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     On October 10th, 2000, President Gordon B. Hinckley 

received the Humanitarian Millennium Award from a new 

LDS humanitarian foundation UNITUS.  The person who 

had the honor of handing over the award to President 

Hinckley was Warner Woodworth, one of the founders of 

UNITUS.  Warner Woodworth  has been teaching at 

Brigham Young University since 1976 in the Department of 

Organizational Behavior.  The co-author of Working 

Towards Zion, Small Really is Beautiful, and United for 

Zion.  Woodworth has also authored dozens of articles 

focusing on the theme of building Zion in the contemporary 

world.  For this cause, Woodworth has been active in 

encouraging Mormons to donate some of their time or means 

for humanitarian projects in the developing world.  His 

insights and experiences have also been an inspiration to a 

generation of students at BYU, some of whom have 

accompanied him on one or more of his various expeditions 

to the developing world.  

 

Burgess: 
     I guess we could start just by asking you about your latest 

trip down to Latin America.  There were quite a few students 

you took down...    

Woodworth: 
     Yes, we have an organization called Help International, 

which we started a year ago as Help Honduras.  It was a 

response to the disaster of Hurricane Mitch in Central 

America.  Last year we had all these volunteers going down 

there to set up village banks, to do humanitarian service with 

the Red Cross, and so on.  Some delivered babies, some 

reopened schools, some helped build bridges and other 

projects as well as carry out economic development 
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programs.  This year it has grown from about 50 students last 

summer to a little over a hundred.  So I was just down in 

Peru; we have a team of about 25 in Honduras, about 23 in 

El Salvador, 26 in Peru and 24 or 25 in Venezuela.  

 

Burgess: 
These are all BYU students?  

Woodworth: 
     Mostly, with a few others from Stanford and Virginia Tech.  Others include some from, Ricks, 

UVSC, USU, etc.  They’ve all gone through some training this last winter semester in what we call 

“social entrepreneurship:” how to be change agents, how to work with the poor, how to collaborate in 

a participative way to solve problems, not just to go down and lay your solution on them.  So I’ve had 

this team in Peru since April and I took a group of mostly Salt Lakers in June with a few folks from 

my ward and communities here in Utah Valley, to perform humanitarian service work.  There were 

construction people, housewives, students, a couple of computer experts, and others who had been 

trained in greenhouse gardening methods, and so forth.  We went down to an area of Peru called the 

Sacred Valley of the Inca, which is near Machu Picchu, and we worked with some poor villages there 

on programs and projects for which they had requested help.  

     So I spent some of the time with our Utah group doing those projects, and some of the time with 

my students where they had been doing needs analyses.  They had interviewed lots of people in 

certain stakes in Cuzco, and we had all that data to be sorted out.  At the end, we designed a program 

to start small business training, set up some village banks, begin a savings program, and provide 

consulting skills and so forth, so it was kind of a multiple agenda.  

Burgess: 
You mentioned those stakes in Cuzco; to what extent are you collaborating with local LDS 

authorities?  

Woodworth: 

     We are collaborating with a couple stake presidencies in Cuzco, where 80% of their returned 

missionaries have left the Church.  They go out and they serve missions for a couple years: the church 

supports them, they wear a white shirt and tie, they get three meals a day and the good life, and then, 

after their mission, they go back home and they’re in a shanty town with eleven family members in a 

little hut and only one meal a day.  They can’t afford to go to college, and they don’t have the skills to 

even get admitted to a vocational training program.  They can’t afford to get married, so they fall 

away at a pretty high level.  

     The stake presidencies were asking for help to figure out what could be done to salvage those kids.  

And to help other members, including their bishops and Relief Society presidents and long-term 

members, heads of households who have no economic means.  The bulk of the families in these 

Mormon stakes have either no jobs or only temporary jobs, like street vending and so forth.  So we 

were trying to figure out how big this problem was, what was the nature of the problem, some of the 

symptoms, what are some of the root causes, and to figure out how we could design a program to 

address some of those concerns.  

