active in this position until the time of his death.7

In 1935 the number of clergymen in the United States was approximately

200,000. The White House staff mailed the president's letter to 121,700 of

the nation's clergymen, apparently to every minister, priest, and rabbi whose

addresses were available. Slightly more than 100,000 letters reached the

addressees, and approximately 30,000 clergymen from every state in the

Union responded to the president's query.8 Letters poured in from represen

tatives of all major denominations as well as many small religious groups in

the country. The ministers felt obliged to give their honest, personal re

sponses to the presidential inquiry. Their opinions manifested wide variet

ies of socioeconomic, political, ethnic, and regional interests.

The New Mexico Clergy file in the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential

Library contains fifty-four letters. Ofthis number, sixteen did not indicate the

religion or denomination of the writer. Table 1 lists the religious affiliation

and breakdown ofthe remaining thirty-eight clergymen, who represented seven

denominations. Also, it lists the percentages of these denominations in rela

tion to the thirty-eight respondents. Almost exactly one-third of the respon

dents were Roman Catholic priests, an indication ofthe strength oftheir church

and its relationship to the large Hispanic population of this southwestern state.

Table 1. Clergymen's Religious MfiIiations

Denomination Number of clergy % of total

Roman Catholic
Presbyterian
Methodist
Disciples of Christ
Baptist
Episcopalian
Congregational

12

8
6

5
4
2

32

21

16
13
11
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Presbyterians comprised just over one-fifth of the total number of these

known respondents, while Methodists, Disciples of Christ, and Baptists con

stituted 16 percent, /;)3 percent, and 11 percent, respectively. Ministers of

Episcopal and Congregational churches combined for slightly less than 10

percent of the total.

The absence of letters from New Mexico rabbis, other mainline Protes

tants, and ministers serving a variety of Christian sects and fringe groups is

noted. Some of the sixteen respondents who did not indicate their religious

affiliations may have been leaders of such assemblies. Also, White House

assistants possibly were unable to find names and addresses of the ministers

of some of the smaller groups.

Several parallels existed between the distribution of clergymen in this

sample and the total number of clergy in New Mexico, although a few sig

nificant divergences occurred as well. In 1936 243>936 persons were mem

bers of New Mexico's 1,030 religious congregations. Ofthese congregations,

837 were affiliated with one of the seven denominations represented by the

responding clergymen.9 Table 2 lists the number of congregations in each of

the seven denominations, as well as their percentages of the total.

The fifty-four clergymen who responded to FOR's letter constituted 6

percent of the total number of clergymen residing in New Mexico at that

time, a statistically significant portion of the total.

Table 2. Congregations of Religious Groups

Denomination Number of congregations % of total

Roman Catholic
Methodist
Baptist
Presbyterian
Episcopalian
Disciples of Christ
Congregational

60
14
10

7
6
2

Table 3. Overall Attitude Toward FOR and the New Deal

Responses Number of clergy % of total

Very unfavorable 2 4
Unfavorable 6 11

Neutral 8 15
Favorable 30 55
Very favorable 8 15
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Each of the New Mexico letters has been coded as to its general tone toward

Roosevelt and the New Deal: (1) very unfavorable, (2) unfavorable, (3) neu

tral, (4) favorable, and (5) very favorable. Table 3 shows that these clergy

men were supportive of the New Deal by a margin of 70 percent to 15 percent

with the remaining 15 percent neutral. This favorable percentage in New

Mexico was somewhat higher than FDR's nationwide support in the presi

dential elections of 1932 and 1936 in which he received 57 percent and 61
percent, respectively, of the total votes cast. 1O Finally, the New Mexico clergy's

70 percent support was slightly more than the state as a whole in 1936, which

gave FDR 63 percent of its total votes cast. lI

A number of New Mexico clergymen were effusive in their support for

the president. Douglas Matthews, the Dean of St. John's Episcopal Cathe

dral in Albuquerque, exclaimed: "Your magnificent and courageous fight

for the common people deservers] the support of every right minded indi

vidual, and I think your program is more Christian than any which has

been sponsored by those in high places during my lifetime."12 A member of

the Catholic Oblate Fathers wrote: "Everything is O.K. in Dawson, N.M.

