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Our Creator’s Cosmos
Elder Neal A. Maxwell

Elder Neal A. Maxwell is a member of the Quorum of the Twelve
Apostles. This address was delivered at the Twenty-Sixth Annual
Church Educational System Religious Educators Conference on 13
August 2002 at Brigham Young University.

The religious education of our youth and young adults in our
seminaries and institutes of religion, our Church schools, and colleges and universities is one of the most effective and high-yield
programs of the Church!
While it is your duty to serve the “rising generations,” I am confident that your duty has long since become your delight. Thank you
from the bottom of my heart! And thanks to Brother Randy McMurdie,
who has helped so much with arranging the special visuals.
My special appreciation goes to Professor Eric G. Hintz of
Brigham Young University, an observational astronomer, for his
very helpful, substantive suggestions concerning these remarks.
Through him I have been pleased to learn of the increasing numbers of Latter-day Saint students pursuing advanced astronomy and
astrophysics. For them and all of us, these words of Anselm constitute good counsel: “Believe in order to understand,” rather than
1
“understand in order to believe.”
I, and I alone, am responsible for what I say. My theme is “Our
Creator’s Cosmos.”
I plead for the vital help of the Spirit as I speak to you as an
Apostle, not an astrophysicist. As a special witness, I will speak
about the witnessing universe:
“The scriptures are laid before thee, yea, and all things denote
there is a God; yea, even the earth, and all things that are upon
the face of it, yea, and its motion, yea, and also all the planets
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which move in their regular form do witness that there is a Supreme
Creator” (Alma 30:44; emphasis added).
May what follows—not my words, but the stunning words of
scripture along with some breathtaking visuals—bring additional
awe and reverence concerning the wonders the Father and Son
have wrought to bless us.
Under the Father’s direction, Christ was and is the Lord of the
universe, “the same which looked upon the wide expanse of eternity” (D&C 38:1; emphasis added).
The late Carl Sagan, who communicated effectively about science and the universe, perceptively observed that “in some respects,
science has far surpassed religion in delivering awe. How is it that
hardly any major religion has looked at science and concluded,
‘This is better than we thought! The Universe is much bigger than
our prophets said—grander, more subtle, more elegant. God must
be even greater than we dreamed’? Instead, they say, ‘No, no, no!
My god is a little god, and I want him to stay that way.’ A religion, old
or new, that stressed the magnificence of the Universe as revealed
by modern science might be able to draw forth reserves of reverence and awe hardly tapped by the conventional faiths. Sooner or
2
later, such a religion will emerge.”
Latter-day Saints certainly should not lack reverence and
awe—especially when we contemplate the universe in the context
of divinely revealed truths. Yes, the cosmos “as revealed by modern
science” is “elegant,” as Sagan wrote. But the universe is also pulsating with divine purpose, so our awe is “added upon,” providing
even greater reasons for reverential awe regarding “the magnificence of the Universe”!
Of course, the Church does not align itself with the astrophysics
of 2002, nor does it endorse any particular scientific theory about
the creation of the universe.
As astrophysicists pursue their important work, they use the
scientific method and are not in pursuit of spiritual answers. A few
scientists share our belief in religious explanations concerning these
vast creations, but some view ours as an unsponsored universe.
Bereft of belief in cosmic meaning, some, as portrayed by one
writer, view humans as being “wrenched whimpering into an alien
universe.” 3 Resoundingly, the restored scriptures tell us otherwise!
But do the sweeping, scriptural words with which we have been
blessed stir us enough? Are we steadily becoming the “manner of
people” who reflect such soaring doctrines by our increased spiritual
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sanctification? Brothers and sisters, God is giving away the spiritual
secrets of the universe, but are we listening?
In daily discipleship, we are rightly instructed to “lift up the hands
which hang down” (Hebrews 12:12). Why not also strive to “lift up”
the sometimes passive and provincial minds that also “hang down,”
unnoticing of the stunning scope of it all?
Given all that God has done to prepare a place for us in the
stretching universe, might we not develop and display greater faith?
In the perplexities and crunches of life, will we have faith in the
Creator’s having made “ample provision” to bring all His purposes
4
to pass?
Years ago, President J. Reuben Clark Jr. made this comforting
comment: “Our Lord is not a novice, he is not an amateur; he has
been over this course time and time and time again.”
5 Brothers and sisters, has not the Lord described His course as
“one eternal round”? (D&C 35:1; see also 1 Nephi 10:19; Alma 7:
20; D&C 3:2).
Greater appreciation for the greater universe will also help us to
live more righteously in our own tiny universes of daily life. Likewise,
a better understanding of God’s governance of the vast galaxies
can lead to our better self-governance.
Now for a mixture of scriptures, illustrations, and scientific commentary.

Consider first this photo of our beautiful earth as viewed with our

4
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moon in the foreground:
Reflect upon how long it took man to reach the moon, and yet it
is located in our own backyard!
The resources so necessary to sustain human life are so generously provided on this particular planet; unless they are mismanaged, we are told that there is “enough and to spare” (D&C 104:17).
Yet as big as this earth is—and all of us jet-laggers can so attest—
Stephen W. Hawking provided for us some sobering perspective:
“[Our] earth is a medium-sized planet orbiting around an average star in the outer suburbs of an ordinary spiral galaxy, which is
itself only one of about a million million galaxies in the observable
6
universe.”
One scientist who does not believe in divine design nevertheless
noted that “as we look out into the universe and identify the many
accidents . . . that have worked together to our benefit, it almost
seems as if the universe must in some sense have known that we
were coming.”7

5 Our Creator’s Cosmos
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Arrangements on this earth are apparently more favorable than
any in our stretching solar system.
If, for example, the planet earth were closer to the sun, we
would fry, and if it were more distant, we would freeze.

Now note the arrow, which points to about where our solar system is situated amid the incredible vastness of our own Milky Way
Galaxy.
In this visual, though our solar system is stretched out over
millions of millions of miles, it is too tiny to see! Oh, the sweeping
scope of it all!
On a clear night, you and I can see some portions of the Milky
Way, but what if a view of sparkling stars occurred only once every
thousand years? Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote of how then “men
[would] believe and adore; and preserve for many generations the
remembrance of the city of God which had been shown!”8
No wonder the scriptures tell how wide and varied God’s witnessing
to us is:
“Behold, . . . all things are created and made to bear record of
[God], . . . things which are in the heavens above, and things which
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are on the earth . . . : all things bear record of [God]” (Moses 6:63;
emphasis added).
Next, contemplate what constitutes but one section within our
vast Milky Way Galaxy:
Isn’t it breathtaking? Especially when we realize that the distances between those bright dots are so great!
Whatever the how of God’s creative process, spiritually reassuring things are set forth about the beginning—“back of the beyond,”
so very long ago.
“And there stood one among them that was like unto God, and
he said unto those who were with him: We will go down, for there is
space there, and we will take of these materials, and we will make
an earth whereon these may dwell; . . .
“. . . And they went down at the beginning, and they . . . organized and formed the heavens and the earth” (Abraham 3:24; 4:1;
emphasis added).
Strikingly, according to some scientists, “Our galaxy, the Milky
Way, is located in one of the relatively empty spaces between the
Great Walls.”9 There is space there.
As able scientists continue to probe beyond our galaxy with
the Hubble space telescope, they discover stunning things like the
Keyhole Nebula with its own stars.

Image courtesy of NOAO/AURA/NSF
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hubblesite.org/news_.and._views/pr.cgi.2000+06
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hubblesite.org/news_.and._views/pr.cgi.2001+21

The Hubble telescope has shown us so much more; and, to use
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antwrp.gsfc.nasa.gov/apod/ap020714.html

one of your students’ favorite words, it is awesome!
This next view is of a star-forming region involving unorganized
material.

“And as one earth shall pass away, and the heavens thereof
even so shall another come” (Moses 1:38).
Next, we see a visual of what is “left over” after a star dies.
“For behold, there are many worlds that have passed away by
the word of my power” (Moses 1:35).
In the words of the hymn “How Great Thou Art,” of the universe
and the Atonement, we sing that we “scarce can take it in” (Hymns,
no. 86).
Whatever God’s initial process, there apparently was some
divine overseeing: “And the Gods watched those things which they
had ordered until they obeyed” (Abraham 4:18; emphasis added).
Very significantly, we here on this earth are not alone in the
universe. In the Doctrine and Covenants, which will be the focus of
your study this year, we read “that by [Christ], and through him, and
of him, the worlds are and were created, and the inhabitants thereof
are begotten sons and daughters unto God” (D&C 76:24; emphasis
added; see also Moses 1:35).
We do not know where or how many other inhabited planets
there are, even though we appear to be alone in our own solar

9 Our Creator’s Cosmos
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system.
As to the Lord’s continuing role amid His vast creations, so little
has been revealed. There are inklings, however, about kingdoms
and inhabitants.
“Therefore, unto this parable I will liken all these kingdoms, and
the inhabitants thereof—every kingdom in its hour, and in its time,
and in its season, even according to the decree which God hath
made” (D&C 88:61).
The Lord even invites us to “ponder in [our] hearts” that particular
parable (v. 62). Such pondering does not mean idle speculation, but
rather, patient and meek anticipation of further revelations. Besides,
God gave only partial disclosure—“not all”—to Moses, with “only an

account of this earth” (Moses 1:4, 35), but Moses still learned things
he “never had supposed” (v. 10).
Nevertheless, we do not worship a one-planet God!
Now, cast your eyes on this view of what is called “deep
space”:
Almost every dot you see in this frame, courtesy of the Hubble
telescope, is a galaxy! Think of our own Milky Way Galaxy. I am told
that each galaxy represented here has on the order of 100 billion
stars. Just this little wedge of the universe has almost innumerable
worlds.
Earlier believers in divine design included the articulate

10
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Alexander Pope. He reacted thusly to the marvels of this universe:
“A mighty maze! but not without a plan. . . .
Thro’ worlds unnumber’d tho’ the God be known,
’Tis ours to trace him only in our own . . .
10
[Though] other planets circle other suns.”
Happily for us, brothers and sisters, the vastness of the Lord’s
creations is matched by the personalness of His purposes!
“For thus saith the Lord that created the heavens; God himself
that formed the earth and made it; he hath established it, he created
it not in vain, he formed it to be inhabited” (Isaiah 45:18; see also
Ephesians 3:9; Hebrews 1:2).
“And worlds without number have I created; and I also created
them for mine own purpose; . . .
“. . . For behold, there are many worlds that have passed away
by the word of my power. And there are many that now stand, and
innumerable are they unto man; but all things are numbered unto
me, for they are mine and I know them” (Moses 1:33, 35).
One may ask what is God’s purpose for the inhabitants? It is
best expressed in that terse verse with which you are all so familiar:
“For behold, this is my work and my glory—to bring to pass the
immortality and eternal life of man” (Moses 1:39).
Therefore, in the expansiveness of space, there is stunning personalness, for God knows and loves each of us! (see 1 Nephi 11:
17). We are not ciphers in unexplained space! While the Psalmist’s
query was, “What is man, that thou art mindful of him?” (Psalm 8:
4), mankind is at the very center of God’s work. We are the sheep
of His hand and the people of His pasture (see Psalms 79:13; 95:
7; 100:3). His work includes our immortalization—accomplished by
Christ’s glorious Atonement! Think of it, brothers and sisters, even
with their extensive longevity, stars are not immortal, but you are.
The revelations give us very little information about how the
Lord created it all. Scientists meanwhile focus on how and what
and when. Nevertheless, some of them acknowledge the puzzlement over why. Hawking said:
“Although science may solve the problem of how the universe
began, it cannot answer the question: Why does the universe bother
11
to exist? I don’t know the answer to that.”
Albert Einstein said of his desires:
“I want to know how God created this world. I am not interested
in this or that phenomenon, in the spectrum of this or that element.

Image courtesy of White Flower Farm
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I want to know His thoughts; the rest are details.”
Dr. Allen Sandage, a believer in divine design, was an assistant
to Edwin Hubble. Sandage wrote:
“Science . . . is concerned with the what, when, and how. It does
not, and indeed cannot, answer within its method (powerful as that
13
method is), why.”
Mercifully, we are given vital and pivotal answers to the why
questions in revelations that contain the answers that matter most
to us anyway! Having seen vast and spectacular things, Enoch
rejoiced—but over what? He rejoiced over his personal assurance
about God: “Yet thou art there” (Moses 7:30). Enoch even saw God
weep over needless human suffering, which tells us so much about
divine character (see vv. 28–29). But that is a topic for another
time.
Alas, even given the remarkable revelations about the cosmos
and God’s purposes, people can still drift away. These people did:
“And it came to pass that . . . the people
began to forget those signs and wonders which
they had heard, and began to be less and less
astonished at a sign or a wonder from heaven,
insomuch that they began to be hard in their
hearts, and blind in their minds, and began to
disbelieve all which they had heard and seen”
(3 Nephi 2:1).