     We’re doing that in Cuzco with the stake presidencies; the area presidency in Lima was very 

supportive; Salt Lake was very supportive because they had just started to set up some employment 

centers in Peru, because the problem isn’t just in Cuzco.  And then out in the Sacred Valley which is a 

series of villages, a few thousand people in each, we’ve got small branches of the Church in a district 

called Urubamba.  I worked with the District Presidency there and the Branch Presidents where we 

are also starting a similar effort with much smaller units than in Cuzco.  

     And we are also working with some non-LDS groups there.  There’s a mayor of a nearby town 



who is not LDS, but is very supportive of what we are trying to do there, and he has asked for 

technical assistance.  So we helped set up a little computer center in this town at the public school 

where high school kids can have access to computers and learn high tech skills.  We set up a sewing 

center with sewing machines donated from Salt Lake so that the young women may not only learn 

about computers, they can also learn to sew clothes and sell dresses, shirts, pants, and blouses. 

     We were helping them with new technologies, training them in new skills, both in the public 

schools and in some artisan cooperatives that also exist there.  The mayor has given these groups in 

his community some land to set up a craft center to cater to tourists.  But the women are not very good 

business people, so we’re going to train them on how to market the crafts they make, and give them 

some loans to organize this co-op.  

Burgess: 
     So is doesn’t sound like you are going down there exclusively to set up micro credit enterprises, 

but you’ve got a whole portfolio of things you are working on.  And in these village banks, are you 

focusing on women borrowers for the most part?  

Woodworth: 
     Mostly.  The reason for that is women borrowers are more responsible with the money.  If they get 

a loan to expand a business, or to start a little micro enterprise, the money goes for that.  If we give it 

to the men, who knows, the money might go to drinking, partying, to gambling, to their girlfriends.  

But the mother is going to invest in the business, to expand her income to benefit the kids, to be able 

to send the kids to school, to pay for uniforms for school, books for school, to pay for medical 

expenses when their child gets hurt, or breaks a leg, or something.  

Burgess: 
     So where do the returned missionaries come in?  

Woodworth: 
     Well, with the returned missionaries, there’s a whole lot of young women in that category too.  But 

within the Church, we are trying to have more males involved than in the traditional micro-lending 

focus on women.  However, even among the missionaries and the families in these stakes, about a 

third of them are headed by women.  They are single moms; the husband’s taken off; she’s the one 

needing the training, she’s the one needing the loan, she’s the one you want to help start a little 

savings account so she has some buffer for the future for when the next crisis hits.  

Burgess: 
     Do you have such faith in micro credit to believe that it is not some passing fad, but it is going to 

be a long term solution that will occupy social entrepreneurs for years to come?  

Woodworth: 
     I think so.  I guess “passing fad” depends on what you mean by “passing.”  Is it five years?  Ten 

years?  Twenty?  It’s been around for about twenty years.  And so far it has only been growing.  For 

years it was perceived as something that only works in certain parts of poverty stricken Asia; now it’s 

become very successful in Africa and in Latin America.  Now you see the “big boys” like the World 

Bank who resisted it, who thought it was a passing fad, who believed it was just a little experiment for 

humanitarian purposes.  Now they are getting into it.  The World Bank says, “We’re going to put 

$200 million into this thing,” because it does grow an economy, as least for the folks in the bottom 

level of society.  So I think it will be here for the next 50 years.  Whereas ten years ago in 1990 there 

were only a few hundred such organizations, today there are thousands.  And instead of a few million 

dollars, today we’re talking of billions now going into micro credit.  

     The Micro Credit Summit, which is an association of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 



around the world doing micro credit, has established a goal to give loans to a hundred million of the 

world’s poorest families by the year 2005.  

Burgess: 
     Going back to your projects, you have, I guess, made plans already for next year and years to 

come.  

Woodworth: 
     Well, we’re speculating.  I wouldn’t say it’s all detailed planning.  But, we’re looking at scenarios 

as to how we could grow it, and where should we go next.  