Congratulations for all what you have done and intend to do for the welfare

of the country. You are the real man for the situation, and [I] hope you will

continue the good work you have done so well, since you have been at the

head of our country."13 Minister Floyd Painton of Aztec, in the far north

western corner of the state, did not list his denominational ties but wrote:

"Permit me ... to thank you for what you have done for the people, for the

earnest spirit of helpfulness you have so nobly manifested in all your work,

and to pledge you my support and my prayers for your further success in

every way, and may the God of our Fathers, who established this great na

tion[,] bless and keep yoU."14

But Roosevelt had severe critics.J5 Protestant minister E. W. Fenton in

Albuquerque responded to FDR's query with a long letter detailing his

views of the "flaws" of many programs. He concluded: "It gives me no

pleasure now to have to say that I think your plans have failed. True they

have, in a way, fed the hungry and staved offdisaster-perhaps even REVO

LUTION. But no permanent benefit has resulted from them.''i6 D. B. Titus,

the pastor of the First Christian Church in Roswell, was generally unfa

vorable to the government's approach to solving the nation's problems,

including federal intervention and widespread reliance on various relief
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measures that in his mind harmed the morale of working-class citizens.

He finished his long letter with this sentence: "For the future I ... submit

that something else [rather than federal aid] should be tried before we

add complete poverty of spirit to our national ills."17

A Mixed Review of Specific Issues

The fact that the New Mexico clergymen were, on balance, favorably in

clined toward the New Deal is hardly astonishing. More significant is their

relative interest in the various issues associated with the New Deal and

FDR, and the substantial variations that occurred in the clergymen's de

gree of support for or opposition to these specific issues. Thus, each of the

New Mexico letters has been broken down to assess specific issues and the

priests' and ministers' responses on each topic has been coded (1) very unfa

vorable, (2) unfavorable, (3) favorable, or (4) very favorable.

Interestingly, only one of the sixteen issues (the New Deal's agricultural

policies) evoked approximately an even division of opinion. Five of the is

sues (Social Security, public works programs, the Civilian Conservation

Corps [Ccq, munitions embargo, and banking laws) produced approving

responses of 78 percent or more, while ten of them (relief programs, the

National Recovery Administration [NRA], prohibition repeal, president's

family, bureaucracy and corruption, taxes, budgets and debts, constitution

ality, diplomatic recognition of Russia, and armaments expenditures) earned

approval ratings of 33 percent or less. In other words, despite their overall

support of the New Deal, the clergymen negatively perceived almost two

thirds of the sixteen issues. Their responses revealed that whereas New

Mexico's clergymen generally approved the principle policy thrust of the

New Deal, they leveled substantial criticisms at a majority of the particular

facets of the Roosevelt program.

A better appreciation of the clergymen's responses can be gained by con

sidering the issues in four specific groupings: government programs aimed

at helping particular sectors of the American population, issues of morality,

perceived governmental abuses, and foreign policy issues. Tables 4 through

7 summarize the New Mexico clergy's positions on these subjects. The tables

list the number and percentage of clergymen commenting on an issue, as

well as the percentage of the clergy's comments that could be considered

favorable.
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Support for Government Activism in Several Areas

At the most general level, the New Deal aimed to restore the American

socioeconomic system to normal operating order and to provide immedi

ate aid to those suffering from the severe dislocations of the Great Depres

sion. The New Mexico clerics who wrote to FOR commented on seven

specific topics concerning governmental programs designed to implement

these goals: Social Security, public works programs, relief programs, agri

cultural policies, the CCC, the NRA, and banking laws. The data in table

4 indicate that the clergymen had quite different perceptions of these is

sues-strongly approving four, strongly disapproving two, and dividing

almost equally on one.

Social Security was by far the most salient of the sixteen issues; over one

half of the New Mexican clergy mentioned it and of those clergy 91 percent

approved it. Clearly the clergy deemed its potential beneficiaries, specifi

cally children, the aged, and the disabled, well worthy of solicitude. From a

practical standpoint, these groups often represented the clergymen's own

parishioners who were hardest hit by the Depression. Between 1936 and

1940, repeated surveys showed that over 90 percent of the citizenry sup

ported Social Security, especially old-age pensions. 18

L. Guy Ament, the pastor of the Disciples of Christ congregation in the

small town of Roy, wrote: "Count the new Social Security Legislation a very

splendid advance and timely. If this program can be carried out and properly

safeguarded, it will be wonderful. The people talk [about] itand are pleased

the older people who are in the last lap of life's race. To properly care for the

aged, crippled children and needy is truly Christian."19 A Hispanic clergyman

in Albuquerque, Juan G. Quintana, agreed: "I have been much interrested

[sic] in the Old Age Pension Plan, because it is ofgrave responsibilities to take