So, as you and I ponder God’s creative grandeur, we are also
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told to consider the beauty of the lilies of the field. Remember, “all
things” bear witness of Him! (see Alma 30:44).
In this visual we see lilies, and then, in close-up, divine design.
The same divine design in the universe is miniatured in the lilies of
the field (see Matthew 6:28–29; 3 Nephi 13:28–29; D&C 84:82).
The miracle of this planet has so many ongoing, marvelous
subtleties. Wendell Berry writes:
“Whoever really has considered the lilies of the field or the birds
of the air and pondered the improbability of their existence in this
warm world within the cold and empty stellar distances will hardly
balk at the turning of water into wine—which was, after all, a very
small miracle. We forget the greater and still continuing miracle by
14
which water (with soil and sunlight) is turned into grapes.”
As we reverence what the Lord has created, we are to reverence Him and His character enough to strive to become ever more
like Him, as He has directed (see Matthew 5:48; 3 Nephi 12:48;
27:27). Unsurprisingly, therefore, the power of godliness revealed
in lilies is likewise revealed in the ordinances of His gospel (see
D&C 84:20). Thematically, these ordinances concern our cleansing,
covenanting, obeying, and preparing—all behaviorally necessary in
order for us to be empowered to make the homeward journey.
These personalized expressions of divine love and power matter much more to us anyway than trying to number the wondrous
galaxies or comparing the number of planets to stars. We lay people
could not comprehend it anyway. Achieving spiritual sanctification
matters so much more than cosmic quantifications.
Thus, as we enlarge our views both of the universe and of God’s
stretching purposes, we, too, can reverently exclaim, “O how great
the plan of our God!” (2 Nephi 9:13).
Therefore, as we probe, ponder, and learn, we certainly should
be filled with awe, and we should also be intellectually meek. King
Benjamin counseled us with these simple but profound words:
“Believe in God; believe that he is, and that he created all things,
both in heaven and in earth; believe that he has all wisdom, and all
power, both in heaven and in earth; believe that man doth not comprehend all the things which the Lord can comprehend” (Mosiah 4:
9; emphasis added).
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Alas, in our age, brothers and sisters, we have some who
believe that if they cannot comprehend something, then God cannot comprehend it either. Ironically, some do actually prefer a “little
god.” Better for all of us—scientists and nonscientists alike—instead
of trying to downsize divinity, to upsize our personal humility!
As spectacular as what science has learned about the witnessing universe so far, it is still such a small sample. Of the 1995 Hubble
picture of a “deep field,” it was said that “the sampled segment—the
deepest image ever taken of the heavens—covered . . . ‘a speck of
the sky only about the width of a dime located 75 feet away.’” 15
The soul trembles, brothers and sisters!
Whatever Moses’ own sample, no wonder he was overwhelmed
and “fell unto the earth” saying that “man is nothing” (Moses 1:
9–10).
Mercifully, though awestruck, the revelations assure us of God’s
love:
“Now my brethren, we see that God is mindful of every people,

14
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whatsoever land they may be in; yea, he numbereth his people,
and his bowels of mercy are over all the earth. Now this is my joy,
and my great thanksgiving; yea, and I will give thanks unto my God
forever” (Alma 26:37).

15Our Creator’s Cosmos
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So, brothers and sisters, the Lord is mindful of each of His vast
creations. Look once more at the many “dots” in just one portion of
our ordinary-sized Milky Way Galaxy:
He knows them all. Think of it. Just as the Lord knows each of
these creations, so also He knows and loves each of those seen in
this or any crowd—indeed, each and all of mankind! (see 1 Nephi
11:17).
Divine determination is so reassuring, as these words in
Abraham set forth: “There is nothing that the Lord thy God shall
take in his heart to do but what he will do it” (Abraham 3:17). His
capacity is so remarkable that two times in two verses in the Book
of Mormon He courteously but pointedly reminds us that He really is
“able” to do His own work (2 Nephi 27:20–21). Is He ever!
Furthermore, order is reflected in God’s creations!
“And I saw the stars, that they were very great, and that one
of them was nearest unto the throne of God; and there were many
great ones which were near unto it; . . .
“And thus there shall be the reckoning of the time of one planet
above another, until thou come nigh unto Kolob, which Kolob is after
the reckoning of the Lord’s time; which Kolob is set nigh unto the
throne of God, to govern all those planets which belong to the same
order as that upon which thou standest” (Abraham 3:2, 9; emphasis
added).
One scientist is reported as saying of cosmic configuration, “We may be living among huge honeycomb structures or
16 Some scientists say
cells.”
of certain nonrandom galaxies that they “appear to be arranged in a
network of strings, or filaments, surrounding large, relatively empty
regions of space known as voids.”17 Other astronomers say they
have discovered an “enormous . . . wall of galaxies, . . . the largest
18
structure yet observed in the universe.”
Commendably, such able scientists continue to press forward.
For us, however, clearly the earth never was the center of the
universe, as many once provincially believed! Nor has it been many
decades since many likewise believed our Milky Way Galaxy was
the only galaxy in the universe.
But the more we know, the more vital the why questions and the
answers thereto become. Yet the answers to the why questions are
obtainable only by revelations given by God the Creator, and more
is yet to come:
“All thrones and dominions, principalities and powers, shall be

16
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revealed and set forth upon all who have endured valiantly for the
gospel of Jesus Christ.
“And also, if there be bounds set to the heavens or to the seas,
or to the dry land, or to the sun, moon, or stars—
“All the times of their revolutions, all the appointed days, months,
and years, and all the days of their days, months, and years, and all
their glories, laws, and set times, shall be revealed in the days of
the dispensation of the fulness of times” (D&C 121:29–31).
Therefore, brothers and sisters, as we look at the universe, we
do not see unexplained chaos or cosmic churn. Instead, the faithful see God “moving in His majesty and power” (D&C 88:47). It is
like viewing a divinely choreographed, cosmic ballet—spectacular,
subduing, and reassuring!
Even so, in the midst of our feeling overcome by the wonder
and awe, the “cares of the world” can overcome us (see D&C 39:
9). Humdrum routineness and repetition can cause us to look indifferently downward instead of reverently upward and outward. We
can become estranged from the Creator, who then seems like a far,
distant star: “For how knoweth a man the master whom he has not
served, and who is a stranger unto him, and is far from the thoughts
and intents of his heart?” (Mosiah 5:13).
We know the Creator of the universe is also the Author of the
plan of happiness. We can trust Him. He knows perfectly what
brings happiness to His children (see Mosiah 2:41; Alma 41:10).
Meanwhile, as some experience daily life situations in which
they are or feel unloved and unappreciated, they can nevertheless
know that God loves them! His creations so witness.
Therefore, we can confess His hand in our individual lives just
as we can confess His hand in the astonishing universe (see D&C
59:21). If we will so confess His hand now, one day we who are
“cradled” amidst His creations can even know what it is like to be
“clasped in the arms of Jesus” (Mormon 5:11).
The reverent rejoicing being now encouraged by these remarks
was there a long, long time ago. As the Creator’s plan was presented premortally, some even “shouted for joy” (Job 38:7). Why not?
For “men are, that they might have joy” (2 Nephi 2:25). May you be
blessed to convey to your students the contagion of your reverence
and awe concerning the Lord’s creations and His plans for us.

17Our Creator’s Cosmos
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In conclusion, I testify that the astonishing work of God is greater than the known universe. Further, I testify that God’s plans for His
children predate His provision of this beautiful planet for us! In the
holy name of Jesus Christ, amen.
© 2002 by Intellectual Reserve, Inc. All rights reserved. Used
by permission.
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“ The Loving Friend
of Children, the
1
Prophet Joseph”
J. B. Haws

J. B. Haws is a seminary teacher at the South Ogden Utah Junior

My wife and I were sitting in a special parents’ session of stake
conference. The opening musical number was presented by a young
family consisting of a smiling couple and their five children. The mother was holding the youngest boy, who could not have been more
than two years old. The family was singing “Teach Me to Walk in the
Light,” but the two-year-old wasn’t singing. He was suffering from
what was probably his first bout of stage fright. He just stared at the
microphone. For three verses, he just stared. However, when the
song ended and the family members began filing off of the stand, it
was as if the microphone’s hypnotic spell was suddenly lifted, and
the two-year-old realized he had missed his big debut. A look of terror fell on him. He began to wail, and everyone in the chapel could
hear what he was screaming: “I want to walk in the light! I want to
walk in the light!” He was still pleading his case as his embarrassed
mother and giggling siblings exited into the foyer.
We all smiled, and the meeting continued. But we sensed something special about that little boy’s cry—something that left a deep
impression on us. “I want to walk in the light!” What a powerful declaration! It brought to mind Book of Mormon descriptions of times when
He who is the Light of the World “did teach and minister unto the
children of the multitude” and “great and marvelous things” resulted
(3 Nephi 26:14). I couldn’t help but think of President J. Reuben
Clark’s landmark statement, “The youth of the Church are hungry for

