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The Beginnings of the First LDS 
Institute of Religion at Moscow, 

Idaho

Dennis A. Wright

Moscow, Idaho, home to the University of Idaho, is a land-grant univer-
sity established in 1889. It was here, in 1928, that The Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-day Saints established its first institute of religion. The events pre-
ceding the establishment of the first institute, stand as a witness to the faithful 
contributions of the early Church members in this area who pioneered the 
institute program. This article highlights key persons and events related to the 
beginnings of the Moscow Institute.1

Norma and Zola Geddes entered the University of Idaho as freshmen in 
the fall of 1925. Born in Baker, Oregon, the girls had lived with their family 
in Portland, Oregon, and Ogden, Utah, before moving to Winchester, Idaho, 
a lumbering community in northern Idaho in 1923. Their father, William C. 
Geddes, was a successful business executive who owned and managed lumber 
companies in Utah, Oregon, and Idaho.2 Faithful to the LDS Church, the fam-
ily practiced their religion wherever William’s business interests took them. 
However, the isolation of their home in Winchester did not provide the fam-
ily with the Church association and fellowship they had enjoyed in previous 
communities in Oregon and Utah. During their formative years in Winchester, 
Norma and Zola looked forward to attending college in Oregon where there 
was a larger LDS membership. However, their father, having different ideas, 
told them, “Either go to the University of Idaho or sit in Winchester and twid-
dle your thumbs.”3 After a few tears, the girls packed their bags for Moscow. 
Somewhat disappointed, they attended the small Church branch in Moscow, 
which offered few of the social opportunities they desired.4 This would soon 
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change with the Church’s decision in 1926 to build its first institute of reli-
gion.

Founding of Moscow

Located in some of most productive farmland in the United States, histor-
ically, Moscow, Idaho, was home to the Nez Perce and Coeur d’Alene Indians 
who gathered in this area each year to harvest the roots of the camas plant. The 
fur trappers and Christian missionaries of the 1830s were the first outsiders to 
visit the region. Later, pioneers, looking for new lands outside those already 
settled in Oregon and eastern Washington, soon discovered the potential of 
the rich land of western Washington and northern Idaho. In 1871, Almon and 
Noah Lieuallen left Walla Walla, Washington to become the first to homestead 
the valley where Moscow, Idaho, would be eventually established.5 Other set-
tlers soon followed, among them James Deakin, who played a part in the his-
tory of the first institute.

James Deakin, an Irish immigrant, had a reputation as one who always 
paid cash and avoided the public eye. Born around 1840, he immigrated to 
America in 1859, and by 1870 lived in New Mexico with a group of single 
men. Before 1877, he had married a woman named Anna and settled on home-
stead land near what would become Moscow, Idaho. In 1877, he secured a 
homestead grant that provided him with ownership of a quarter section of land 
(160 acres) in the territory of Idaho.6

Later, Deakin, Lieuallen, and two other homesteaders each agreed to 
grant thirty acres of land for organizing a commercial center. This was to be 
the beginning of a village which became Moscow.7 The town grew because of 
the efforts of local business promoters such as Willis Sweet, who took advan-
tage of the challenges Idaho faced in becoming a state and successfully lob-
bied to have Idaho’s territorial legislature approve Moscow as the site for the 
first state university.8  When it came time to purchase land for the university, 
James Deakin stepped forward to sell a twenty-acre tract of land for $4,000. 
By 1892, the university had its first building and accepted its first students. 
Soon the university added more buildings to meet the needs of a growing 
student body.9

Beginnings of the LDS Church in Moscow

As members of the LDS Church began moving to the newly discovered 
farmlands in the Northwest, Elder Edward Stevenson of the Seventy and Ma-
thias F. Cowley accepted the assignment to organize the Church in the area. 
During their travels, they found no members of the Church in Spokane, Wash-
ington, Lewiston, Idaho, or the surrounding area. However, they did find a 
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number of Mormons in the lumber camps in Oregon, owned and managed by 
members of the Church from Utah. This enabled them to organize a branch of 
the Church in Baker, Oregon, in 1886. A year later, the Northwestern States 
Mission was organized with headquarters in Baker. Within a short time, mis-
sionaries labored throughout this area.10