Table 4- Clergy Perceptions of Governmental Help Policies

Number of % of clergy % of clergy
Issue clergy citing citing in favor

Social Security 32 59 91
Public works programs 27 50 89
Relief programs 18 33 33
Agricultural policies 9 17 56
Civilian Conservation Corps 9 17 78
National Recovery Administration 2 0

Banking laws 2 100
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care of men and women past 60. And to gave [sic] them a very careful consid

eration; and to me it seems to be the only plan suggested, that will provide aid

for aged citizens that canot [sic] work for their lives."2o

Under the oversight of Presbyterian Sunday School Missions, the newly

arrived young minister Ronald Brook who was stationed in Chama but who

served "the largest mission field in New Mexico" wrote a long and poignant

letter addressing several topics. He expressed the need for "some National

force" to improve the public school system in Rio Arriba County. He re

ported on the "filth and disease and ignorance" of the mostly Hispanic

population in the northern mountains of the state whose "living conditions

have not changed for 400 years," including "the pitiful condition of the

homes round about." He indicated that the works projects had helped these

people, but that they did not need a dole to keep them from starving. This

young missionary expressed his most emotional comments in response to

the president's request for feedback on Social Security:

The Social Security Legislation is needed badly here, and I feel it

would be one of the best things tried yet. We have a sad case of an old

man here right now, all alone, no money, too old to work. I must go

from house to house to beg for him tomorrow. He has been a CPA and

has done a good job of teaching in his day.... He deserves the help of

the USA and there are many other faithful souls who have given their

all for their country. They need our help. We should give it.21

Despite the overwhelming support for Social Security Legislation, positive

reaction to it was not unanimous. Baptist minister Thomas D. New in Albu

querque believed that Dr. Frances Townsend's proposal to issue large monthly

government checks to all elderly people was superior to the recently en

acted New Deal statute.22 Fenton was critical of the Social Security Legisla

tion because it did not go far enough; he wrote that the program was "good

in name but a failure as enacted." He concluded, "In your [Social Security]

Bill you propose throwing a few crumbs to a beggar and call[ing] it'Secu

rity For Old Age.w23

Exactly one-half of the New Mexico clergymen made references to the

New Deal's public works programs and 89 percent of them expressed sup

port.24 Most of these favorable comments focused upon the provision of aid

to and regained dignity for the participants, rather than the broader eco

nomic impact of the projects. Barnabas Meyer, a non-Hispanic northern
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New Mexico Catholic priest who indicated that he served a parish of"Pueblo

Indians, Spanish-Americans, and Mexicans," responded, "As to the Works

Program I am not aware of any more useful work for our needy."z5 The

Hispanic priest Leon 1. Ylardia in Anthony on the southern border of the

state agreed: "The Works Program shall, if administered properly, afford

much employment which is badly needed at this time."Z6 The Hispanic priest

Porfirio Romero in Chacon did not specifically praise the public works pro

grams, but he obviously gave his tacit approval when he suggested that the

government help the farmers in his parish get their produce to market by

rebuilding the eight miles of road between Chacon and Holman. He fur

ther recommended: "Because of the scarcity of water during seasons of

drought, another beneficial work that could be carried out would be irriga

tion projects. There are good places where reservoirs could be built for stor

ing water during the winter for summer use."Z7 To be sure, the works programs

did not receive unanimous approval. An Albuquerque Disciples of Christ

minister, Owen W. Reece, offered this observation: "While some of the

'made-work projects' have been useful, much of it has been just as the term

signifies, 'made-work' and no real good has come other than it did firnish

[sic] work for a few men ."Z8

The New Deal directed a great deal of attention to problems associated

with agricultural regions.29 Although New Mexico had vast expanses of ru

ral areas, surprisingly less than one-fifth of the state's clergy mentioned agri

cultural policies or problems in their letters to the president. Even more

surprising was that FOR's agricultural initiatives were not especially popu

lar; they received only a 56 percent approval rating. A. Starkey, the minister

in tiny San Jon, positively remarked: "Crop conditions are some[what] bet

ter this year than they have been for the last three or four years; I believe our

country as a whole is beginning to revive. It will take some time for our

people to pay their obligations and live at the same time, but with the pro

gram you have outlined and the sympathetic aid you are extending to the

farmer and the people in general, we will soon be relieved of much of this

burden."30 Minister W. E. Henson, who resided in the little village of House,

pointed out, "The farm program has very greatly helped the large machin

ery farmers but in my judgment has penalized the farmer who has been

trying to do the right thing for years by diversifying and employing men

rather than [using] big machinery."3!