20
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things of the Spirit; they are eager to learn the gospel, and they want
it straight, undiluted.”2 I could picture thousands of young men and
young women standing and shouting, in unison, “I want to walk in the
light!”
That little toddler capsulated the heartfelt prayers and the spiritual hunger of the noble young people who fill the classrooms of the
Church. But every so often it is tempting to get a little cynical and
ask if that is still their heartfelt prayer when they are sleepy on a hot
afternoon in May or when the alarm goes off long before the sun
rises on a Monday in January. Is there a way, even at those difficult
times, to present the gospel “straight” and “undiluted”?
When questions like these challenge us, it helps to look at comments made by the youth in Joseph Smith’s era. The statement
of eleven-year-old Alvah Alexander whispers hope to our doubting
hearts and causes us to sit up and take notice. Alvah said, “No
amusement or games were as interesting to me as to hear [the
Prophet Joseph Smith] talk.”3 Mary Field Garner, a seven-year-old,
said similar things. Even though her father had passed away and
the impoverished family was reduced to rations of one pint of meal
a day, she said, “We did not complain. . . . We were too thankful
to be at Nauvoo . . . and listen to [Joseph Smith’s] teachings.”4
Teenager Goudy Hogan was “very anxious to go to meeting,” even
though it meant walking eight miles from his home to Nauvoo.5 And
young John Pulsipher, like so many others, thrilled at the chance to
hear the Prophet’s “instruction weekly and sometimes daily.”6 We
begin to sense that we have an answer when cynical thoughts arise
about the real chances for edification through teaching. We have
the Prophet Joseph Smith.
What was it about Joseph Smith that so powerfully affected the
young people who associated with him? That question is not easy to
answer because there is so much to the Prophet—so much that is
remarkable, inspiring, and worth emulating. Still, an important insight
into the Prophet’s power comes through a statement by President
Boyd K. Packer when he voiced this timeless principle: “The attributes
which it has been my choice privilege to recognize in [ideal teachers] . .
. are no more nor less than the image of the Master Teacher showing
through.”7 Most simply stated, the Prophet’s greatness grew out of his
efforts to be like the Savior.
Joseph Smith emulated the Savior in teaching doctrine, in using
priesthood power, in forgiving enemies, and ultimately in being willing to suffer persecutions unto death. But the Prophet’s character
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takes on a new depth when we see how he emulated the Savior in
associations with children. Children who knew him revealed what it
was that made Joseph Smith so heroic: he loved them with a love
that the Savior had both commanded and exemplified. The recollections of young Saints remind us of principles that are applicable in
every Church classroom, because these recorded memories show
how the Prophet took to heart the charge that the Lord had given
to Peter centuries earlier to “feed my lambs” (John 21:15). Joseph
Smith fed the youth again and again with his words, his example,
and, most important, his loving attention. He fed them in a way that
can teach each of us, because he fed them just as the Master
Teacher had done in the meridian of time.
The Power of Plainness
The early Saints repeatedly reveal that one component of the
Prophet’s power was his plainness. Daniel Tyler remembered the specifics of one sermon after almost sixty years because Joseph Smith
made it “so plain that a child could not help understanding it.”8 The
Prophet, like the Savior, used illustrations and examples to teach
truth in simplicity. He wanted the children to learn the gospel. When
he taught about prayer, he said, “Be plain and simple and ask for
what you want, just like you would go to a neighbor.”9 When he sent
out missionaries, he told them, “Make short prayers and short sermons.”10 The simplicity and the illustrations worked. One little girl,
Henrietta Cox, was deeply impressed by such a lesson, even though
she was only six at the time. A brother chided Joseph for “being
bowed in spirit” and told him to “hold [his] head up.” Joseph replied
that “many heads of grain in that field [bend] low with their weight of
valuable store, while others there [are] which, containing no grain to
be garnered, [stand] very straight.”11 It was a short sermon, but a
child never forgot it.
“To him,” Mercy Thompson observed, “all things seemed simple
and easy to be understood, and thus he could make them plain to
others as no other man could that I ever heard.”12 Like the Master,
Joseph Smith wanted “the most unlearned member . . . [to] know
and understand the truth.”13 And because of this simplicity and purity, his teachings, like the Master’s, were ratified by the Spirit. Daniel
Tyler said the power of the Spirit “filled the house where we were
sitting,” listening to a sermon.14 Sariah Workman remembered, “I
always felt a divine influence whenever I was in his presence. The
Holy Ghost testified to me then.”15 The Spirit that accompanied
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Joseph’s words led Mary Westover to decide, “as [she] sat there,
that the Lord was speaking through Joseph.”16 Even when the
Prophet would stop in for a baked potato or a piece of pie, young
James Henrie “felt the Spirit and power of God come” as Joseph
“always [asked] God to bless them. . . . [James] knew beyond any
question of doubt that [Joseph] was a Prophet of God, and he loved
him better than anyone he ever knew in his life.”17 What “great and
marvelous things” these testimonies are, and they are testimonies
that came as Joseph Smith followed the Savior’s example and
taught the gospel in a way that children could understand. But the
Prophet’s most lasting teaching came not from what he said to the
children but from what he did when he was with the children. He,
like the Lord, taught by precept and example.
The Power of Example
When the Savior gently corrected the disciples and told them to
“suffer little children . . . to come unto me,” He wasn’t speaking figuratively. He let the children physically come close enough that He
could “[lay] his hands on them” (Matthew 19:13–15). Some might
say that this was a dangerous move, because proximity brings
added responsibility. It is difficult to hide questionable words and
actions when others are nearby. But the Savior was never afraid to
have children see Him in His everyday setting, and neither was the
Prophet. In that context, Brigham Young’s statement becomes even
more telling: “I do not think that a man lives on the earth that knew
[Joseph Smith] any better than I did; and I am bold to say that, Jesus
Christ excepted, no better man ever lived or does live upon this
earth.”18 This is a powerful testimony because those who know
us best also know best our shortcomings. For President Young to
declare that he knew Joseph intimately and still felt he was the best
of men speaks volumes about the Prophet’s character and about his
power as a teacher.
Joseph Smith wanted the children around, wanted them to know
what he was doing, and wanted to work and play alongside them. He,
like the Savior at Judea, did not mind taking time out of his schedule to be with them, even when it was “inconvenient.” Those who
knew him understood that in this way he could teach by the power of
example.
Truman Madsen relates an experience that Harvey Cluff had
with the Prophet. When the ushers at a meeting, like well-meaning
disciples, got too severe with young people who were moving to
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the side of the makeshift pulpit in one of Nauvoo’s groves, Joseph
Smith said, “Let the boys alone, they may hear something that they
will never forget.” More likely, by being close to him, they would see
and feel something they would never forget. In fact, Harvey Cluff
reported that incident was his first impression of the divinity of Joseph
Smith’s calling.19 Others had similar impressions as they associated
with “Brother Joseph.”
The Prophet is famous for his love of playing games with the
children, but in this he taught great lessons about the need for a
proper balance in life. When the study of Greek and Latin became
too tiring, he “would go and play with the children in their games
about the house to refresh himself before returning to work.”20 His
willingness to take his “little Frederick” to go “sliding on the ice”
taught all the children who were with him that day the preeminence
of “family” in the mind of the Prophet.21
More often than not, Joseph Smith followed a game with a lesson about work or service. He did not preach; he simply did. Enoch
Dodge played ball with the Prophet and “the boys” many times, and
often after a game, Joseph Smith said, “‘Well, I must go to my work.’
He would go and all the boys would stop playing and go home as
he did. This showed his great influence.”22 Because those close to
him saw how hard he worked, they themselves were motivated to
do better. Joseph Bates Noble traveled 250 miles to meet Joseph
Smith at Kirtland, but when he arrived, the Prophet informed him
that he was on his way to the hayfield. He said Brother Noble could
join him if he wanted. Joseph Noble stayed in Kirtland for nine
days, and on six of those days he worked with the Prophet. Brother
Noble recorded that “much good instruction was given by President
Joseph Smith.”23 Example is a powerful sermon.
John Pulsipher saw Brother Joseph work “with his own hands,
quarrying stone for [the temple] walls.”24 It should not be surprising,
then, that boys like Jonathan Ellis Layne, an eight-year-old, would
want to help cut wood for the temple.25 Edwin Holden remembered
a time when, after playing “various out-door games” with the boys,
Joseph noticed that some were getting “weary. He saw it, and calling them together he said: ‘Let us build a log cabin.’ So off they
went, Joseph and the young men, to build a log cabin for a widow
woman.”26 It is doubtful that any discourse on “pure religion” could
have had a greater impact. A nine-year-old boy learned in Nauvoo
what it meant to “love thy neighbor” when his father’s wagon got
stuck in a mudhole. Brother Bybee, the father, was just about to go
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get help, when along came a man who waded into the mud “halfway to his knees” and helped free the wagon. The helper’s identity
was revealed when the boy’s father called out, “Thank you, Brother
Joseph.”27
Like the Savior, the Prophet was never too busy to stop and give
of his time to children. When a Nauvoo homeowner shooed away a
group of would-be ballplayers from his house, the children became
depressed. Joseph Smith, who was passing by, noticed their despair
and took them all to Main Street and taught them to play a game
called “tippies.”28
The Prophet even interrupted meetings if he felt he needed to
help a child. One day, while conducting a city council meeting, he saw
through the window two boys fighting a block away. He excused himself from the meeting, ran to the boys, and pulled them apart. He told
them that only he, the mayor, was allowed to fight in Nauvoo. Then,
“with a twinkle in his eye,” he said, “Next time you feel like fighting
come to my home and ask for a fight and I’ll fight you, and it will be
legal.”29
Is it surprising then that children wanted to be close to him and
that he wanted to be close to them? Just as the Lord had done
almost two thousand years before, Joseph Smith allowed children
to come close so he could touch them with his example and his
character and his spirit. But perhaps more than that, he wanted
them to be close so that he, like the Savior, could bless them with
his love and attention.
The Power of the “One-by-One” Principle
Elder Frank Y. Taylor shares a story that is similar to experiences that Mosiah Hancock and Margarette McIntire Burgess also had.
It was about a group of boys who were walking barefoot during a
storm down a muddy street in Far West, Missouri. The boys were all
crying because of the cold. Joseph Smith came along on horseback
and carried each boy, one by one, to solid ground, and then he used
his silk handkerchief to warm up their feet.30 This image reminds
us of the Book of Mormon ministry of Jesus Christ when “he took
their little children, one by one, and blessed them, and prayed unto
the Father for them” (3 Nephi 17:21). There is something so special about the way that Joseph Smith and the Master both took the
children “one by one, and blessed them.” Joseph’s majesty reached
soaring heights when he was on his knees, talking and holding and
loving a little child.
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My great-great-grandfather is Archibald Gardner, and one of his
wives, who had lost her first husband, shared a jewel of a personal
experience she had with the Prophet. Her name is Abigail Bradford,
and she and her first husband were taking their little son Rawsel to
the doctor where, they feared, their son’s “hand would have to be
amputated. On the way they met the Prophet Joseph. He examined the injured hand and told them to return home as it would be
all right, and it was.”31 Abigail probably understood a little better
the wondrous joy that must have come to the widow of Nain for an
unexpected blessing to her child.
Margarette McIntire Burgess called the Prophet “the loving
friend of children” because she had felt that love during a special
blessing. “One morning,” she recorded, “I had a very sore throat. It
was much swollen and gave me great pain. He took me up in his lap,
and gently anointed my throat with consecrated oil and administered
to me, and I was healed. I had no more pain nor soreness.”32 I am
sure that William McIntyre, Margarette’s father, knew a little more of
Jairus’s relief.
It is impossible to know how many children, like Barbara Belinda
Mills Haws, could tell about talking with the Prophet while sitting
“on his knees.”33 He was so tender and so aware of every person,
young or old. He once ran out of his store to greet a young passerby,
David Smith, who said “it made him feel so good to have the Prophet
of God take so much pains to come out to shake his hand and bless
him, he felt it through his whole system.”34 Imagine the impact that
Joseph Smith had on the life of eight-year-old Jesse Smith. Jesse
was on his way to school when the Prophet called him over, talked
with him, and gave him a copy of the Book of Mormon for school.35
And these are not isolated incidents. “When wagon loads of grown
people and children came in from the country to meeting, Joseph
would make his way to as many of the wagons as he well could and
cordially shake the hand of each person. Every child and young babe
in the company were especially noticed by him and tenderly taken
by the hand, with his kind words and blessings.”36 We say with
Margarette McIntire Burgess, “Was it any wonder that [they] loved
that great, good and noble man of God?”37
Two final anecdotes show just how completely the Prophet
followed the “one-by-one” principle. Mercy Thompson, whose husband, Robert, died at Nauvoo, related that “when riding with [the
Prophet Joseph] and his wife Emma in their carriage I have known
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him to alight and gather prairie flowers for my little girl.”38 Mary Ann
Winters and her father were sitting next to the Prophet on a steamboat trip. Mary Ann was tired, and she said, “Pa took me in his arms
to rest. Brother Joseph stopped speaking, stooped and took my feet
on his knees and when I would have drawn them away, he said, ‘No,
let me hold them; you will rest better.’”39 It is significant to me that
the man who carried the weight of the kingdom would think first of
the happiness and comfort of two little girls. Joseph Smith had truly
internalized the Savior’s words that “inasmuch as ye have done it
unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me”
(Matthew 25:40).
I am sure that Joseph Smith loved and respected and treated
children as equals because he knew what a child’s prayer could
bring to pass. I am sure he listened to children because he knew
what it felt like to be spurned by adults. And I am sure he held so
many babies because he knew the pain of empty arms. This hero
knew that “of such is the kingdom of heaven.”
A True Prophet
Even after all of these instances, too much is still left unsaid
about the Prophet and his relationship with children. Scores of
Latter-day Saint youth were taught the gospel through Joseph
Smith’s words, his example, and his love. These children loved him
so much that they wanted to be his bodyguards, they wanted to
cut firewood for him, and they were especially delighted when they
could give him the “mammoth musk melon” they had grown on their
farm.40 They used the words “noble” and “godlike” and “heavenly”
and “great” over and over whenever they described him. They
talked about the thrill they had when they first shook his hand or
how they picked him out of a crowd before they had even met him.
They would all shout “Amen!” to what Daniel McArthur remembered:
“To me he seemed to possess more power and force of character
than any ordinary man. I would look upon him when he was with
hundreds of other men, then he would appear greater than ever. My
testimony is that he was a true Prophet of the living God.”41
Although I never disembarked at the Nauvoo landing and
although I never sat through a meeting in the grove, Brother Tyler’s
stirring words ring true to me. I can say, with Elder Frank Y. Taylor, “I
was not, of course, acquainted with the Prophet Joseph Smith,” but
these eyewitnesses were “intimate with him, and hundreds of times
I have listened to [them] discourse on the merits and graces that
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characterized the Prophet, and I learned to love him more dearly . .
. because he loved all persons, little children and all. . . . The kindness of the Prophet Joseph . . . struck me as being very similar to
the character of our Savior.”42 That is why Joseph Smith is a hero,
a giant among men, whether viewed through the eyes of the young
or the old.
That is also why the Prophet is a hero for gospel teachers everywhere. We too would do well to focus on plainness in our teachings
by using illustrations and straightforward explanations. We too can
feel the ratifying influence of the Holy Ghost in our classrooms as
pure testimonies are borne. We too can show that we enjoy being
with the young people by “working” with them in the scriptures, by
sharing their concerns and joys, and by smiling and laughing with
them. We too can live the gospel in such a way that there is power
not only in our words but also in the integrity of our lives. And perhaps most important, we must take “especial notice” of all students
to pull them “out of the mud,” “to dry their tears,” and to help heal
wounds. We too should always have time to pick the flowers that
would mean so much to a struggling child. We too must remember
that the Savior blessed the children “one by one.”
Jane Snyder Richards recalled “that upon one occasion when
[the Prophet Joseph Smith’s] enemies were threatening him with
violence, he was told that quite a number of little children were then
gathered together praying for his safety. Upon hearing of that he
replied: ‘Then I have no fear; I am safe.’”43 This little story speaks
volumes about faith and trust and love. It also speaks volumes
about how we should view the little ones who are all around us,
whose hearts truly are the “holy places that must be neither polluted
nor defiled.”44 Therefore, when we think of Joseph Smith, we can
think of a prophet—and a teacher—who magnified the charge to be
like the Son of Man and to feed all the Father’s children. It is now
left to us to go and do likewise.
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“ Pray Always”
(D&C 19:38)
S. Brent Farley