Burgess: 
     Because there are a lot of students going down there, and quite a few sites you are working on.  I 

guess you are not doing this all by yourself, but you have a lot of assistance in terms of -   

Woodworth: 
     Volunteer students.  Basically kids who went last year now have helped organize and train the 

teams for this year, and we’re looking at eight countries next year instead of four.  We’re anticipating 

a couple hundred students from all over.  We’ve got groups up at the U of U, and USC, and 

University of Colorado, Boulder.  Other places where LDS kids are saying: “Hey we want to create a 

chapter for service,” at Virginia Tech with the Institute there.  Of course our challenge is: how do we 

grow this?  How do we manage this?  How can we make sure people are qualified to go, instead of 

just hopping on a plane with no Spanish language skills, no micro credit understanding, and no skills 

in humanitarian service and community involvement.  We don’t want them to show up and make 

things worse.  So there are a lot of challenges about how fast we should grow.  

     We are considering it as a kind of Mormon Peace Corps, perhaps eventually with hundreds of 

chapters on campuses around the world.  Kids in Paris, Munich, and London, doing similar work in 

Latin America, Africa, and Asia.  We are struggling with how we can make all this happen.  Recently 

we have begun to have couples, married couples, who want to go to Latin America and serve in one of 

the countries–the wife, husband, kids, and live down there for three or four months and have an 

experience doing this.  This summer for the first time we have, I think, four students’ mothers going 

to serve in Venezuela, Honduras, and so on.  

     Can we expand it?  Can we have all kinds of different types of people going?  How do you manage 

it with volunteers?  Do you need a staff, and if so, how do you find a staff?  How can we create better 

training materials?  We want to prepare some packages of tools and methods to send to other schools, 

so that we can have them train themselves so to speak.  

Burgess: 
     That’s very exciting.  What do you feel are some of the major effects on the students of these 

experiences?  We’ve been talking a little bit about the impact you are having in places like Cuzco with 

the locals.  The students who are involved, who are predominantly LDS, what impact are these 

programs having on their lives?  And a second, related question would be, if for example in five years 

you have the makings of a Mormon Peace Corps system emerging, where you have a thousand or two 

thousand students going overseas every year, what impact would this emerging generation, with these 

new skills and awareness, then have on the Church?  

Woodworth: 
     We conduct surveys when they come back, as well as carry out interviews to debrief them.  We are 

starting to collect a fair amount of data on some of the impacts.  The things we hear are, “I’m changed 

for the rest of my life.  I’m going to start my own dot com, so I can become self-reliant, but I’m going 

to also take three months of the year and do stuff like this with my wife and kids.”  



     Others coming back say, “You know I had a great mission in Georgia, or in Stuttgart, but I never 

saw lives change like this summer, because I saw people living in shanties before and now they have a 

little cinder block house with a metal roof overhead.”  

     Or, “I met with a Relief Society group; these women were all illiterate; they said, ‘we’re not 

worthy of a loan, we’ve never had money in our lives.’ We gave them some loans, we motivated 

them, coached them and mentored them, and they became successful micro entrepreneurs with 

incomes for themselves and their children.  Now I see the great power of building self reliance in 

people and I want to keep doing this.”  Or, “I had a more spiritual experience than anything before in 

my life.”  

Woodworth: 

     So, I’m seeing a lot of LDS young adults, fantastic individuals with a different vision of 

themselves, than I saw in BYU students 10 or 20 years ago when I started teaching here.  Then it 

was, “I want to make as much money so I can show that I’m righteous...”  the old Protestant ethic.  

Or, “My goal is to make as much money as I can so I can retire at the age of 30 and be a mission 

president, so I can serve the Church the rest of my life.”  Implying: “Become a General Authority.”  

Now I hear today’s kids say, “No, I want to work in the trenches among the poor, I want to work at 

the grassroots.  I want to have this as a part of my lifestyle.  I’m going to live more simply so that I’ll 

have money to give.  I’m going to organize my neighbors.  I’m going to organize my Elder’s 

Quorum.”  Some of them have already done it.  They’ve mobilized groups of Latter-day Saints in 

their home wards and raised $8,000, enough to start three village banks, just from a middle class 

ward in Orem.  