The CCC, a program to put unemployed young men to work conserv

ing the nation's natural resources, received the attention of a small portion
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of the New Mexico clerics.32 The CCC received an approval rating of 78

percent since it employed young men who otherwise could not find jobs,

initiated massive and effective conservation programs (including a fair share

in New Mexico), and was a well administered agency. Hunter Lewis, a mis

sionary who worked out ofSt. James' Episcopal Church in Mesilla Park and

whose duties carried him all over New Mexico for many years effused: "I

wish to give my hearty approval of the CCC program. I have visited it on

many occasions. It has done a world of good for our boys, and they are very
grateful for it all."33

The NRA, designed to provide temporary government regulation of the

nation's businesses in order to speed economic recovery, drew critical com

ments from one respondent.34 The opposition ofAlbuquerque minister Fenton

was based on his dislike of massive government spending "at fearful cost to
the taxpayer."35 The banking laws, intended to protect and improve the nation's

banking operations for the benefit of the people, also attracted the attention

of one respondent, but his comments were favorable. 36 John R. Carver, a re

tired Presbyterian minister residing in Clovis, informed the president that

"your banking system is meeting with general approval here. Practically every

person says that general conditions are better than in March, 1933."37

Strong Rejection of Relief Programs

The majority views communicated by the New Mexico clergy on public

relief programs were quite different from the majority views expressed on

public works programs.38 Relief programs were quite salient, since exactly

one-third of the clergymen mentioned them, ranking the issue tied for third

in overall importance with the repeal of Prohibition (see table 5). But relief

was not at all popular, since two-thirds of the clergymen who commented

on it did not approve. Evidently most of these clergymen were imbued with

a strong work ethic. They believed that the dole would make people lose

their initiative and that easy government money would encourage indo

lence and laziness. Headquartered in Taos, O. E. Thurmond, a district mis

sionary preacher for the North Eastern Baptist Association of New Mexico,

expressed these thoughts: "You are already aware of one of the most serious

mistakes, I fear, and one that has left its mark. ... It is the relief program to

which I refer. Men have become shiftless and without ambition through

it."39 Minister Earl C. Welliver in Las Vegas, New Mexico, agreed with the

preacher: "The worst effect of Relief was that it made lazy dependents of

many theretofore self-supporting people."40
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ILL. I. HENRY D. BUCHANAN, CA. 1960

(Photograph courtesy St. Genevieve

Church, Las Cruces, New Mexico)

Henry D. Buchanan, the senior priest of the historic St. Genevieve Catho

lic Church in Las Cruces, wrote a long letter expressing his strong opposi

tion to federal works projects and reliefpolicies. He preferred to have agencies

like the Red Cross deal with emergencies. He acknowledged that his opin

ions were "highly unpopular"; nevertheless, he held to his beliefs that gov

ernment actions did not help but rather interfered with a "rebuilding of

morale" of the people and that "there is nothing like hard work for this

purpose." He believed that government workers "took their wages of shame

and [in doing so] sold just so much more independence ofspirit." He stated

that "we can neither spend nor loaf

our way back to prosperity." He ar

gued that "there has been a great de

terioration of morale among the

Spanish speaking element of Las

Cruces, because so much has been

given them without their working for

it," resulting in a loss of "self reliance

and self respect." He concluded that

"a few riots would damage the

country's morale less than continued

unearned relief."41 Perhaps this Catho

lic leader supported the established

policies of his church, long known

for its social services toward its mem

bers, but in the real world of the mid

thirties, the economic hardships of

large numbers of Hispanic Catholics

forced them to choose survival over

philosophy.

One-third of the clergy comment

ing on relief were acutely aware that

government handouts had prevented

many Americans from starving. They favored temporary relief measures

for moral and humanitarian reasons. And even while criticizing long-term

relief, the Las Vegas minister Welliver admitted that "there is no question

but that [short-term] Federal Relief saved from starvation or at least acute

suffering many worthy people who could find no other means of support

at the time."42
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ILL. 2. ST. GENEVIEVE CHURCH, LAS CRUCES, CA. 1930S

(Photograph courtesy St. Genevieve Church, Las Cruces, New Mexico)

Moral Concerns about the Roosevelt Administration

Table 5 reveals that New Mexico clergymen, as their calling would suggest,

were quite critical of President Roosevelt concerning several moral issues.