S. Brent Farley is manager of CES College Curriculum in Salt Lake City,

The admonition to “pray always” is found fourteen times in
the standard works; ten are in the Doctrine and Covenants.1 The
scriptures indicate that praying always will result in the avoidance
of entrapment in the temptations of Satan (see 3 Nephi 18:15, 18;
D&C 20:33; 31:12). Other blessings accompany the admonition to
pray always, such as receiving an abundance of the Lord’s Spirit
(see D&C 19:38), gaining a greater understanding of the Lord’s revelations (see D&C 32:4), working out all things for the good of an
individual (see D&C 90:24), and achieving the ability to conquer
Satan and escape his servants (see D&C 10:5).
To determine what it means to pray always, let us consider
what it does not mean. I recall a lesson in an elders quorum class
during my early university days. The instructor related an experiment wherein he committed to “pray always” for one day. When
he first awoke that morning, he began a prayer, and he continued
that prayer steadily throughout the rest of the day until bedtime. His
assessment of the experiment was interesting. He determined that
at the end of the day, he had done neither a good job at his praying nor at his work. His conclusion: “Pray always” does not mean to
pray continually.
What does it mean to pray always? I believe there are various
meanings, the most obvious relating to time, place, and circumstance.
We all know that morning and evening prayers are recommend-
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ed as a minimum, but is it appropriate to pray in the middle of the
night when everyone else is sleeping? The answer is yes. We can
pray anytime.
We all know that we can kneel at your bedside for prayer, but
can we pray in a park? In our car? At an office? At school? While
walking along a busy sidewalk? The answer is yes; we can pray
anywhere.
What about moods? Is it appropriate to pray when we’re happy?
Sad? Troubled? Destitute? Rushed for time? Yes; we can and
should pray in any circumstance. So, as a basic lesson, to “pray
always” means that we can pray anytime, anywhere, and in any
circumstance.
A humorous poem illustrates the concept:
The Prayer of Cyrus Brown2
“The proper way for a man to pray,”
Said Deacon Lemuel Keyes,
“And the only proper attitude
Is down upon his knees.”
“Nay, I should say the way to pray,”
Said Reverend Doctor Wise,
“Is standing straight with outstretched arms
And rapt and upturned eyes.”
“Oh, no, no, no,” said Elder Snow,
“Such posture is too proud.
A man should pray with eyes fast closed
And head contritely bowed.”
“It seems to me his hands should be
Austerely clasped in front,
With both thumbs pointed toward the ground,”
Said Reverend Doctor Blunt.
“Las’ year I fell in Hodgkin’s well,
Head first,” said Cyrus Brown,
“With both my heels a-stickin’ up,
My head a-p’inting down;
“An’ I made a prayer right then an’ there—
Best prayer I ever said,
The prayingest prayer I ever prayed,
A-standing on my head.”
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What should we pray for as we strive to pray always? Alma’s
and Amulek’s teachings on the hill Onidah give some representative
samples of what we should pray for (see Alma 34:17–27; see also
33:3–11). Relating their teachings to our times, we might come up
with something like the following regarding prayer:
1. “In your houses . . . over all your household” (Alma 34:21).
We should pray in our homes for our family members. We can also
pray about anything to do with our household including its safety,
security, stability, the furnishings, the yard, and so forth as appropriate.
2. “In your closets” (“pour out your souls”; Alma 34:26). Our
closets represent private places out of the view and knowledge of
others. It might literally be a closet. It could also be a room at home
or at work or even a private outdoor setting. The inference is that
it will be a place where we can pray unnoticed by others and in an
unrushed setting—that is, where we will have time to pour out our
souls without fear of interruption.
3. “In your fields, yea, over all your flocks” (Alma 34:20). Our
fields are the places where we work or give service. Our flocks
involve those who are in our charge. For a dentist, it is the patients.
It is not that the dentist prays for more patients and more money.
It is appropriate that the dentist prays for help that the work will be
of high quality and beneficial to the patients and that they will feel
better or do better because of the work. Businesspeople might pray
that they will be honest in their dealings and that their customers
will be treated fairly. Businesspeople might pray that their lives will
be made better because of their services and products. Doctors
will pray for help in diagnosing and treating the health problems
of patients so the patients will feel better and be more productive.
Teachers will pray for members of the class and request that teaching abilities will be enhanced for the benefit of the students.
The bishop will pray for the members of his ward that they may
be faithful, endure their trials, and serve faithfully in their various
responsibilities. The father and mother will pray for family members that they will love and serve one another and be successful in
their various endeavors. These are samples of the flocks and the
increase for which we should pray.
4. “Over the crops of your fields, that ye may prosper in them”
(Alma 34:24). Farmers will literally pray for crops that they will be
abundant. They will pray that they might cover expenses and gain a
profit in their business to continue production for the benefit of oth-
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ers. The car mechanic will pray for the ability to properly diagnose
problems and skillfully make the needed repairs in a fair amount of
time. The resultant wage will help provide for the mechanic’s family
members and do fun things with them. Though none should pray
that they will become financially better off than others, it may be
appropriate to pray for prosperity both temporally and spiritually not
only for personal benefit but also for others being served.
5. “In the midst of thy congregations” (Alma 33:9). Those with
positions of service in the Church should see that appropriate
prayers are offered in classes, meetings, and services. They will
pray secretly for the benefit of those they serve (their “congregations”). The Primary music leader will pray for the children that their
singing will bring joy and faith. Sunday School teachers will pray that
their classes will be receptive to the Spirit and the messages of the
lesson given.
6. “In your wilderness” (Alma 34:26). Our wilderness areas are
the places where we are less comfortable or lost or the times and
places that we deal with uncertainty or trial. These are the times
when those not inclined toward prayer will drop to their knees
seeking help. For those who pray always, this is not a dramatic
change.
Amulek concluded his discourse on prayer with a thought that
helps us to understand a deeper meaning of “pray always.” It is the
attitude of prayer that should be continuous. He counsels, “Yea, and
when you do not cry unto the Lord, let your hearts be full, drawn
out in prayer unto him continually for your welfare, and also for the
welfare of those who are around you” (Alma 34:27). It is more than
the acts of verbalizing to the Lord that qualify a person as praying
always. It is a continuous state of the heart, or an attitude and feeling of prayer, that garnishes the lives of those who pray always.
They are consistently and constantly humble, worthy, thankful, and
able to communicate with their Father in Heaven under any circumstance.
To reach such a state, we are helped through an understanding
of the basics of prayer. My first formal lesson about prayer came in
seminary. The teacher humbly and sincerely taught us this lesson.
He explained to us that we did not have to be concerned about
the formalities of prayer to get started. We should just talk to our
Heavenly Father. If we miss a step or do not know how to properly
begin or end our prayer, we need not worry. We should just talk
to God, and He will hear. It is as if He were saying, “If you put the
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stamp of sincerity on your prayer, it will be properly delivered.” My
teacher’s intent was to make us feel comfortable in approaching our
Heavenly Father. He also explained that when we felt comfortable in
praying, there were some refinements we could add to our prayers.
But the most important element was just to talk to our Heavenly
Father.
Elder Dallin H. Oaks explained, “Our earliest efforts will be heard
with joy by our Heavenly Father, however they are phrased. They
will be heard in the same way by loving members of our church.”3
As my seminary teacher explained, there are four basic components of a prayer that we could include as we seek to improve:
(1) we address Heavenly Father by name, (2) we give thanks for
our blessings, (3) we ask for what we need, and (4) we close in the
name of Jesus Christ with an “amen” as the final seal.
There are a few set prayers in the Church. These include the
baptismal prayer, the sacrament prayer, and, as I believed during
my growing-up years, the blessing on the food. It was always the
same, and with time it became so well known that an individual could
quickly slur through the words and then get to the food. Everyone at
the dinner table knew what had been said in the blessing, whether
or not the words had been spoken with clarity.
My seminary teacher explained that it would be appropriate to
expand the blessing on the food by praying for other things. I decided
I would try it one evening. It was my turn to offer the blessing, so I
started with the traditional wording. In the middle of the blessing I
added some additional thoughts. When I concluded and looked up,
everyone was quietly staring at me. Then Mom asked, “Why did you
change the blessing?” I answered that my seminary teacher told us
we could, and she said, “Oh.” All began to eat quietly. From then on,
I went back to the traditional prayer on the food to avoid disrupting
the family routine at mealtime.
Contrasted with the rote prayer on the food is one of the most
memorable prayers I have witnessed. On one occasion, our family
of four was traveling to Grandma’s house for a vacation. We were
between towns in southern Utah when I noticed the gas needle pointing to empty. I had misfigured the distance compared with the gas
reserve. It was early in the evening, and in those days the gas stations closed for the night. Closing time was near. I made a worried
confession to my wife and expressed concern about being stranded
overnight. One of our two little daughters in the back seat heard my
comments, held out her hands with her palms up, and stated, “Why
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don’t we just pray?” (Her tone of voice indicated she thought that
would solve the problem.) I asked if she would like to say the prayer,
and she said yes. All in the car bowed their heads and closed their
eyes (except me—I didn’t want to stop the momentum of the car, so
I kept driving). She offered a simple prayer of faith that we would
make it to a gas station and then sat back as if the problem were
solved.
We did make it to the anticipated exit, but it was late. We drove
into the small town only to find that the gas station in the business
district was closed. We made a U-turn and drove in the opposite
direction. Though we spotted a gas station at the top of a hill, its
lights went out. Desperate, I determined I would drive up to the station and beg the owner to open again. Suddenly the lights of the
station flicked back on. I gratefully pulled in, and the owner filled our
car with gas.
I asked him why he was still open. He indicated that he had
decided to stay a few minutes late to do some paperwork instead of
leaving it for the next day. When he finished, he turned out the lights
to go home. He looked down the street and saw our car making a
U-turn. The thought came to him, “Maybe they need gas. I’ll turn the
lights back on for them.” To this day I credit the prayer of a two-yearold child for getting us to a gas station so we could complete our trip
to Grandma’s house. If only I could have the faith as an adult that
she had as a child!
As we become acquainted with the reasoning of the world, we
might ask, “Why should we pray?” President Marion G. Romney
explained, “We should pray because prayer is indispensable to the
accomplishment of the real purposes of our lives. We are children of
God. As such, we have the potentiality to rise to his perfection. . . .
No one shall ever reach such perfection unless he is guided to it by
Him who is perfect. And guidance from Him is to be had only through
prayer.”4
I believe that prayer and self-worth are connected. There
seems to be a natural tendency to want to communicate with God.
President Romney stated, “The purpose of prayer . . . is to attune
oneself with the spirit or light which ‘proceedeth forth from the presence of God to fill the immensity of space’” (D&C 88:12). In that light
is to be found sure answers to all our needs because “prayer is the
key which unlocks the door and lets Christ into our lives.”5
President Harold B. Lee drew a comparison between the value
of physical exercise and prayer: “We must have daily exercise by our
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spirits by prayer.”6
Elder Bruce R. McConkie added: “Prayer is essential to salvation. No accountable person ever has or ever will gain celestial rest
unless he learns to communicate with the Master of that realm.”7
Someone might wonder why we pray when God already knows
all there is to know (see 2 Nephi 9:20). Why ask when He already
knows what we need? Truman G. Madsen explained: “First, the
Lord’s knowledge of our needs includes the knowledge of our need
to express them. There are many sound and inspiring reasons
for praying that are independent of the response from on high.
Moroni counseled the Prophet, ‘Forget not to pray that thy mind
may become strong.’ Prayer is mind-strengthening as well as soulstrengthening. It helps us reorder our priorities and bring out into the
open what otherwise only stirs and stagnates within.”8
Finally, we might ask: “What if a person does not feel worthy to
pray? Is it not a sign of hypocrisy to pray in such circumstances?”
Truman G. Madsen counseled: “There may be things in our lives
that make us more or less unworthy of certain privileges. But of one
thing we are never unworthy: prayer. . . . Regardless of the condition
of our soul, we can, we must, go to the Lord. He never closes the
door against us; he pleads with us to call upon him when we need
him the most. And often that is when we feel least worthy.”9
President Brigham Young explained: “If you are in darkness,
and have not the spirit of prayer, still do not neglect your prayers .
. . [but] get down on your knees, and when the cares of this world
intrude themselves upon your devotions, let them wait while you
remain on your knees and finish your prayers.”10
How do we appropriately approach our Father in Heaven in
prayer? Experience fosters respect. When we begin our prayers,
our voice should not be loud (God is not hard of hearing) nor
authoritative, as if we are directing Him. We are not lecturing God in
prayer.
We should replace “you” with “thee.” Elder Oaks drew the parallel:
When we address our Heavenly Father, we should put aside our
working words and clothe our prayers in special language of reverence and respect. In offering prayers in the English language,
members of our church do not address our Heavenly Father with
the same words we use in speaking to a fellow worker, to an
employee or employer, or to a merchant in the marketplace. We
use special words that have been sanctified by use in inspired
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communications, words that have been recommended to us and
modeled for us by those we sustain as prophets and inspired
teachers. . . .
Literary excellence is not our desire. We do not advocate
flowery and wordy prayers. . . . Our prayers should be simple,
direct, and sincere.11

President Kimball confirmed, “In all our prayers, it is well to use
the pronouns thee, thou, thy, and thine instead of you, your, and
yours inasmuch as they have come to indicate respect.”12
There is a reverent posture appropriate for prayer. Elder
McConkie explained: “Almost by instinct, therefore, we do such
things as bow our heads and close our eyes; fold our arms, or kneel,
or fall on our faces. We use the sacred language of prayer (that of
the King James Version of the Bible—thee, thou, thine, not you and
your). And we say Amen when others pray, thus making their utterances ours, their prayers our prayers.”13
What is the value of closing our eyes when we pray? It removes
from our visual senses all the distractions around us. It helps to
focus attention. As explained in a priesthood manual, “the vital element in personal prayer is that a man strictly control his mind to
think about only those things that he is sincerely praying about.”14
In addition, it enhances our closeness to God. Closed eyes and
bowed heads during prayer can strengthen our faith and increase
our humility. Leaving our eyes open in prayer is either a show of personal pride or a sign of a lack of understanding (unless, of course, we
are praying while driving a car or walking somewhere).
When we pray, we should speak respectfully to God as if He
were right there before us. In reality, we are never out of His presence. President Ezra Taft Benson asked: “When you pray—when
you talk to your Heavenly Father—do you really talk out your problems with Him? Do you let Him know your feelings, your doubts,
your insecurities, your joys, your deepest desires . . . ? Do you
ponder what you really mean to say?”15

The question might be asked, “Is there a guideline regarding the
number of times per day that we should pray?” President Heber J.
Grant gave what might be considered a minimum number when he
stated: “I have little or no fear for the boy or the girl, the young man
or the young woman, who honestly and conscientiously supplicate
God twice a day for the guidance of His Spirit. I am sure that when
temptation comes they will have the strength to overcome it by the
inspiration that shall be given to them. Supplicating the Lord for the
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guidance of His Spirit places around us a safeguard, and if we earnestly and honestly seek the guidance of the Spirit of the Lord, I can
assure you that we will receive it.”16 Thus, morning and evening
personal prayers are recommended as a minimum. Family prayers
are also of great value.
I recall as a deacon a statement by a counselor in the bishopric
about prayer. He said to us, “If you pray every day, you will not go
too far astray.” I thought that sounded too easy. I have since learned
and observed that when our prayers become less regular or stop altogether, it is a good indication that we have strayed from the Lord.
When we pray regularly, we are inclined to strive harder to keep the
commandments.
What should we do if we are too tired to offer a meaningful
prayer before retiring to bed? It was a revelation to me to realize that
I could say my evening prayers earlier than bedtime, when I was not
tired. Praying earlier took the self-imposed guilt out of tired, short
prayers just before bedtime.
How long should a prayer be? Enos prayed all day and into the
night (see Enos 1:4). On the other hand, the model of the Lord’s
prayer lasts less than thirty seconds (see Matthew 6:9–13). The
need, the mood, and the circumstances will help determine the
length of the prayer. Prayers in church meetings are not meant to
be long. In personal prayers, time is not a factor as much as desire
and intent.
I once gave an unusual assignment to an adult class after a
lesson on prayer. It was an optional assignment, to be done only if
desired and considered to be appropriate. Those interested were
encouraged to time their usual evening prayers. Interested students
were to set a timer or notice the clock and then pray their normal
evening prayer. When finished, they were to notice the amount of
time they prayed. If the prayer was considered shorter than expected, they were encouraged to try to double the amount of time the
next evening.
The intent of the assignment was to encourage a more thoughtful prayer with more issues addressed than normal. The next class I
challenged them to pray for the same amount of time, but only give
thanks—no asking for anything. The intent here was to stretch the
mind in realizing more of the blessings that normally are overlooked
in our prayers.
I have given that assignment only once, but I think the intent
had some meaningful possibilities for the improvement of personal
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prayers.
Elder Marvin J. Ashton suggests that “to be effective, prayers
must not consist of words alone. Earnest prayers must have an
appropriate blend of earnest feeling and spirit.”17 This is perhaps
the most important element of prayer. Short prayers with great feeling can be more effective than longer prayers that are lacking such
depth. If we could learn to pray when things are going well with the
same fervency fostered by trials, we would be a lot closer to the
concept of “pray always.”
Another important element in prayer is understanding that
prayer is not a one-way street. Our petitions ascend to God, and
His response descends to us. Elder Oaks offered the opinion, “I am
sure that our Heavenly Father, who loves all of his children, hears
and answers all prayers, however phrased. If he is offended in connection with prayers, it is likely to be by their absence, not their
phraseology.”18
This brings us to the question of how prayers are answered.
President Kimball asked: “Is prayer only one-way communication?
No! . . . At the end of our prayers, we need to do some intense
listening—even for several minutes. We have prayed for counsel
and help. Now we must ‘be still, and know that [he is] God’ (Psalm
46:10). . . . Sometimes ideas flood our mind as we listen after our
prayers. Sometimes feelings press upon us. A spirit of calmness
assures us that all will be well. But always, if we have been honest
and earnest, we will experience a good feeling—a feeling of warmth
for our Father in Heaven and a sense of his love for us.”19
“When you listen for God’s answers to your prayers, you don’t
listen for audible sounds, necessarily, but for feelings, impressions,
or sudden bursts of thought. These are the manifestations of the
Spirit of God, by which Spirit, men communicate with God and God
communicates with men.”20
Elder H. Burke Peterson encouraged: “Listening is an essential
part of praying. Answers from the Lord come quietly—ever so quietly.
In fact, few hear his answers audibly with their ears. We must be
listening so carefully or we will never recognize them. Most answers
from the Lord are felt in our heart as a warm comfortable expression, or they may come as thoughts to our mind. They come to
those who are prepared and who are patient.”21
My favorite scripture on answer to prayer is found in Doctrine
and Covenants 8:2–3: “Yea, behold, I will tell you in your mind and
in your heart, by the Holy Ghost, which shall come upon you and
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which shall dwell in your heart.”
With so many thoughts and distractions flying around us, it
takes concentration to gain a focus for listening for answers to our
prayers. President Boyd K. Packer commented:
Answers to prayers come in a quiet way. The scriptures describe
that voice of inspiration as a still, small voice.
If you really try, you can learn to respond to that voice.
In the early days of our marriage, our children came at close
intervals. As parents of little children will know, in those years it is
quite a novelty for them to get an uninterrupted night of sleep.
If you have a new baby, and another youngster cutting teeth,
or one with a fever, you can be up and down a hundred times
a night. (That, of course, is an exaggeration. It’s probably only
twenty or thirty times.)
We finally divided our children into “his” and “hers” for night
tending. She would get up for the new baby, and I would tend the
one cutting teeth.
One day we came to realize that each would hear only the
one to which we were assigned, and would sleep very soundly
through the cries of the other.
We have commented on this over the years, convinced that
you can train yourself to hear what you want to hear, to see and
feel what you desire, but it takes some conditioning.
There are so many of us who go through life and seldom,
if ever, hear that voice of inspiration, because [of] “the natural
man.”22