     In contrast to a decade or two ago, I think there’s a new motivation and young people today 

saying, “I want to serve throughout my life.”  “I’m willing to consecrate what I have to help build 

Zion.” 

     Now you asked about the implications for the Church if this grows — that I don’t yet know.  But I 

wouldn’t be surprised to see over the next few decades that we’ll have 60,000 proselyting 

missionaries, and another 60,000 community service missionaries, or “Peace Corps Mormons” out 

there working with branches, wards and stakes, among Catholics and Muslims as well as Mormons, 

trying to build a better world.  They would begin to actually practice what Brigham Young taught, 

and Joseph Smith taught.  They would be like Ammon who went into the ferocious Lamanite world, 

and became their servant, and then he helped build a better life for a lot of people.  In some respects I 

think what we’ll see is that this Peace Corps won’t even be a formal Church program.  It won’t be 

correlated by Salt Lake, it won’t be run by ecclesiastical officials.  It will be grassroots.  So instead of 

top down, it’s bottom up.  Instead of it being a formal calling, it’s an informal calling for one’s entire 

life.  

     I had some Latter-day Saints from Arizona here yesterday.  They’ve been going down to Central 

America for a couple years as a family vacation where they were doing some service at 

Christmastime.  Last year they took about sixty people, and they built houses for homeless members 

of the Church.  Now they are back home having inquiries from all over the Wasatch Front, other 

families and some wards saying, “We want to go with you. We are not doing it as a ward but we are 

doing it as neighbors.”  The Bishop’s going, and he’s paying his own way, and he’s helping build a 

school, or the bishopric is putting in a well, or something like that.  Or they are going to build 

bathrooms adjacent to the school.  They’re doing this not as a formal, ecclesiastical thing, but as 

people using their agency according to D&C 58; people doing “many good things of their own free 

will,” as agents unto themselves.  

Burgess: 
     So I guess you’re probably thinking that if there were a large number of, say “Mormon Peace 

Corps Volunteers,” going out and complementing the efforts of the full time proselyting missionaries, 

then they would be lifting members of the Church out of poverty, and even encouraging more activity 



in the Church.  You said that 80% of the returned missionaries in Peru were going inactive.  And so 

part of your philosophy then is if you lift people out of poverty then they may become better 

members if the Church-  

Woodworth: 
     Yes, and they have a better life, a more satisfying life, and maybe they even start feeling like they 

are part of Zion, rather than merely as an appendage to the Church that’s poor, dark-skinned and 

often forgotten.  

     They would feel as if the playing field was level, that they are real participants.  And they could 

start creating their own NGOs and their own programs.  If we can connect them with people here in 

the U.S. who have good will and have some extra cash, who want to make a difference, who are 

willing to sacrifice some of their good things for those who are struggling to get by on just one meal a 

day, then we will become more fulfilled in terms of the basics of our religion.  

Burgess: 
     Well you mentioned “Zion,” and I know you are the co-author of Working Towards Zion.  Has 

your experience recently in the field given you new insight into the concept of building a Zion 

community worldwide?  

Woodworth: 
     Yes.  I think it’s a spiritual motivation, and I think we’re doing a lot of temporal work, but it’s 

spiritually based.  At least as I read the scriptures about Zion, and the teachings of Matthew Cowley 

and Harold B. Lee, as well as Brigham Young and Joseph Smith, they taught that you can’t really 

have the spiritual if you don’t have some level of temporal well being.  And you can’t have a oneness 

in the kingdom if some of us are living on $100 a year while others are living on $1,000,000, or half 

of $1,000,000, or a hundred grand.  I’ve written probably a couple dozen articles on that theme of 

building Zion, and our temporal well being, and what Joseph F. Smith taught, and what the Book of 

Mormon teaches about those notions.  I find lots of church members wanting to become involved, 

and wanting to learn more about it.  They never really understood what the early pioneers were trying 

to do when they set up United Orders, and what the long term vision of Brigham Young and Lorenzo 

Snow and John Taylor and other leaders really was. 