Their comments on the repeal of Prohibition and the divorces of the

president's children can be directly linked to their role as preachers and

moral guardians for their communities. Many religious leaders and organi

zations within mainline Protestantism had opposed the drinking of alco

holic beverages, and over the years these collective denominations

established committees and commissions to work towards Prohibition. When

Prohibition ended, the occasion brought forth a great outburst ofangry com

ments from the clergy. In New Mexico the subject of liquor was tied for

Table 5. Clergy Perceptions of Moral Issues

Issue
Number of % of clergy

clergy citing citing
% of clergy

in favor

Repeal of Prohibition
President's family 2

33
4

11

o
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third place as the clergymen's most relevant issue, exactly one-third of them

referring to it. Eighty-nine percent of them were critical of FDR's support

of repeal, and some clergy also blamed the return of legalized alcohol for

America's social problems. For a few of them, the president was directly

responsible for these undesirable developments.

Albuquerque Disciples of Christ pastor Reece sent a two-page single

spaced letter to the president, the first page devoted entirely to the subject

ofliquor. In part he wrote, "You promised us the saloon would never return,

and that dry territory would be protected, [but] we have the saloon and

worse than the saloon with its bar-maids selling booze to any high school

boy or girl who asks for it. The old saloon was a prayer meeting as compared

with the ones of today. Dry territory has not been protected in any sense,

bootleggers still thrive."43 Deming preacher Will K. Reeme sent this mes

sage filled with both emotion and misspellings:

Am persuaded you have endevored to help the Forgotten Man in

affairs temporal but oh! The Tragady of this Age! The dagger you

thrust through heart and Vitals of the Church of Jesus Christ. I see on

that blood strained blade the tendrils of Love, Hope, Faith, and all

Christian Virtues tossed at the feet of the bloody Drunken Driver,

Trafficker of Intoxicants, the Harlot, the Women of all types in Saitins

vast hord of Reprobates in barrter for what?? May God have Mercy

upon your poor Misguided Sin Sick Soul is My humble prayer.44

Pastor Ament expressed the sentiments of many New Mexicans when he

wrote: ."'Repeal' has proven [to be] a bad move. We have so much drinking

and drunkenness. It is a bad move to license anything that carries with it

such possible evils. 'Big money' controls."45 Paul M. Joy, the pastor of the

First Presbyterian Church in Socorro, forcefully expressed his views: "Per

sonally I feel that the repeal of the Eighteenth Amendment has brought

about untold suffering and crime and degradation. It is responsible for the

reckless driving on the highways with its appalling toll oflives. It is true that

the Eighteenth Amendment did not meet the expectations of the good

people, but the present system is much worse, and the public will demand

a change."46

Like other clergy across the nation, New Mexico's religious leaders consid

ered themselves the moral guardians of American society, and two of them

expressed disapproval of the highly publicized divorces of FDR's children,
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ILL. 3. FIRST PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH,

SOCORRO, 2009

(Photograph courtesy Hannah Wolberg)

Elliott in 1933 and Anna in 1934.
In their views, Roosevelt's children

were violating God's law and the

president's family members were

obligated to set an example for the

general population.47

This moral ire carried over into

intensive opposition against what

the religious leaders perceived as

governmental abuses and ex

cesses. As the data in table 6 indi

cate, the New Mexico clergymen

were virtually unanimous in their

opposition on the four issues of

bureaucracy and corruption, larger

government budgets and debt, ex

cessive taxation, and perceived vio

lations of the Constitution.

Among the sixteen issues men

tioned in the letters, concerns

about bureaucracy and corruption

ranked fifth in importance for the New Mexicans. Slightly more than one

fourth of the clerics commented upon one or both of these topics. Perhaps

their high level of concern about corruption emanated from their displea

sure with state politics. Mter New Mexico statehood in 1912, the infamous

Santa Fe Ring that emerged in the nineteenth century continued its long

traditions in machine politics and questionable patronage practices.48 Arthur

Shaw, a minister in Vaughn, revealed his concern about these matters in

the 1930S when he wrote, "In my judgment the urgent need is to get the

various administrative agencies separated from local political machines."49

Table 6. Clergy Perceptions of Government Abuse

Number of % of clergy % of clergy
Issue clergy citing citing in favor

Bureaucracy and corruption 14 26 0

Taxes 6 11 17
Budgets and debts 4 7 0

Constitutionality 2 0
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Hall Pierce, a respondent from the Pecos Valley, reported that based on

"persistent tales one hears that it is necessary to 'vote democratic' in order to

get relief work." He continued, "I am positive that this necessity does not

originate in Washington, but certain local politicians will need restraining

on this score."50 Socorro pastor Joy was even more direct with his comments:

"Frequently worthy men tell me that they are not given work because of

their affiliation with some political party. If this be the truth, or even half

the truth, it is an outrage to think that politics will stand in the way of pro

viding for needy people."5l

Despite Roosevelt's promise in his 1932 presidential campaign to bal

ance tile nation's budget, the New Deal programs drained the national trea

sury and plunged the nation deeper into debt. Seven percent of the clerics

commented on the government's policy pertaining to budgets and debts.