The concept of praying always suggests that if we are in a constant attitude favorable to prayer, we are in a state such that communications from Deity may come at any time.
In addition to thoughts and feelings, prayers may be answered
by an event, series of events, or the presentation of an opportunity
that leads to the desired blessing. For example, a sister in our ward
prayed for an increased spiritual understanding. She was called to
be the Relief Society president, and her service resulted in the spiritual growth she had prayed for. She joked about being more careful
in the future what to request in prayer.
Some answers come through others. President Thomas S.
Monson commented, “Of all the blessings I have had in my life, one
of the sweetest is that feeling the Lord provides when I know that He
has answered the prayer of another person through me. As we love
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the Lord, as we love our neighbor, we discover that our Heavenly
Father will answer the prayers of others through our ministry.”23
On some occasions, dreams are another way prayers are
answered. If others’ lives are like mine, it is a rare occurrence, but
it can happen. Church Educational System teachers pray often
that they will teach what the students need and that they will be
receptive to the Spirit and able to change the course of the lesson if prompted to do so. As a seminary teacher, I once had the
experience of dreaming I was teaching my seminary class a lesson
about relating with their parents. In the dream, I gave my students
an in-class assignment to write a letter to their parents and mention
only good things, avoiding anything negative. I encouraged them to
express appreciation and love to their parents. Students responded
and took time in class (in the dream) to write the letters. At the end
of class, I encouraged them to hand or mail the letters to their parents. If any were embarrassed to do so, they could place the letter
where their parents would find it without the student being present.
In the dream, everything went well. I awakened, and the good
feeling I had enjoyed in the dream lingered in reality. On the chance
that it was inspired, I set my well-planned lesson aside and duplicated the dreamed lesson in my first period. It went exactly as it
had in my dream, and I felt the same good feeling I had felt in the
dream. I repeated the lesson in each class throughout the day, with
the same positive results. I marveled as I went home and concluded
that the dream really was inspired.
A week or so later, a girl came up after class and said, “Brother
Farley, do you remember that great lesson you gave on relating with
our parents?” I answered that I did, knowing I was not the source.
She continued to tell me a story that went somewhat like this:
“When I got home, my parents were gone. Since they didn’t return
by bedtime, I placed my letter on their bedroom dresser where they
would be sure to see it and then retired for the evening. I found out
later that they were having difficulties with their marriage, and that
evening they had gone out to discuss their troubles. They returned
home having made the decision to separate for a while to think
things over individually. When they went in their bedroom, they
found the letter and read it. They told me that when they finished
reading the letter, they said, ‘If she feels that good about us, maybe
we should try harder to stay together.’” Concluding her story, she
beamed, “Brother Farley, that lesson saved my parents’ marriage!”
Before I could respond, she turned and hurried off to her next class.
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I was humbled by the realization that the Lord had a purpose for that
lesson beyond my imagination.
There are times that an answer to prayer may not be distinguished at all. Perhaps the Lord knows we will make the right decision and determines to let us gain the experience and resultant
growth on our own. In those cases where time demands a decision
and we cannot determine an answer from the Lord, we should make
the best possible choice according to our own capabilities with a
prayer in our heart that we will not go astray.
In seeking answers to our prayers, we have a responsibility that
devolves upon us. Elder Franklin D. Richards counseled, “Never
forget that whatever our prayers are, we can supplement our heavenly request with some positive action on our part.”24 “‘Please,
Lord, help me to help myself.’ I am convinced that this prayer for
increased personal powers—spiritual strength, greater inspiration,
and greater confidence—is one that God always answers. We can
learn to solve our problems with God’s help, making Him our partner.”25
What is the time element in receiving answers to prayers?
Some are answered quickly. Isaiah speaks of a time when answers
will come even before the prayer can be uttered (see Isaiah 65:
24). Such occurred with me once when traveling to a location to
give a talk. I was driving through a canyon when suddenly the car
engine sputtered and quit. I coasted off the road, raised the hood,
and failed to determine the problem. I looked at my watch, thought
about my coming appointment, and determined that I must pray for
help. Before I could begin my prayer, a car pulled off the road, and
the driver offered assistance. I explained my plight, and he said he
was going to the very city where I was scheduled to speak. “Hop in.”
I arrived on time, gave my talk, and accepted a ride from a member
of the audience who was traveling back that evening to my hometown to visit relatives. The next day I sent a tow truck for the car and
marveled that I started to work out before I had time to offer a prayer
for help.
Many answers build over time. President Packer counseled:
“Put difficult questions in the back of your minds and go about
your lives. Ponder and pray quietly and persistently about them.
The answer may not come as a lightning bolt. It may come as a
little inspiration here and a little there, ‘line upon line, precept upon
precept’ (D&C 98:12). Some answers will come from reading the
scriptures, some from hearing speakers. And, occasionally, when it
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is important, some will come by very direct and powerful inspiration.
The promptings will be clear and unmistakable.”26
What effect do our sins have on receiving answers to prayers?
Elder Peterson explained:
As we go through life, we ofttimes build a rock wall between
ourselves and heaven. This wall is built by our unrepented sins.
For example, in our wall there may be stones of many different
sizes and shapes. There could be stones because we have been
unkind to someone. Criticism of leaders or teachers may add
another stone. A lack of forgiveness may add another. Vulgar
thoughts and actions may add some rather large stones in this
wall. Dishonesty will add another; selfishness another; and so
on.
In spite of the wall we build in front of us, when we cry out to
the Lord, he still sends his messages from heaven; but instead
of being able to penetrate our hearts, they hit the wall that we
have built up and bounce off. His messages don’t penetrate, so
we say, “He doesn’t hear,” or “He doesn’t answer.” Sometimes
this wall is very formidable, and the great challenge of life is to
destroy it, or, if you please, to cleanse ourselves, purifying this
inner vessel so that we can be in tune with the Spirit.27

ner.

Even so, God hears and respects the sincere prayer of a sin-

Just who answers our prayers? Elder McConkie taught: “When
we pray to the Father, the answer comes from the Son, because ‘there
is . . . one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus.’
(1 Timothy 2:5.) Joseph Smith, for instance, asked the Father, in
the name of the Son, for answers to questions, and the answering
voice was not that of the Father but of the Son, because Christ is
our advocate, our intercessor, the God (under the Father) who rules
and regulates this earth.”28
An examination and review of the basic elements of prayer lead
to the following basic conclusions:
1. Prayer is always appropriate.
2. Prayer is a means of gaining strength.
3. Prayer is a conduit for communication between Heavenly
Father and His children.
4. Prayer helps us become more Christlike.
I believe that this fourth point, the development of a Christlike
character, is the ultimate goal for the commission to pray always.
Elder Rudger Clawson said, “The spirit of prayer must be in our
hearts unceasingly.”29 When we reach that point, we will be well
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on the road to fulfilling the Lord’s desire, “I would that ye should
be perfect even as I, or your Father who is in heaven is perfect” (3
Nephi 12:48).
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A willingness to subscribe to the law of consecration serves as
a key indicator of the condition of the heart of a Latter-day Saint.
Consider the words of Elder Orson F. Whitney:
Ah reader, the redemption of Zion is more than the purchase or
recovery of lands, the building of cities, or even the founding of
nations. It is the conquest of the heart, the subjugation of the
soul, the sanctifying of the flesh, the purifying and ennobling of
the passions. Greater is he who subdues himself, who captures
and maintains the citadel of his own soul, than he who, misnamed conqueror, fills the world with the roar of drums, the thunder of cannon, the lightning of swords and bayonets, overturns
and sets up kingdoms, lives and reigns as king, yet wears to the
grave the fetters of unbridled lust, and dies the slave of sin.1