     As I see it, the Restoration got started with them, but it’s not done, it’s still going today.  The 

Gospel will be fully restored when we have all had our personal impact, and fulfilled our informal 

missions among our brothers and sisters.  I’m seeing lots of Mormons saying, “Hey we can’t be Zion 

everywhere but we can take this little area and we can make a difference with just a few weeks of our 

time a year...”  

     So we are seeing many Mormons set up family foundations to build Zion.  We’ve observed lots of 

Mormons pulling together with their professional colleagues to found an NGO, a non-profit group, to 

do something in their favorite country, perhaps a town in Guatemala where they all served missions.  

Or maybe East Africa where in Kenya for instance, 70% of the Church there doesn’t have jobs.  For 

some Saints there it takes three hours to get to a chapel on Sunday, so they are always arriving late at 

church.  They can’t afford a bus so they have to walk.  The question is: What can we do to help 

them?  A little bit of our substance can make their spiritual lives grow.    

Burgess: 
     You’ve characterized this as a “grassroots” movement; what has been the institutional reaction 

let’s say first from BYU?  It sounds like you are working more with the private sector, or maybe you 

don’t even want to touch that question -   

Woodworth: 
     No, no.  A couple things I guess.  Within the BYU arena there are some folks who are totally 



psyched about it, faculty and students.  Mostly it is students, not too many faculty.  The janitors on 

this campus helped raise money to start a village bank in Honduras.  But members of the BYU 

administration have yet to make a single donation. 

     There’s sort of a gap, and of course on the part of the administration as with any bureaucracy, 

their concerns are: “Are these just crazy guys?”  A big struggle has occurred over fund raising.  

“Why should your HELP Honduras volunteers try to convince those attending a BYU football or 

volleyball game to donate to the poor in the Third World when our teams need new, dark blue 

uniforms?”  You’ve got a whole lot of tension around competing for funds, and so we’ve basically 

been outlawed from campus solicitation, such as at the Women’s Conference, Education Week, or an 

athletic event.  

     So we just decided to go into the community because they seem more open, more aware of the 

global needs of the poor.  We see neighborhoods, wards and stakes, setting up humanitarian 

committees.  There’s no such thing as a humanitarian committee in the Church Handbook, but they 

are doing it because they feel the spirit, they want to change the world, they want to build a little 

Zion.  So we go to them, and they respond.  They set up firesides, and they have the fifth Sundays 

where the High Priests, Elders and Relief Society sisters all meet.  And they don’t have a dictated 

agenda, an official program.  So they’ll bring in one of our students, or whoever, to talk about what 

we are doing.  Then they’ll brainstorm about how they could become involved.  Then they will pray 

about it, and later they will start a project. 

     There’s a mix of reactions.  I think with the institutional church, all my experience from Salt Lake, 

church headquarters, has been extremely positive.  You know we’ve had area presidencies say, 

“We’ve been praying for help, and here you folks are.  Our prayers have been answered.  How can 

we work with you?  Here’s what we see going on, here are the economic realities.”  And so, in 

building partnerships with mission presidents, bishops, area presidencies, as well as with the Quorum 

of the Twelve and others, they’ve said, “Hey, we love this.  We want it to grow, we want this to 

succeed.  Here’s some money, we’ll fund Enterprise Mentors (an NGO we started up in 1990).  We’ll 

give you $250,000 because we want to see this work.  But we don’t want it to be a church program, 

we want it to be arm’s length.  We don’t want to be sued if things fall through, or if there’s some 

illegalities that occur.  If somebody rips off the village bank, we don’t want it to affect people’s 

testimonies, so we want you to do this as a private initiative.  We want it as an NGO.  We support it, 

we encourage it, we’ll help fund it.”  

     There’s been an extremely positive reaction from most of the brethren, and from many local LDS 

groups around the country.  