In fulfilling their missionary responsibilities, Elders Adelbert A. Pack 
and Samuel E. Hymus traveled to Moscow, Idaho in 1900. There they stayed 
with the Andrew Erickson family, who lived outside of the city, and taught 
them the gospel. The family soon accepted the message and became the first 
members of the LDS Church in the Moscow area.11 From this beginning, the 
number of Church members in the area began to grow, largely because of 
the influence of an increasing number of Mormon students and faculty at the 
University of Idaho.

In 1908, a dozen members of the Church were associated with the univer-
sity. Most came from Mormon communities in southern Idaho to attend the 
university and major in agriculture. These students attended Protestant ser-
vices each Sunday because there was no formal Mormon Church organization 
in the community.12 Feeling the need for a church experience of their own, 
the students took it upon themselves to organize what they called the “MIA of 
the University of Idaho.” They met at the home of J. R. Maughan, a married 
member of the Church attending the university.13

The YMCA “Y-Hut,” at the University of Idaho, 1920. The LDS students met here for 
their MIA meetings.  Photograph courtesy of Latah County Historical Society.
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These first efforts met with opposition from local protestant ministers. 
Missionaries assigned to the area and members of the university faculty, in-
cluding several who were not LDS, rallied to support the small group. With 
this encouragement, the group grew large enough to become a Sunday school 
in 1920, organized under the direction of the Northwestern States Mission. 
For the next year, they met in the Y-Hut, a YMCA facility built for student 
activities.14

As more LDS students and faculty came to Moscow, the Sunday school 
continued to grow, prompting President Heber C. Iverson of the Northwestern 
States Mission and John A. Widtsoe of the Twelve to organize the first branch 
of the Church in Moscow in 1921. Joseph Sudweeks, a university faculty 
member, became the first branch president. For their Sunday meetings, the 
small branch rented upstairs space in the community International Order of 
Odd Fellows (IOOF) hall, located at Fifth South and Main.

International Order of Odd Fellows (IOOF) hall, 525 South Main, Moscow Idaho. The  
Moscow Branch of the LDS Church met here for their Sunday meetings. Photograph 

courtesy Latah County Historical Society.
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William C. Geddes’s Role in the Founding of the Moscow Institute of 
Religion

Sisters Norma (age eighteen) and Zola Geddes (age twenty) entered the 
University of Idaho as freshmen in the fall of 1925 and attended church in the 
Moscow Branch. While disappointed with the size of the group, they faith-
fully attended church meetings at the IOOF hall.15 A review of the yearbooks 
published by the university, illustrates their excellence in athletics, scholar-
ship, and leadership. Norma’s membership in Spurs and Mortar Board, both 
prestigious university honor societies, confirm her academic prowess. She 
was also a member of the I Club, an athletic honors group, and queen of the 
1926 May Festival. Zola excelled as an honor student, served on a variety of 
committees, and played baseball on the university’s women’s baseball team. 
Both sisters were also members of Alpha Chi sorority.16

William C. Geddes , Norma and Zola’s father, was a self-made man who 
believed that a hard-working, determined individual could achieve great 
things. With virtually no education, he had worked his way up in the lum-
ber industry until he achieved great success in his business enterprises and 
community service. Among other honors, two different governors of Idaho 
appointed him to two separate terms as a member of the university’s board of 
regents. Geddes was also a deeply religious man, but when his only son died 
unexpectedly, he experienced a crisis of faith. While he continued to read the 
Book of Mormon regularly, his church participation became irregular. To his 
daughters, he was at times a forbidding man, accepting only their very best ef-
forts. Yet they never doubted his love for them and realized that he only want-
ed what he felt was best for them. Motivated by their father’s energy, spirit, 
and expectations, Norma and Zola excelled at the university and responded to 
the encouragement of their father to excel. When Norma graduated with hon-