Simply, the tenets of the law of consecration deal with what
we are becoming, not what we are accumulating. As Elder Neal A.
Maxwell explained: “We tend to think of consecration only as yielding up, when divinely directed, our material possessions. But ultimate consecration is the yielding up of oneself to God. Heart, soul
and mind were the encompassing words of Christ in describing the
first commandment, which is constantly, not periodically, operative
(see Matt. 22:37). If kept, then our performances will, in turn, be fully
consecrated for the lasting welfare of our own souls.”2
Knowing these things, we recognize that it is unfortunate the
law of consecration is frequently perceived to be, and is often pre-
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sented in Church instruction exclusively as, a temporal welfare program. Although there are important temporal elements of the law of
consecration that will be explored in this article, temporality is not the
ultimate focus of consecration. The basic principles of consecration
are outlined in the account of the people of Enoch in the Pearl of
Great Price. There we learn that the ancient Saints of that community (1) were of one heart; (2) were of one mind; (3) dwelt together
in righteousness; and, therefore, (4) lived without any poor among
them (see Moses 7:18). With these basic principles always in mind,
in this article I will take a two-pronged view of the law of consecration that may lead to more well-rounded instruction regarding this
important law.
First, we will consider the historical context of the revelations
received by Joseph Smith regarding the law of consecration. A
general awareness of the setting wherein these revelations were
received is imperative to understanding the doctrinal development
of the law of consecration as the Lord revealed it to the Saints, line
upon line and precept upon precept. Second, we will explore some
of the practical ways through which the principles of the law of consecration have been put into practice since the initial revelations on
consecration were received in 1831. Apparently, from the historical
context of the coming forth of the law of consecration in the last days
and from the scriptural record, the intent of the law is to focus the
attention of Latter-day Saints on attaining a separation from worldly
pursuits while encouraging wholehearted devotion to God and a unified and lasting concern for the welfare of the Saints.
Historical Overview—Parley P. Pratt and Sidney Rigdon
The conversion of Parley P. Pratt was a benchmark occurrence
in the coming forth of the law of consecration. His conversion served
as a catalyst to a series of events that resulted in almost doubling
the Church population in a three-week period of time. This, in
turn, led to the Church headquarters being located in Ohio, where
Joseph Smith received initial principles of the law of consecration in
February 1831.
Early in 1830, Parley P. Pratt was proselytized by a Reformed
Baptist preacher named Sidney Rigdon in northeastern Ohio. Rigdon
and Pratt were seekers. They acknowledged that they did not have
legitimate priesthood authority and were seeking for a religious
movement that precisely mirrored the first-century Church of Christ
as described in the New Testament. Specifically, they were searching for an organization that claimed legitimate apostolic authority,
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the laying on of hands, prophecy, visions, revelation, healings, and
unity of faith in both spiritual and temporal matters as described in
the four Gospels and the book of Acts. According to Pratt, Rigdon
preached such a message, lacking only apostolic authority. After listening to Rigdon on several occasions, Pratt and many of his associates in that region of Ohio embraced Rigdon’s brand of Reformed
Baptist faith. Although it was evident that Rigdon lacked true priesthood authority, Pratt wrote that “we were thankful for even the forms
of truth, as none could claim the power, and authority, and gifts of
the Holy Ghost—at least so far as we knew.”3
With this new affiliation with Rigdon’s congregation, Pratt set
out to spread the gospel message. His course led him from Ohio
to Newark, New York. He traveled by canal boat. Once in Newark,
he felt strongly impressed to disembark and preach in that region.
It was dawn when he left the boat and walked about ten miles into
the country, where he met a Baptist deacon named Hamblin. Mr.
Hamblin had recently acquired a book called the Book of Mormon.
Pratt borrowed the book, read all day and night, and became convinced of its truthfulness. He was later baptized by Oliver Cowdery,
“an Apostle of the Church of Jesus Christ,” in Seneca Lake.4
The Family
While Pratt embraced the Latter-day Saint faith in New York,
Sidney Rigdon and his congregation continued their efforts to
simulate the first-century Church. In 1830, Rigdon organized his
congregation into a communal group known as “the Family.” They
were striving to live a cooperative life based upon Rigdon’s perception of the first-century Saints who established an economic order
wherein they had all things in common (see Acts 2:44). For as
Luke recorded: “Neither was there any among them that lacked:
for as many as were possessors of lands or houses sold them, and
brought the prices of the things that were sold, and laid them down
at the apostles’ feet: and distribution was made unto every man
according as he had need” (Acts 4:34–35). Some of Rigdon’s group
lived together on the Isaac Morley farm near Kirtland.
The Mission
Late in October, Elder Pratt, together with his missionary companions Oliver Cowdery, Peter Whitmer Jr., and Ziba Peterson,
embarked by foot toward Buffalo on the first leg of a missionary
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journey to teach the Lamanites on the western frontier (see D&C 32:
2–3). After introducing the gospel to a group of Native Americans
near Buffalo, Pratt convinced his companions to stop at Kirtland and
nearby Mentor, Ohio, which would allow the missionaries to introduce the restored gospel to Pratt’s friend and former mentor, Sidney
Rigdon.
Rigdon and his followers received the missionaries kindly. The
Book of Mormon captivated the community. This interest, coupled
with the announcement that apostolic priesthood authority had been
restored to the earth through Joseph Smith, led hundreds in the
area to investigate the Church seriously. Sidney Rigdon knew he
had no legitimate apostolic authority and by mid-November 1830
had requested baptism and the gift of the Holy Ghost at the hands of
the Latter-day Saint missionaries. At the time of his baptism, he was
also ordained an elder. Within two or three weeks of the conversion
of Sidney Rigdon, 127 people had joined the Church in the Kirtland
area. Nearly all the converts had been followers of Sidney Rigdon,
and many of them had been a part of Rigdon’s “Family” communal
experiment. This influx of converts almost doubled Church membership. According to Elder Pratt, investigation continued at a rapid
pace, and the number of converts soon rose to a thousand.5
Among the initial investigators in Kirtland was Edward Partridge.
He was hesitant to be baptized before he met Joseph Smith in person.6 It would be important to allay his concerns as Partridge would
eventually be called to serve as the first bishop of the Church. This
position would include the duty of administering the practical dayto-day elements of the law of consecration as it was revealed to
Joseph Smith.
A Meeting with Joseph Smith in New York
Shortly after the missionaries left Kirtland for Missouri, Sidney
Rigdon and Edward Partridge traveled to Fayette, New York, to
meet Joseph Smith in person. As a result of this meeting, Partridge
was thoroughly convinced of the truthfulness of the gospel and
was baptized by the Prophet in the Seneca River on 11 December
1830.7 Joseph Smith was duly impressed with Partridge, referring
to him as “a pattern of piety, and one of the Lord’s great men.”8
In subsequent conversations, Rigdon and Partridge related to
the Prophet the success experienced by the missionaries in Kirtland.
Given the prominent place of “the Family” experiment in Ohio, it
seems reasonable to conclude that Rigdon explained to Joseph
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Smith his feelings and intentions regarding the communal life and
his hopes to recreate the economic order that existed in the firstcentury Church. It also seems likely that such conversations helped
to further prepare the Prophet’s heart and mind for receipt of soonto-be-disclosed revelations from the Lord regarding His ideal economic and spiritual order. These conclusions receive greater credibility in light of other events and revelations received in December
1830.
A New Scribe—The Prophecy of Enoch—Gathering in Kirtland
Joseph Smith sought the will of the Lord regarding Rigdon
and Partridge soon after their arrival. In a revelation received in
December 1830, Partridge was commanded to “teach the peaceable things of the kingdom . . . with a loud voice” (D&C 36:2–3). That
same month the Lord likened Sidney Rigdon to John the Baptist in
that Sidney had served as a forerunner and had prepared the way
for greater things to transpire in Kirtland. The Lord called him to be
a part of that “greater work” (D&C 35:3).
Specifically, Rigdon was called to serve as a scribe for Joseph
Smith, who was working on a translation of the Bible (see D&C
35:20). It is noteworthy that as Rigdon assumed duties as scribe
in December 1830, Joseph Smith was considering Genesis 5 and
received, by revelation, the prophecy of Enoch (now Moses 7).
This prophecy restored a detailed account of how Enoch led God’s
followers to become a Zion people.9 The revealed history implied
a spiritual unity as well as an economic unity among the ancient
Saints. In the words of Moses, “And the Lord called his people
Zion, because they were of one heart and one mind, and dwelt in
righteousness; and there was no poor among them” (Moses 7:18).
Joseph had been commanded to “seek to bring forth and establish
the cause of Zion” as early as April 1829 (D&C 6:6). Without question, his translation of Genesis 5 brought clarity and scope to that
command.
Finally, one last revelation was received in December 1830.
The Lord commanded Joseph Smith to gather the Saints together
in the area of Kirtland, Ohio (see D&C 37). This was the first commandment concerning a gathering since the establishment of the
Church.10 Subsequently, the Lord explained that after the Saints
were gathered to Ohio, He would reveal His “law” that the Saints
“may know how to govern my church and have all things right before
me” (D&C 41:3). That law was the law of consecration (see D&C
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42).
An Assessment of “the Family” in Ohio
Apparently “the Family” communal system served as a forerunner
to the law of consecration. It raised awareness, attentiveness, and
questions that were significant stepping-stones toward the Lord’s
everlasting order. As valuable as it was, however, the communal
and economic order laid out by Rigdon was incomplete and otherwise flawed. The Saints living this order were well intentioned, but
there were at least two glaring problems. First, the communal order
was not governed by modern revelation. It was necessary for Peter
and his fellow Apostles to govern the communal efforts of the Saints
in the first century. A prophet of God would be equally essential in
the latter days. Second, “the Family” made no provisions for individual stewardship. Although confiscation was deemed inappropriate by the members of the community, they lacked clearly articulated guidelines designed to maintain rights of personal possession
within the group. Therefore, occasions arose when selfishness went
unchecked, creating a chaotic environment wherein what belonged
to one belonged to all—seemingly without limitations.
An incident in February 1831 between two members of the
Church, sixteen-year-old Heman Bassett and twenty-seven-yearold Levi Hancock, who were also part of “the Family” experiment,
serves to illustrate this problem. Hancock owned a watch that he
was carrying in his pocket. Bassett reached into Hancock’s pocket,
took the watch, and walked away. Hancock thought Bassett would
return with the watch, but he did not. Rather, Bassett sold the watch
and kept the money. When confronted by Hancock about the watch,
Bassett responded, “Oh, I thought it was all in the family.” Hancock
replied, “I [do] not like such family doing and I would not bear it.”11
Possibly, this incident is merely the prank of an unruly teenager
(see D&C 52:37) and is not indicative of day-to-day life in the community. As mentioned earlier, however, apparently no constraints or
directives existed within “the Family” bylaws to counter such selfserving activities. In the end, the problem was of sufficient magnitude
that the Lord later addressed the issue when a more perfect order
was revealed through Joseph Smith (see D&C 42:54).
The Practical and Spiritual Need for Consecration
Joseph Smith reacted quickly to the Lord’s directive to move to
Ohio. In his own history, he records that he traveled with his wife,
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Emma, Sidney Rigdon, and Edward Partridge. The party arrived in
Kirtland at the first of February 1831.12 Upon their arrival in Kirtland,
the practical need for a “Zion” community like the one described in
the restored writings of Moses became increasingly evident to the
Prophet. He wrote: “[Members of] the branch of the Church in this
part of the Lord’s vineyard . . . were striving to do the will of God,
so far as they knew it. . . . The plan of ‘common stock,’ which had
existed in what was called ‘the family,’ whose members generally
had embraced the everlasting Gospel, was readily abandoned for
the more perfect law of the Lord.”13 Furthermore, a revelation was
received by the Prophet on 4 February 1831 that unquestionably
served to enhance his anticipation to receive the promised law of
the Lord. In that revelation, Edward Partridge was called to serve
as the first bishop of the Church with the specific directive to “spend
all his time in the labors of the church; to see to all things as it shall
be appointed unto him in my laws in the day that I shall give them”
(D&C 41:9–10).
To summarize, at least four factors contributed to Joseph
Smith’s desire to quickly receive the Lord’s will for the Saints in
Kirtland regarding a new spiritual and economic order.14
First, as previously mentioned, when Joseph Smith had seen
for himself the problems associated with “the Family” communal
system, he was highly motivated to establish a more perfect order
as revealed by the Lord.
Second, following instructions given in a revelation received on
2 January 1831, Joseph Smith left thirteen acres of land he owned
in Harmony, Pennsylvania, to be sold or rented (see D&C 38:37).
The land did not sell for two and a half years.15 Therefore, when
Joseph arrived in Kirtland, he and Emma were homeless with few
or no resources at their disposal. They lived with the Newel K.
Whitney and the Frederick G. Williams families until Joseph was
able to build his own home.16 Furthermore, Edward Partridge had
been commanded to “leave his merchandise and spend all his time
in the labors of the church” (D&C 41:9). A new economic order could
provide a way for these early leaders to subsist.
The third factor involved the pending arrival of approximately
two hundred Saints from the three branches of the Church in New
York (Colesville, Fayette, and Manchester). A divinely inspired communal order would serve to motivate the Latter-day Saint property
owners in Kirtland to consecrate their lands and resources for the
general welfare of the otherwise homeless Saints soon to arrive in
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northeast Ohio.
The fourth, and most important, factor involved a spiritual
endowment. In a revelation given on 5 January 1831, the Lord
explained: “And inasmuch as my people shall assemble themselves
at the Ohio, I have kept in store a blessing such as is not known
among the children of men, and it shall be poured forth upon their
heads. . . . And he that receiveth these things receiveth me; and
they shall be gathered unto me in time and in eternity” (D&C 39:
15, 22). Joseph Smith was anxious to supplicate the Lord for these
promised blessings. In fact, less than ten days had passed after the
Prophet’s arrival in Kirtland when the law of consecration was initially
revealed to the Church.
Doctrine and Covenants 42: The Law of the Church
According to Joseph Smith’s own record, “On the 9th of
February, 1831, at Kirtland, in the presence of twelve Elders, and
according to the promise heretofore made [see D&C 37], the Lord
gave the following revelation, embracing the law of the Church.”17
The Lord’s stated purpose undergirding this promised revelation
was to provide directions that the Saints “may know how to govern
my church and have all things right before me” (D&C 41:3). In this
regard, Doctrine and Covenants 42 contains directives relating to a
variety of Church activities such as missionary work (verses 4–9),
priesthood ordination and leadership (verse 11), and moral conduct
(verse 18–29). Finally, the Lord introduced the law of consecration
(verses 30–42, 53–55, 70–73). The two most pressing problems
within “the Family” communal system were addressed in this first
revelation on consecration. Those problems were a need for direction by prophecy and revelation and the lack of stipulations for personal possessions within the community.
The ongoing supplications of Joseph Smith beginning late
in 1830 and early 1831 solved the first problem. As will be seen
later in this article, the second problem was addressed in phases
by an infusion of individualism and, eventually, ownership into the
communal environment. The Lord explained, “Every man shall be
made accountable unto me, a steward over his own property, or
that which he has received by consecration” (D&C 42:32). The Lord
also explained that “thou shalt not take thy brother’s garment; thou
shalt pay for that which thou shalt receive of thy brother” (D&C 42:
54).
The introduction of this law changes the tenor of the rest of the
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Doctrine and Covenants. To this point, the principles of consecration
are threaded throughout the text (see D&C 6:6; 14:7; 19:26; 29:11;
35:14; 38:15–22). However, following the introduction of the law in
section 42, consecration became a directly stated theme and focal
point that was squarely treated and developed in at least twentyfour subsequent revelations.18 Furthermore, it becomes increasingly evident that the principles of consecration are laced through
almost every other revelation received by Joseph Smith and subsequent prophets whose revelations appear in the Doctrine and
Covenants—namely Brigham Young, John Taylor, Wilford Woodruff,
Joseph F. Smith, and Spencer W. Kimball. Indeed, Hugh Nibley
observed that “the main purpose of the Doctrine and Covenants,
you will find, is to implement the law of consecration.”19
Implementation of the Law of Consecration in Ohio and Missouri:
An Overview
The law of consecration is an all-inclusive term pointing us to
the law of God’s realm. It includes all spiritual and temporal principles needed to produce a truly Godlike people. The principles that
make up this law may be employed in a variety of ways and may
be adapted to the needs of the people implementing the law. During
different periods of modern Church history, the Lord has revealed
to the President of the Church how the law of consecration should
be implemented. Generally, the revelations in the Doctrine and
Covenants addressing consecration deal with four different systems
wherein principles of the law were instituted by the Lord through
Joseph Smith. For the purposes of this article, these four systems
will be designated as (1) the law of consecration and stewardship;
(2) the Literary Firm; (3) the United Firm; and (4) the law of tithing. The following sections will provide an overview of these four
systems of consecration, including the sections of the Doctrine and
Covenants that specifically address them.
Throughout this overview, it should be remembered that the
intent of each of these systems is to assist the Saints in their efforts
to conquer and yield up their hearts to God and become a Zion
people. By definition, if this spiritual condition exists among the
Saints, they will, without compulsion, strive to relieve the poor and
establish temporal security for the Church (see Moses 7:18).
The Law of Consecration and Stewardship
The law of consecration and stewardship was introduced in
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February 1831. The Lord commanded: “If thou lovest me, thou
shalt serve me and keep all my commandments; and behold,
thou shalt consecrate all thy properties, that which thou hast unto
me, with a covenant and deed which can not be broken; and they
shall be laid before the bishop of my church, and two of the elders,
such as he shall appoint and set apart for that purpose” (Book of
Commandments 44:26; emphasis added; compare with D&C 42:
29–31). Under this system, all property belonged to God and was
to be administered by the bishops of the Church. While an element
of individualism was infused into the system through the principle
of stewardship, there was no private ownership of property in the
earliest stages of this order. All properties were consecrated to and
owned by the Church.20
The first opportunity to live the law of consecration and stewardship was not extended to previous members of “the Family.” Rather,
the opportunity was given to a faithful group of Saints from Colesville,
New York, who, in accordance with the commandment of the Lord,
moved from New York to Thompson, Ohio, near Kirtland (see
D&C 37, 38). They were homeless and bereft of many other basic
necessities of life, while the Saints associated with “the Family” were
generally settled in the region with means to survive. In fact, some
of these Saints were quite wealthy landholders. Remembering the
commandment that “thou wilt remember the poor, and consecrate
of thy properties for their support that which thou hast to impart unto
them, with a covenant and a deed which cannot be broken” (D&C
42:30), the Colesville Saints were well suited to serve as the test
case for the law of consecration and stewardship.
In May 1831, the Colesville Saints, led by Newel Knight, began
to arrive in the Kirtland area. Bishop Edward Partridge approached
Joseph Smith and asked how to organize the group in light of the
principles outlined in Doctrine and Covenants 42. In Doctrine and
Covenants 51, the Lord commanded Bishop Partridge to organize
the Colesville Saints “according to my laws,” appointing to each
family an equal stewardship “according to his circumstances and
his wants and needs” (D&C 51:3). Furthermore, the Lord explained
that it was a great “privilege” to be thus organized according to the
laws of the Lord (D&C 51:15).21 Following these directions, Bishop
Partridge approached a recent convert to the Church named
Leman Copley. Copley was formerly a Shaker (another Christian
sect involved in communal living in Ohio) and one who owned a
considerable tract of farmland (759 acres in Thompson).22 The law
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of consecration and stewardship was never fully practiced in Ohio.
Nevertheless, at the invitation of Bishop Partridge, Copley agreed
to enter into an introductory phase of the law of consecration and
stewardship with the newly arrived Colesville Saints (see D&C 48:
2–3). Soon thereafter, the Colesville Saints moved onto part of the
Copley farm and began building cabins and working the land.
In early June 1831, Copley broke his covenant, turned from the
faith, and evicted the Colesville Saints from his land. Newell Knight
traveled to Kirtland to receive directions from Joseph Smith. The
Prophet inquired of the Lord. In the ensuing revelation, the Lord
explained that the law of consecration and stewardship among the
Colesville Saints had become “void and of none effect” (D&C 54:4).
Furthermore, the Lord condemned Leman Copley for breaking his
covenant (see D&C 54:5) and commended the Colesville Saints for
keeping theirs (see D&C 54:6). Finally, the Colesville Saints were
commanded to travel to western Missouri “unto the borders of the
Lamanites” (D&C 54:8). This ended the limited practice of the law
of consecration and stewardship in Ohio. It was determined that the
Ohio Saints were too spread out geographically to make another
attempt at that time.23
To this point, apparently, this introductory attempt to employ the
law of consecration and stewardship had been an acute failure. The
Colesville Saints were again homeless and impoverished. However,
by employing the principles of the law of consecration, they had successfully moved from New York to Ohio and on to Jackson County,
Missouri, where the prospects for land acquisition were much better
than in Ohio. Even more important, however, is what happened to
the people. Parley P. Pratt was serving a mission to the western
states in the late summer of 1831 and spent time with these Saints
in Jackson County through the fall and winter. His description of
these Saints makes it clear that their hearts were in the process of
being given over to God. He wrote:
This Colesville branch was among the first organized by Joseph
Smith, and constituted the first settlers of the members of the
Church in Missouri. They had arrived late in the summer, and
cut some hay for their cattle, sowed a little grain, and prepared
some ground for cultivation, and were engaged during the fall
and winter in building log cabins, etc. The winter was cold, and
for some time about ten families lived in one log cabin, which
was open and unfinished, while the frozen ground served for a
floor. Our food consisted of beef and a little bread made of corn,
which had been grated into coarse meal by rubbing the ears on
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a grater. This was rather an inconvenient way of living for a sick
person; but it was for the gospel’s sake, and all were very cheerful and happy.
We enjoyed many happy seasons in our prayer and other
meetings, and the Spirit of the Lord was poured out upon us,
and even on the little children, insomuch that many of eight, ten
or twelve years of age spake, and prayed, and prophesied in our
meetings and in our family worship. There was a spirit of peace
and union, and love and good will manifested in this little Church
in the wilderness, the memory of which will be ever dear to my
heart.24