Burgess: 
     Have you ever tried to discuss the idea of moving towards a point where it might actually be some 

sort of graduation requirement for BYU students, at least from some majors on campus, to spend time 

doing service abroad?  Have you thought about that?  

Woodworth: 
     Yes, we’ve thought about it.  In fact, we’ve talked about it for 20 years.  But I don’t sense that 

there’s much institutional support for it.  We get a few ritualized admonitions about service and/or 

Zion at the beginning of each academic year at BYU, but after the rhetoric, there’s little follow up.  

Many officials are more interested in controlling budgets, fighting turf wars, or jockeying for position 

in fund raising campaigns than simply seeking to serve the poor.  So I see more faculty members 

saying, “I want to build some kind of service into my course.”  For some, it’s “I want to do 

something locally.”  For others, it’s “I want to take a group to Tanzania,” or whatever. 

     I also envision potential negatives from making it a formal service requirement.  I see some pluses 

like enjoying official funding, perhaps, but I personally think it’s really good for a lot of these kids to 

go out and hustle to get the money.  It’s growth producing to ask their neighbors, to seek support 

from their ward members, or to ask their bosses.  We had a fellow in Provo who is a CEO.  When he 



heard of a student employee at his firm going to El Salvador, he asked how much was needed.  The 

student said he needed a couple thousand dollars.  The CEO replied, “Well, here’s $6000.  We want 

to support you.  I’ll give you time off from your job, and when you come back, I’ll keep you on the 

payroll here.”  I don’t think that a CEO would have done this, and had his own emotions touched, if it 

had been an official, required BYU program for all students.  

     So I’m more interested in this grassroots approach. We’ve got about 40 or 50 NGOs now started 

by Mormons that are doing humanitarian or economic development among the poor.  They’re in 

Europe as well as the U.S., and they’re growing.  Now we’re beginning to learn of church members 

in some of these poor countries setting up their own little programs.  In East Africa, we’ve got 

congregations where everybody practices what they call a “merry-go-round,” in which everyone 

brings a dollar to church, and they give it all to one person in their group to be able to go start a 

business.  And then a month later, everybody brings another dollar and they give it to somebody else.  

So they kind of pool their money as the merry-go-round revolves, until everybody’s had a chunk of 

capital sufficient to go start a business with $50.  They become able to afford to buy enough cloth to 

a start sewing business.  Or buy some grain to make flour.  The goods produced are then sold as 

income generating products.  I think it shouldn’t just be the “haves” of the Church helping in a 

condescending way the “have nots.”  I think we’re seeing the “have nots” also initiate things, make 

proposals, sacrifice, pool their money to try and help a brother or sister out of poverty.  

Burgess: 
     Any concluding remarks?  

Woodworth: 
     Yes.  Latter-day Saints have initiated a number of charities to serve those in need.  But many 

struggle because they lack sufficient capital, don’t have a professional staff, etc.  They need technical 

assistance.  So a group of us have organized a new NGO to provide support, share best practices, and 

so on.  This new foundation is called UNITUS.  We are building a worldwide website for dozen of 

LDS related groups to register their projects, tell of services they provide, needs they may have, and 

so on.  Our new book, United for Zion, is out, staff are being hired, and we just had the first  LDS 

economic summit on October 10, 2000, at the Joseph Smith Memorial Building in  Salt Lake City.  

Local action groups are being established by friends, neighbors, returned missionaries, and extended 

family members to study, explore, debate, and eventually to begin to empower the worlds’ poor.  For 

people who want to learn more or who want to become involved, please check out our website at 

www.unitus.com.  

     Thanks for your interest.  As President Spencer W. Kimball used to say: he wasn’t worried about 

U.S. Latter-day Saints not being willing to help those in need.  He just worried that they were not 

aware.  As we increasingly become a Third World Church, the challenges we all face will continue to 

grow.  It’s up to each of us to become informed, and then to develop effective strategies for serving 

those in need.  The Gospel has the answers to global poverty, we simply have to discover what they 

are, and then implement them. 