L-r: William C. Geddes (1879–1959), Norma Geddes (1908–2001) and Zola Geddes 
(1906–1977). Photographs courtesy of Barbara G. Mosman of Moscow, Idaho.
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ors in 1929, her father was on hand for this special event. When he shook her 
hand, he remarked without a smile, “I would not have expected any less.”17

In the fall of 1925, during the sisters’ freshman year, William Geddes 
came to Moscow to visit his daughters. On enquiring where the LDS Church 
services were held, he learned that the members met at the IOOF hall near 
the downtown Moscow Hotel where he was staying. On Sunday morning, 
the girls walked from their sorority house to the hotel to meet their father for 
breakfast. Afterwards, they led him to the IOOF hall and up the narrow stairs 
to the second floor, where they entered the smelly, dismal hall, rented by the 
Church for Sabbath meetings. As they did every Sunday morning, they helped 
sweep the hall to remove stale cigarette butts and pick up the empty bootleg 
whiskey bottles from the party held in the hall the night before. “It took a 
hardy soul and a strong desire to attend church,” Norma remembered.”18 Their 
father, appalled by the facility, felt that his daughters should not have to put up 
with such conditions. Because of his lifetime friendship with Preston Nibley, 
son of Charles W. Nibley, a member of the LDS Church’s First Presidency, 
William contacted Preston and asked for his help.19 Preston took the matter 
to his father, who subsequently invited William to come to Salt Lake City 
to discuss the matter. At this meeting, William explained that LDS students 
deserved a strong Church presence at the university. The Church’s First Presi-
dency assured William that they would provide a suitable facility for the LDS 
students attending the university.20 In June 1926, the Church Board of Educa-
tion approved a building to be built adjacent to the campus, but it was not until 
February 1928, nearly two years later, that plans were finalized.21

This effort complemented those previously made by William J. Wilde 
and George L. Luke, two LDS members of the university faculty. As early 
as 1924, these professors, growing concerned that young Mormon students 
needed increased involvement with the Church, proposed to the university 
the possibility of allowing the Church to establish an LDS student center ad-
jacent to the campus.22 In response, University of Idaho officials approved the 
proposal and extended an invitation to establish such a center. 23 Wilde and 
Luke then explored the feasibility of the university granting credit for classes 
in religion. Because they won the general support of other members of the 
university faculty for this idea, in 1925, University of Idaho officials sent a 
formal proposal to the State Board of Education and Board of Regents.24 This 
document outlined conditions that would enable the university to grant credit 
for religious education courses. It is interesting that this proposal came to the 
board during the same time that they were also wrestling with proposals for 
LDS released-time seminary in the public high schools.25 On May 30, 1925, 
the Idaho State Board of Education and Regents approved a document outlin-
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ing the conditions and standards that must exist before the university could 
grant credit for religious education classes. The document specifies:

Conditions

1. That courses in religious education submitted for credit in the University of Idaho 
shall the offered in Moscow by an incorporated organization which assumes full 
responsibility for the selection of its instructors and the maintenance of its work 
in a physical plan adequate for instruction of University grade.

2. That courses offered for University credit shall at all times conform to the follow-
ing constitutional provision under which the University of Idaho operates: “No 
instruction either sectarian in religion or partisan in politics shall ever be allowed 
in any department of the University.”

3. That University elective credit of not to exceed eight semester hours may be al-
lowed for such courses.

4. That none but students of sophomore standing or above the allowed to take such 
course for credit.

5. That students desiring credit for such course shall secure the consent of the dean 
of their college at the time of registration and that the number of credits for which 
they are registered be reduced so that the total number of credits taken, including 
those in religious education shall conform to the University standards.

6. That credit for these courses be granted only upon the recommendation of the 
Committee on advanced standing.

Standards

1. The instructor shall have a master’s degree or its equivalent, and shall possess 
such maturity of scholarship as is required for appointment to the position of full 
professor in the University of Idaho.