This description is indicative of the stated intent of consecration. On one hand, people were fed, clothed, and provided for. Even
more importantly, they were kind, gentle, submissive and willing to
bear the burdens of one another, and they seemed to be of one
heart. In fact, the ever-faithful dispositions of the Colesville Saints
made it possible for Joseph Smith to seal them up to eternal life
during a visit to Missouri in 1832.25
The Location of the City of Zion
On 20 July 1831, Joseph Smith received a much-anticipated
revelation wherein Jackson County was identified “as the place for
the city of Zion” (D&C 57:2). The Saints began to gather to Missouri.
Only those who were willing to live the law of consecration and
stewardship could join the Saints in Jackson County.26 In 1833, a
man named Bates withdrew from the order and sued Bishop Edward
Partridge, demanding that the land he had consecrated to the Church
be returned. Even though binding contracts had been drawn, the
frontier court ruled in favor of Bates. His land was returned.27 As a
result of this case, Church leaders determined that private ownership rights must be included in the process of consecrating properties and receiving a stewardship. Simply, the participant would
consecrate all properties to the bishop of the Church. The bishop
would then deed back to the steward properties, farm implements,
and resources in sufficient measure according to needs and wants.
The deed was legally binding, and the steward obtained ownership
of the respective allocation.28
By the summer of 1833, about a thousand Saints were living in
Jackson County. Parley P. Pratt noted that a Zion community was
being forged because of the goodness of the Saints; therefore, the
general practice of the law of consecration and stewardship was
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succeeding. He wrote that the Saints “lived in peace and quiet; no
lawsuits with each other or with the world; few or no debts were
contracted; few promises broken; there were no thieves, robbers, or
murderers; few or no idlers; all seemed to worship God with a ready
heart. On Sundays the people assembled to preach, pray, sing, and
receive the ordinances of God. Other days all seemed busy in the
various pursuits of industry. In short, there has seldom, if ever, been
a happier people upon the earth than the Church of the Saints now
were.”29
Unfortunately, these idyllic conditions did not persist. Selfishness
and corruption crept in among some of the Saints, and internal strife
ensued. Some members refused to acknowledge the directions of
Church leaders in Missouri. Others made attempts to create their
own “stewardship” independently of Bishop Partridge.30 William
W. Phelps requested that Joseph Smith come to Jackson County
from Kirtland to mediate the downward spiritual spiral then occurring amidst the Missouri Saints. Orson Hyde and Hyrum Smith were
appointed to respond to this request. They wrote: “We want to see
a spirit in Zion, by which the Lord will build it up; that is the plain,
solemn, and pure spirit of Christ. Brother Phelps requested in his
last letter that Brother Joseph should come to Zion; but we say that
Brother Joseph will not settle in Zion until she repent, and purify
herself, and abide by the new covenant, and remember the commandments that have been given her, to do them as well as say
them.”31
Problems were compounded because of fears among
Missourians that the “Mormons” would gain political control of the
region, and such fears sparked hostile persecution against the
Saints.32 They were driven from their homes and lands in Jackson
County in the final months of 1833. Scattered and destitute, the
needs of the Missouri Saints far outweighed their ability to consecrate properties sufficient to raise the standard of living for the
entire group. Discouragement accompanied their impoverished and
scattered circumstances. In their attempts to accumulate the very
essentials of life, their drive to consecrate what little they had diminished markedly.
The Lord rebuked the Saints in a revelation given 16 December
1833. He explained, “I, the Lord, have suffered the affliction to come
upon them, wherewith they have been afflicted, in consequence of
their transgressions; yet I will own them, and they shall be mine in
that day when I shall come to make up my jewels” (D&C 101:2–3).
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On 22 June 1834, Joseph Smith received a revelation as he led
Zion’s Camp (a group of about two hundred men who were traveling from Kirtland to Jackson County, Missouri, to reclaim the consecrated lands of the Saints). In this revelation, the Lord chastened the
Saints for failing to “impart of their substance, as becometh saints, to
the poor and afflicted among them; and are not united according to
the union required by the law of the celestial kingdom; and Zion cannot be built up unless it is by the principles of the law of the celestial
kingdom; otherwise I cannot receive her unto myself” (D&C 105:
3–5). He further explained that the Missouri Saints would live the
law of consecration fully after Zion had been redeemed (see D&C
105:34). Therefore, while the Saints were expected to continue to
live their lives according to the principles of the law of consecration
(see D&C 105:29), this period of severe persecution, poverty, scattering, and sickness brought to a close the general and communal
nature of the order.33 Interestingly, participants in the law of consecration and stewardship enjoyed the most blissful of circumstances
and the most bitter. Apparently, the determining factor between joy
and pain in this regard was the condition of the hearts of the people
who were participating.
The Literary Firm
The law of consecration and stewardship was predominately an
agrarian enterprise. However, other interests of the Church required
different and varied talents that were not agrarian in nature. For
example, as the Book of Commandments was being prepared for
printing in the latter months of 1831, the Lord called six men—
Joseph Smith, Martin Harris, Oliver Cowdery, John Whitmer, Sidney
Rigdon, and W. W. Phelps—to consecrate their time, talents, and
money to the endeavor of printing and selling scriptures and other
publications produced by the Church (see D&C 70:1; 57:11–12).
These men constituted the original members of the Literary Firm.
Later, Jesse Gause was added as a member. When he was excommunicated from the Church, Frederick G. Williams was appointed
to take his place. In both cases, appointment to the enterprise was
connected with their callings to serve in the First Presidency (see
D&C 81; 90; 92). There were never more than eight members of the
Literary Firm.34
Specifically, their stewardship involved a business venture
geared to sell and distribute the printed word of God, such as the
Book of Mormon and the Book of Commandments, “unto the ends
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of the earth” (D&C 72:21; see also D&C 70:6). A high priority was
also placed upon printing the Book of Commandments, the Book
of Mormon, the Joseph Smith Translation of the Bible, a hymnal,
Church newspapers, children’s literature, and a Church almanac.35
The most significant publications produced and sold by the Literary
Firm included the first edition of the Doctrine and Covenants, the
second edition of the Book of Mormon, the first Latter-day Saint
hymnal, and newspapers such as the Evening and Morning Star
and the Latter-day Saints’ Messenger and Advocate.
The Lord stipulated that seed money for the Literary Firm
could be acquired from the bishop of the Church (see D&C 72:20).
Eventually, however, the venture was to be self-sustaining, and the
members of the firm would receive their livelihood from the proceeds
of the business. Any surplus would be turned back to the bishop for
the purpose of relieving the poor and building up Zion (see D&C 70:
5–9).
Because the Literary Firm weathered many difficult times
(including the destruction of its printing press in 1833), the business
began to decline in the first half of 1836. The final printing conducted
by the Literary Firm was the Elders’ Journal in July, and by August
1838, the organization and efforts of the Literary Firm were brought
to a close.
The Literary Firm was remarkable in that it served as the medium through which an entirely new book of scripture was introduced
to the world, the Doctrine and Covenants. This book is so singular
that Joseph Smith referred to it as “the foundation of the Church in
these last days, and a benefit to the world, showing that the days
of the mysteries of the kingdom of our Savior are again entrusted
to man.”36 If fruitfulness in both cooperation and output are the
measures of success, the Literary Firm served its purpose well for
several years.
The United Firm
The Literary Firm had a sister business organization known as
the United Firm (later known as the United Order37). The United
Firm was organized by revelation in March 1832, just a few months
after the organization of the Literary Firm. Participants in the United
Firm consisted of a small number of Church leaders and never
exceeded twelve persons.38 In a revelation to Joseph Smith, the
Lord commanded that “the time has come, and is now at hand; that
there be an organization of my people in regulating and establishing
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the affairs of the storehouse for the poor of my people, both in this
place [Kirtland] and in the land of Zion [Jackson County]—for a permanent and everlasting establishment and order unto my church,
to advance the cause, which ye have espoused, to the salvation of
man, and to the glory of your Father who is in heaven; that you may
be equal in the bonds of heavenly things, yea, and earthly things
also, for the obtaining of heavenly things. For if you are not equal
in earthly things ye cannot be equal in obtaining heavenly things”
(D&C 78:3–6).
A driving principle behind the United Firm was the hope “that the
church may stand independent above all other creatures beneath
the celestial world” (D&C 78:14). The original members of the
United Firm were Joseph Smith, Newel K. Whitney, and Sidney
Rigdon (see D&C 78:9). The private enterprises undertaken by
members of the United Firm were intended to provide a livelihood
for its participants and furnish a surplus that could infuse greater
stability into the agrarian-based law of consecration and stewardship
and the business-centered efforts of the Literary Firm.
As prescribed by revelation, the United Firm was to conduct
business ventures in Kirtland, Ohio, and Jackson County, Missouri
(see D&C 78). The firm functioned primarily through two business
fronts: Gilbert, Whitney, and Company in Missouri and Newel K.
Whitney and Company in Kirtland. The Missouri and Ohio companies each operated a store—one in Independence, the other in
Kirtland. Large sums of money were secured from New York banks
to stock the stores, buy additional land, and purchase farm equipment. Furthermore, the firm operated a tannery, brickyard, and ashery.39
Within one year, the joint Ohio-Missouri enterprise was in financial straits. Legal fees from a lawsuit, travel expenses, and the July
1833 destruction of the printing press and the dismantling of the
Gilbert and Whitney Company store in Jackson County led to a
severe financial shortfall. The United Firm was on the verge of collapsing.
In response to these conditions, Joseph Smith, Newel K.
Whitney, Frederick G. Williams, Oliver Cowdery, and Heber C.
Kimball met in Kirtland on 7 April 1834. They united in prayer and
begged the Lord to “deliver the Firm from debt, that they might be
set at liberty.”40 A petition was made by Joseph Smith to the Saints
in general to come to the aid of the United Firm “for Zion’s sake.”41
In a letter to Orson Pratt, he warned, “Now, Brother Orson, if this
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Church, which is essaying to be the Church of Christ will not help
us, when they can do it without sacrifice, with those blessings which
God has bestowed upon them, I prophesy—I speak the truth, I lie
not—God shall take away their talent, and give it to those who have
no talent, and shall prevent them from ever obtaining a place of
refuge, or an inheritance upon the land of Zion.”42
The Saints failed to supply the needed capital and aid to save
the United Firm. Therefore, on 10 April 1834, Joseph Smith met with
the Kirtland members of the enterprise and dissolved the order.43
On 23 April 1834, the Lord revealed, “Therefore, you are dissolved
as a united order with your brethren [in Missouri]” (D&C 104:53).
By revelation, Joseph Smith distributed the remaining assets of
the United Firm among those who had been participants (see D&C
104:20–59). Since the Missouri members of the order had lost their
properties at the hands of mobs, there were no resources to reallocate; therefore, no mention is made of them in this regard.
In conclusion, the private undertakings of the United Firm
maintained the values and principles so essential to creating a Zion
people whose hearts belong to God. Again, the focus was on what
they were becoming—not what they were accumulating. The Lord
explained: “And all this for the benefit of the church of the living God,
that every man may improve upon his talent, that every man may
gain other talents, yea, even an hundred fold, to be cast into the
Lord’s storehouse, to become the common property of the whole
church—every man seeking the interest of his neighbor, and doing
all things with an eye single to the glory of God. This order I have
appointed to be an everlasting order unto you, and unto your successors, inasmuch as you sin not” (D&C 82:18–20). Unfortunately,
one of the reasons the United Firm was dissolved arose because
the Saints failed to live by the principles of the law of consecration,
which would have moved them to seek the interests of their neighbors as commanded in the revelations.
The Law of Tithing
The mid-1830s brought a season of acute financial shortfall for
the Saints. In the wake of this shortfall, Joseph Smith determined
to move Church headquarters from Kirtland, Ohio, to Far West,
Missouri. Unfortunately, the Prophet was too impoverished to be
able to make the trip to Missouri. In fact, he was so poor that he had
sought for work cutting and sawing wood so he could feed himself
and his family.44
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At this point, as with other junctures in this history, it may seem
that the efforts of consecration among the Saints in Ohio and
Missouri were a complete failure. However, the way Joseph Smith
obtained passage to Far West serves as another example that
the principles of consecration were working in the hearts of many
Saints.
Joseph Smith approached Brigham Young and said, “You are
one of the Twelve who have charge of the kingdom in all the world;
I believe I shall throw myself upon you, and look to you for counsel
in this case [getting to Far West, Missouri].” Brigham Young then
uttered a bold prophecy. He said, “If you will take my counsel it will
be that you rest yourself, and be assured you shall have money in
plenty to pursue your journey.”
With the charge to get Joseph Smith to Missouri on his mind,
Brigham Young was approached by a Saint named Tomlinson
who had been trying to sell his farm without success. Tomlinson
asked Brigham Young for advice. Brigham Young said that “if he
would do right, and obey counsel, he should have an opportunity
to sell.” Three days later, an offer was made on the property. When
Tomlinson reported this to Brigham Young, Tomlinson was told that
“this was the manifestation of the hand of the Lord to deliver Joseph
Smith from his present necessities.” Brother Tomlinson was strictly
obedient and quickly provided the Prophet with $300, allowing
Joseph to make the journey to Far West.45
Once in Far West, the Prophet continued to cope with the abject
poverty of the Church. He asked Bishop Partridge and his counselors to submit recommendations for the purpose of raising liquid
capital to meet the working needs of the Church. They suggested
an annual tithe of two percent on all families in the Church with the
exception of widows and families whose assets totaled less than
$75.46
This recommendation apparently served as a forerunner to the
law of tithing revealed just over six months later in the summer of
1838.47 On 8 July 1838, the Lord revealed the following to Joseph
Smith: “Verily, thus saith the Lord, I require all their surplus property
to be put into the hands of the bishop . . . for the building of mine
house and for the laying of the foundation of Zion . . . and for the
debts of the Presidency of my Church. And this shall be the beginning of the tithing of my people. And after that, those who have thus
been tithed shall pay one-tenth of all their interest annually; and this
shall be for a standing law unto them forever . . . [and] all those who
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gather unto the land of Zion shall be tithed of their surplus properties, and shall observe this law, or they shall not be found worthy to
abide among you” (D&C 119:1–5).
The law of tithing is part of the law of consecration. Under this
law, stewards still consecrated all of their goods to the bishop for the
building up of Zion (see D&C 119:1–2). In addition to this consecration, a tithe was paid on the surplus of each steward. This tithe was
to be paid annually (see D&C 119:4). Simply, the essence of the
law of tithing is to support the poor and provide for the maintenance
of the Church. And, most importantly, as Elder Jeffrey R. Holland
taught, the consistent payment of a full tithe serves “as a declaration
that possession of material goods and the accumulation of worldly
wealth are not the uppermost goals of your existence.”48
Shortly after the implementation of the law of tithing, the Saints
were driven from Missouri. Under the principles of the law of consecration, the Saints were able to take their impoverished numbers
to a new state and new home. As the Saints were being evicted
from Missouri, the Prophet Joseph Smith wrote a letter from Liberty
Jail wherein he defined consecration under the law of tithing. He
explained: “Now for a man to consecrate his property, wife and
children, to the Lord, is nothing more nor less than to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, visit the widow and fatherless, the sick and
afflicted, and do all he can to administer to their relief in their afflictions, and for him and his house to serve the Lord. In order to do
this, he and all his house must be virtuous, and must shun the very
appearance of evil.”49 As with the other forms of consecration, the
focus of the law of tithing is the condition of the heart. In Nauvoo,
while the Saints crossed the plains, and later in Utah, the principles
of consecration were employed in a variety of ways under the direction of the President of the Church. Nevertheless, the law of tithing
was the final phase of consecration introduced during the Ohio and
Missouri periods of Church history.
Consecration Today
From 1831 to 1838, four mediums existed through which the
principles of the law of consecration were implemented. In each
case, the methods of consecration were overseen by the President
of the Church. According to the Doctrine and Covenants, the purpose of consecration was to train Latter-day Saints to yield up their
hearts to God, provide for the poor, and sustain the operations of the
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Church. Consecration in Ohio and Missouri shaped members of the
Church in ways that are still perceptible today. Their successes and
failures beg the question today, “Could we do it if called upon?”
Interestingly, the law of consecration has never been rescinded.
Quite the opposite, mature and faithful Latter-day Saints are expected to consecrate. In large measure, this is done today through a
series of personal covenants, tithes of temporal assets, and offerings of time and talents. Additionally, Elder Bruce R. McConkie
taught that the day must come wherein a more structured format of
consecration will be reintroduced to the Church.50 In the meantime,
practicing the principles of this celestial law in our personal lives will
ultimately result in celestial blessings. In this regard, then Presiding
Bishop Robert D. Hales explained that “this promised Zion always
seems a little beyond our reach. We need to understand that as
much virtue can be gained in progressing toward Zion as in dwelling
there. It is a process as well as a destination. We approach or withdraw from Zion through the manner in which we conduct our daily
dealings, how we live within our families, whether we pay an honest
tithe and generous fast offering, how we seize opportunities to serve
and do so diligently. Many are perfected upon the road to Zion who will
never see the city in mortality.”51
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“ Her Stakes Must
Be Strengthened”
(D&C 82:14): The
Symbolism of Isaiah’s
Tent
Richard W. Hall is an institute instructor of the Tucson Arizona Institute
of Religion.