They were critical of the lingering unbalanced budgets and burdensome

national debt.

Since massive deficits accrued because ofgovernment spending, the New

Dealers proposed new taxes to help pay for a portion of the additional ex

penses.52 Eighty-three percent of the New Mexico clerics who commented

on the taxation politics were critical. B. B. Harrison, a "farmer preacher"

ILL. 4. FIRST METHODIST CHURCH, DEMING, 1927

(Photograph courtesy First United Methodist Church, Deming, New Mexico,

and preserved by Dale Cole and his late wife, Marlene)
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serving in a rural region near Texico on the eastern New Mexico border,

reported that because of high taxes and expenses, area homeowners were

"left without much to live on and no work."53 S. E. Allison, a Methodist

minister in Deming, who was happy with the president's taxation policies so

long as they were directed toward the wealthy, wrote, "You are just as right

as you can be in ... making the big rich carry their part of the tax burden."

In contrast James A. Hedges, a Presbyterian in Hagerman, opined, "There

is a danger of its going beyond what is wise and fair, penalizing honorable

and honest business instead of encouraging [it] ."54 As for the constitutional

ity of the New Deal measures, John Sylvester, one of the state's clergymen,

recommended that the president be very careful to protect the Constitution

as it was originally intended by the Founding Fathers. 55

The Low Salience of Foreign Affairs

As table 7 details, a few New Mexico clergymen showed interest in for

eign affairs. Presbyterian minister Sylvester in Las Cruces and Catholic

priest Fermin Charechevea in Albuquerque unfavorably addressed the dip

lomatic recognition of communist Russia. Charechevea wrote, "Let the

'White House' cease favoring the smart tyrannical Communist rulers of ...

Russia."56 Two letter writers favorably took note of Roosevelt's munitions

embargo in the Italian-Ethiopian war, possibly because it was imposed

during the same week that most of the clergy received their letters from

the president. From the western part of the state, Lordsburg minister T. A.
Philips wrote, "I am with you in your position that the United States be

kept free of foreign entanglements, and that we are to remain strictly neu

tral in the war between Ethiopia and Italy."57 James Johnson referred to

and articulated unhappiness with the nation's armaments expenditures. 58

The clergymen who highlighted Russia, the munitions embargo, and arms

expenditures related those subjects to the general themes of neutrality

and peace. 59

Table 7. Clergy Perceptions of Foreign Policy Issues

Number of % of clergy % of clergy
Issue clergy citing citing in favor

Diplomatic recognition of Russia
Munitions embargo
Armaments expenditures

2

2

4
4
2

o
100

o
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Underlying these foreign policy comments were anticommunist senti

ments militating against diplomatic relations with the USSR and a pacifism

undergirding support for the munitions embargo and opposition to increased

defense spending and war. More importantly the small number of respon

dents in the area of foreign affairs highlighted the fact that immediate eco

nomic problems were more central to the men of God.

A Nuanced Evaluation of the New Deal

In conclusion New Mexico clergymen displayed a firm consensus about

the New Deal. They realized that the grave economic and social disrup

tions accompanying the Great Depression called for the American govern

ment to take radical remedial actions. Thus, they strongly supported several

key presidential mandates, legislatives acts, and government agencies and

programs that attacked the Depression at the local level and helped the

recovery of many destitute Americans. Perhaps not coincidentally given

FDR's political acumen, the two programs about which the president spe

cificallyqueried the clergy-Social Security and public works programs

were clearly perceived as falling into the category of"help for the needy and

worthy." These preachers and priests, however, were far from blind or un

thinking New Deal loyalists. They deplored policies that they perceived as

promoting personal immorality among their parishioners, such as the re

peal of Prohibition, "easy money" from the dole, official immorality (e.g.,

corruption and warmongering), and mismanagement (e.g., financial irre

sponsibility and bureaucratic red tape). They supported the New Deal but

not without significant reservations. New Mexico clergymen of the 1930S

were pragmatic about the New Deal and the role ofgovernment in the daily

lives of individual Americans.
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