2. The courses offered shall conform to University standards in library require-
ments in method and rigor of their conduct.

3. None but students enrolled in the University shall be admitted to these course, 
or such other students as are rated by the Registrar of the University as entitled 
to University standing equivalent to that indicated in the fourth paragraph of 
“Conditions” above.

4. Classes in religious education shall conform to the University Calendar and to 
University standards as to length of period.

5. Approval of courses in religious education shall not be granted until they are 
adequately financed and there is a likelihood of their permanency.

6. Approval of such courses shall be confined to Foundations maintaining at least 
one instructor devoting not less than half time to such work.

7. The University reserves the right to assure itself from time to time that these 
conditions and standards are being met. 26
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Because of this achievement, it is no surprise that the LDS Church lead-
ers and professors in Moscow rallied around William Geddes efforts, offering 
their support through letters and personal communications in seeking approv-
al from the LDS Church Board of Education for a student facility.27  The First 
Presidency responded by calling J. Wyley Sessions and his wife to “take care 
of our students at the University.”28 Sessions commented on his meeting with 
the First Presidency held September, 26, 1926:

It was generally understood that after out release from the South African Mission 
that I would be assigned a job in Idaho with the church-controlled Utah-Idaho Sugar 
Company. After visits to the offices of the First Presidency and the sugar company, 
I was assured a satisfactory position with the company. . . . When President Heber J. 
Grant and President Charles W. Nibley were giving me the final instructions; Presi-
dent Nibley suddenly stopped, looked at President Grant, and said, “Heber, we are 
making a mistake.” President Grant replied, “Yes, I am afraid we are; I have not felt 
just right about assigning Brother Sessions to the sugar business.”

President Nibley looked at me and said, “Brother Sessions, you are the man to 
go to Moscow to take care of our students at the University.” I replied, “No, no; are 
you calling us on another mission?” President Grant chuckled and said, “Of course 
not; we are giving you the chance to render a great service to the Church, and a fine 
professional opportunity for yourself.” Sensing my disappointment, President Nibley 
arose and put his arm around me and said, “Don’t be disturbed, Brother Sessions, this 
is what the Lord wants you to do.”29

Sessions arrived in Moscow 
in October 1926, eager to work 
with university officials in prepar-
ing a program and curriculum that 
would meet the new state stan-
dards approved for university level 
religious education. In one of these 
discussions, Dr. Jay G. Eldridge, a 
nonmember professor of German 
and dean of the faculty, suggested 
that Sessions should call the build-
ing “The Latter-day Saint Institute 
of Religion.”30 Liking the name, 
Sessions proposed it to the Church 
Board of Education, who accepted 
this title during their regular meet-
ing held  April 17, 1928. Sessions 
then became the first director of 
the Latter-day Saint Institute of 
Religion at Moscow, Idaho.31

J. Wyley Sessions (1885–1977). Sessions 
was the director of the first LDS Institute. 
Photograph courtesy LDS Church Library.
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Upon arriving in Moscow, Sessions received a mixed reception from 
community leaders who felt that the Mormons had sent a representative to the 
university as part of a political ploy to gather support for moving the univer-
sity to Boise. Therefore, the Chamber of Commerce appointed a local insur-
ance agent, Fred Fulton, to chair a community committee assigned to watch 
Sessions and report on his activities.32 To counter this, Sessions joined the 
Chamber of Commerce and began making friends. His success in associating 
with this group brought credibility to Sessions, the institute program, and to 
the Church in general.33

During this time, Adam S. Bennion, Superintendent of Church Education, 
and LDS Church President Heber J. Grant visited Moscow and met with lo-
cal community leaders. They assured the locals that it was the practice of the 
Church to follow students wherever they went and offer programs in an effort 
to make religious education part of their university experience. This visit re-
sulted in increased acceptance from the community and trust that the Church 
was sincere in its efforts to support students and promote the university. A 
general spirit of good will and cooperation prevailed as the work to establish 
the institute program moved forward.34

During the fall and spring of 1926–27, Sessions, along with local church 
leaders, searched for a site near the university for the institute building. Ses-
sions organized a committee consisting of LDS professors William J. Wilde 
and George L. Luke, and Elmo J. Call, the branch president. They discovered 
that a suitable property with an older two-story house at the corner of Deacon 
and University was for sale. When the owners, Arnold and Ella Lyon, learned 
of the Church’s interest, they raised the price to $8,000—a figure beyond what 
the committee could pay. Nevertheless, the committee remained interested in 
purchasing the lot for the new building and sought alternative funding. 

The property was near the university entrance walkway which had been 
originally part of the James Deakin homestead. 35 Deakin had sold two por-
tions of the original homestead in April and September 1891 to Andrew Bax-
ter for a total of $225 and $1 respectively. (The Institute would eventually 
be built on this site.) In turn, Baxter sold one of these two properties to Ella 
Danly (later Lyon or Lyons) in October 1891 for $1,350 and to Joseph Baxter 
1910 for $75. Joseph then sold Ella his property in 191l for $50. This left Ella 
and her husband, Arnold Lyon, owning almost all of the land that would be-
come the site for the institute.36

Feeling that Ella and Arnold Lyon had acted unreasonably in escalating 
the price, Sessions and Call presented a complaint to the Chamber of Com-
merce. The chair of the Chamber asked Call what he felt was a fair price. 
Call responded by first explaining how the institute would benefit the com-
munity by attracting students from southern Idaho to the university. He then 
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said he felt that the Church would pay $2,500–$3,000 for the property. The 
chair then offered to pay the balance of $5,500, if the Church would pay the 
initial $2,500. Call excitedly communicated this to Church headquarters. In 
response, Church President Heber J. Grant wrote to the Chamber and thanked 
them for their generous offer. Expressing concern for the well-being of busi-
nesses in the small university town, he said he felt that the Church should not 
impose on their kindness, adding that the Church would pay the full amount 
and enclosed a check for the $8,000 asked by Lyon for their property and 
home. The Chamber then assisted in the purchase details.37

On March 5, 1927, Arnold and Ella Danly Lyon sold the two lots to the 
Corporation of the President of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
for $8,000 and $1 respectively. Three days later, the Church Corporation filed 
for a quit claim deed from the neighbor, Marie Shannon, for consideration of 
$1 to complete the land assembly required for the institute. Sessions recorded 
the purchases on March 8, 1927, assuming that the purchase of property was 
legal, which unfortunately it was not.38

Existing documents indicate that sometime after the initial filing and be-
fore April of 1927, Latah County declared that the Corporation of the Presi-
dent of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints “had not become 

Portion of a 1914 map of Moscow, Idaho. Note the location of Ella D. Lyon property that 
became the site of the Moscow LDS Institute of Religion. 
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qualified to hold titles to real estate and do business in the State of Idaho.” 
Apparently, the Church, as a corporation, was able to satisfy Latah County 
officials, the result being additional documentation to clarify ownership. Thus 
on April 23, 1927, and again on May 28, 1827, those involved signed the 
necessary documents to transfer the three lots from Lyon and Shannon to the 
Church for $1 each. 39 As a result, the Church legally owned the land and pre-
pared to construct the institute building. The Deakin homestead became the 
original site for the first LDS Institute.

The Church assigned Arthur Price to design the new institute building.40 
LDS Church Education Commissioner Joseph F. Merrill reviewed the plans 
and expressed concerns that the suggested design would prove too costly. In 
dealing with Merrill, Sessions concluded that he was “the most economical, 
conservative General Authority of this dispensation.”41 Hearing of the prob-
lems with Merrill’s office, the Moscow Chamber of Commerce purchased 
Sessions a train ticket to travel to Rigby, Idaho, to meet with John Hart and 
then to Salt Lake to meet with Church President Heber J. Grant. The Chamber 
proved politically astute because they understood that if John Hart, a Mormon 
stake president, who was active in Idaho politics, would approve the building 
costs, it would help persuade Merrill to accept the building plan. Sessions met 
with Hart, who fully endorsed 
the proposed institute building. 
Hart then gained the support of 
other influential Mormon lead-
ers in the area. Armed with their 
letters of support, Sessions con-
tinued on to Salt Lake for his 
meeting with President Grant in 
the Hotel Utah. After speaking 
with him for less than an hour he 
felt he had made little progress. 
With some frustration, Sessions 
said, “President Grant, I cannot 
go back to Moscow and build 
a little Salvation Army shanty 
at the University of Idaho.”42 
President Grant laughed, then 
agreed that the building must be 
nice. The next day he Sessions 
met with President Charles W. 
Nibley, who read a telegram 
from President Grant that said, 

Arthur Price (1874–1977), LDS Church architect, 
at his desk in 1965. Photograph courtesy Church 

History Library.
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“I had a talk yesterday with Bro Sessions. I favor giving him what he wants 
for our Moscow Seminary building. It must be well done since it is near the 
campus of the University of Idaho.”43

The Church assigned Howard J. McKean, a contractor who built chapels 
for the Church, to construct the institute building. The Church Board of Edu-
cation set a budget of $60,000 for building construction. At the completion of 
the project, McKean was able to return $5,000 to the Church.44  

The three-story building, constructed in the Tudor-Gothic style, harmo-
nized with the existing university structures. The building consisted of a full 
basement, a main floor, and a third floor living area. The basement contained a 
large recreation room, baptismal font, small kitchen, and several small multi-
purpose rooms. The main level contained a large chapel with a seating capac-
ity for 225 people, an office, a library, and three large classrooms.  The third 
floor contained eleven well-equipped apartments for twenty-two LDS male 
students.45  

As  the completion of the building drew near, Sessions set the dedication 
date for September 26, 1928, and invited public and Church dignitaries.46 This 
date satisfied the university’s request that Sessions schedule the dedication in 
connection with the inauguration of Frederick J. Kelly as the new university 
president.47 Sessions prepared the following suggested program for President 
Grant’s consideration.48

The Moscow LDS Institute of Religion under construction, summer 1928. Photograph 
courtesy Moscow LDS Institute of Religion, Moscow, Idaho.



 Wright: The First LDS Institute of Religion at Moscow, Idaho  77

Music while the people are assembling 
An opening song: congregation. Appropriate music. 
Brief talk: report of the building, and then turn it over to 
Commissioner Merrill for dedication
Address—about fifteen minutes—by Dr. Merrill
Address—Dr. W. D. Vincent, Idaho’s Commissioner of Education
Address and Dedicatory Prayer—President Grant
Music and Benediction
Following the dedicatory services, inspection of the building.49

President Grant accepted the program and assigned his counselor, Charles 
W. Nibley to preside at the meeting in his absence and offer the dedicatory 
prayer. In recognition of dedication of the new institute building, the univer-
sity asked Sessions to arrange for the visiting member of the Church’s First 
Presidency to offer the invocation at the university inauguration ceremony.50

As agreed, Sessions scheduled the institute dedication immediately fol-
lowing the two-day university inauguration ceremonies. The institute dedica-
tion program began Tuesday afternoon at 
four p.m. following a campus-wide re-
ception for the new university president. 
The student newspaper, the Idaho Argo-
naut, covered the dedication service and 
reported a summary of the remarks made. 
The report included comments made by 
“LDS higher education officials” that 
stressed the need for religious educa-
tion. The article also quoted President 
Charles W. Nibley, counselor in the First 
Presidency, as saying, “The institution is 
a wonderful plan, a credit to the Church 
and to the university.” The new universi-
ty president, Frederick J. Kelly, who was 
unable to attend, provided a written state-
ment that pledged his support for the new 
institute. He wrote that it was important 
for “cooperation between school and col-
lege and the church in supplementing a 
student’s cultural education with spiritual 
training.”51 Others attending the dedi-
cation included Idaho Governor H. C. 
Baldrige, and prominent Mormon politi-
cians John W. Hart and Peter G. Johnson 
from southern Idaho.

J. Wyley Sessions on the steps of 
the completed Moscow Institute of 
Religion, summer 1928. Photograph 
courtesy L. Tom Perry Special 
Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, 
Brigham Young University, Provo, 

Utah.
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Following the dedication, Sessions moved forward in providing classes 
in the new Institute. He understood that his curriculum must meet previously 
adopted Idaho State Board of Education standards, which allowed state insti-
tutions to grant credit for college-level religious education.52 Apparently, the 
groundwork laid by LDS faculty members had prepared the way for Sessions 
and the new institute of religion curriculum.

At first, Sessions confessed some confusion because a lack of definite un-
derstanding among university and Church leaders on how things should pro-
ceed. In a meeting with university president Frederick J. Kelly, Alfred H. Up-
ham, C. W. Chenoweth, and other officials, discussion focused on the ground 
rules and regulations for institute classes accepted for credit. The university 
leaders decided that they would accept religious education classes provided 
Sessions complied with the standards and regulations previously established 
by the State Board of Education in 1925. After careful review, university lead-
ers accepted for credit eight proposed religious education classes. In recogniz-
ing religious education in this manner, a university annual report expressed 
hope that this would act to “maintain and increase the interest of students in 
their respective religions” while at the university.53

In June 1928, at the suggestion of Commissioner Merrill, the first courses 
offered by Sessions were to be Sunday school classes especially for college 
students. His instructions included the following: “The primary purpose of 
this Sunday school could be to enable students to become settled in their faith 

The completed LDS Moscow Institute of Religion, 1928. Photograph courtesy Moscow 
LDS Institute of Religion.
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by harmonizing and reconciling the truth of the Gospel with the truths of sci-
ence and scholarship that they are learning in college. . . . We suggest that 
you proceed to arrange such a course to cover thirty or more lectures for the 
Moscow Sunday School.”54

Sessions held his first classes during the fall of 1928 after the dedication 
exercises.55  Around fifty students attended the Sunday classes, as well as 
the regular morning prayer meetings. As he initiated a move from Sunday 
to daytime classes, he expressed concern to Commissioner Merrill: “I have 
been working on a plan for the organization of our Institute and the course 
we should offer in our weekday classes, [and]  I confess that the building of 
a curriculum for such an institution has worried me a lot and it is a job I feel 
unqualified for.”56 Merrill replied with a helpful definition of the basic phi-
losophy for institute courses.57

With this help, the institute would soon expand its Sunday offerings to 
include regularly scheduled daytime classes and a variety of social activities 
for the students.58 The institute sponsored dances, popular campus wide. The 
institute students also received recognition for their excellent choir and scho-
lastic awards.59 By the time Sessions left Moscow, the institute enrollment had 
increased to ninety-eight students.60

With the new institute building finished and dedicated and the classes ac-
tive, Norma and Zola Geddes were able to mingle with a growing number of 
LDS students during their senior year. For their father, William, the building 
of the institute was what he would later consider his greatest achievement.

Little did James Deakin know that when he registered his homestead in 
1877 that his property would become a landmark site for religious education 
in the LDS Church. It is just as likely that neither William, Norma, and Zola 
Geddes, J. R. Maughan, Joseph Sudweeks, William J. Wilde, George L. Luke, 
Elmo J. Call, and J. Wyley Sessions ever envisioned what this institute would 
mean to the Church they loved. From this humble beginning, the institute pro-
gram of the Church has grown to cover the globe with over five hundred in-
stitute locations serving 150,000 LDS students.61 These students owe much to 
these educational pioneers in Moscow, Idaho, whose visionary efforts marked 
the beginning of the world-wide institute program.
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