Members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
quite commonly find themselves clarifying an invitation to friends
unfamiliar with Church terms about an activity at the stake center.
The invitation can be especially interesting when the activity is a
fireside at the stake center. Friends may hear the steak part and
begin to imagine a tasty meal but are unfamiliar with the restaurant
mentioned. The image in their minds drives their understanding of
the conversation.
The Prophet Joseph Smith said the following during the April
1844 general conference: “I have received instructions from the
Lord that from henceforth wherever Elders of Israel shall build up
churches and branches unto the Lord throughout the States, there
shall be a stake of Zion. In the great cities, as Boston, New York, &c.,
there shall be stakes. It is a glorious proclamation, and I reserved it
to the last, and designed it to be understood that this work shall commence after the washings, anointings and endowments have been
performed here.”1
These instructions, given near the end of Joseph’s mortal
ministry, have certainly been fulfilled. We gauge the growth of the
Church in any region by the establishment of stakes. Members of
the Church throughout the world know what a stake is; however,
is the image in their minds the same as the figure intended by the
prophet who originated the symbol?
I had a pair of experiences a few years ago that caused me
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to reflect on the mental representation of members of the Church
engendered by the phrase “the stakes of Zion.” In the spring of
1996, I was serving on the religion faculty of the Jerusalem Center
for Near Eastern Studies. During that intense experience in the land
of the scriptures, I focused my attention on biblical images. I liked
looking around for examples of those images in the culture and the
geography. Early one day on my morning walk, I noticed that some
poles had been erected on a vacant parcel of the center’s property.
During some free time later in the morning, I went up the hill to see
what was being built. Mr. Hani, the center’s handyman, was erecting the large Bedouin tent that had been purchased in Beersheba.
To satisfy my curiosity, I volunteered to be the assistant Bedouin
tent erector; however, I was of marginal help because I kept asking
questions about the various parts of the tent, and I kept stopping to
take pictures. I experienced a memorable day in which my mind was
filled with the sights, dimensions, and textures of a Bedouin tent.
The next week the students partook of a Bedouin meal in that tent,
which added tastes and aromas to my mental picture.
A year and a half later, I was serving as a Sunday School
teacher in my ward in Tucson, Arizona. At the time, we were studying the Old Testament. While preparing for an upcoming lesson, I
read the “Attention Activity” section in the lesson manual. It suggested that I draw a picture of a tent and display a tent stake. The
section provided a sample drawing of a simple camping tent familiar
to western members of the Church. As I looked at what we in the
West call a tent stake, I thought, “The only tool that will do the job
when you want to strengthen this kind of a stake is a hammer.” I
then imagined the President of the Quorum of the Twelve sending
his fellow Apostles out to strengthen the stakes with their hammers.
Strengthening the stakes of the Church by beating them further into
the ground was a brutal image. I could see then that the tent from
which this image was borrowed was not a fancy Western springbar
camping tent but rather a simple Bedouin tent.
Tent Imagery in Isaiah
The originator of this symbol was the prophet Isaiah. His world
included the Rechabites, a tent-dwelling people who descended
from Jethro (see Jeremiah 35:5–9). Much like the Bedouin tribes
who live in regions of the Near East today, they did not own land
but probably wandered as migrant laborers. Their tents would have
been a common image to the people Isaiah was teaching. As he
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spoke of the millennial day, he said, “Look upon Zion, the city of
our solemnities: thine eyes shall see Jerusalem a quiet habitation, a
tabernacle [tent] that shall not be taken down; not one of the stakes
thereof shall ever be removed, neither shall any of the cords thereof
be broken” (Isaiah 33:20). He also used the image to teach about
the gathering in these words: “Enlarge the place of thy tent, and let
them stretch forth the curtains of thy habitations: spare not, lengthen
thy cords and strengthen thy stakes” (Isaiah 54:2).
This tent imagery is not found anywhere else in the Old
Testament, nor is it found in the New Testament. It is found in an
Isaiah quote in the Book of Mormon (see 3 Nephi 22:2), and Moroni
may have borrowed the image to close the record (see Moroni 10:
31).The figure is used extensively by the Lord, however, as He
spoke to the Church through the Prophet Joseph Smith, using the
imagery in ten of the revelations in the Doctrine and Covenants. It
is an ancient figure with latter-day implications.
The image of a Bedouin tent with its component parts and
functions is clearly delineated by Isaiah. But what did he intend it
to mean? What did he see that was like a tent in his vision of the
future? Joseph Smith commented on the importance of being careful as we try to understand scriptural symbols. In January 1843 he
taught, “What is the rule of interpretation? Just no interpretation
at all. Understand it precisely as it reads. I have a key by which I
understand the scriptures. I enquire, what was the question which
drew out the answer, or caused Jesus to utter the parable?”2 Just
what questions was Isaiah answering when he basically said, “It’s
like that tent over there”?
In Isaiah 3 and 4, Isaiah prophesied of two contrasting conditions that will attend the Lord’s coming: the destruction of the wicked
and the blessing of the righteous. This same contrast was described
in a later chapter in very graphic terms and brought forth a question:
“The people shall be as the burnings of lime: as thorns cut up shall
they be burned in the fire. . . . The sinners in Zion are afraid; fearfulness hath surprised the hypocrites. Who among us shall dwell with
the devouring fire? who among us shall dwell with everlasting burnings?” (Isaiah 33:12, 14). Might I suggest that the general question
he tried to then answer can be phrased like this: How will the Lord
protect the righteous from the devastation that will attend His coming in the latter days? Isaiah assured the hopeful that they will be
protected in a tent, adding that this tent “shall not be taken down;
not one of the stakes thereof shall ever be removed, neither shall
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any of the cords thereof be broken” (Isaiah 33:20).
In chapter 54, Isaiah dealt with another condition in the latter
days. The Lord will prepare for His coming by gathering scattered
Israel. The Lord declared to Isaiah, “More are the children of
the desolate than the children of the married wife” (Isaiah 54:1).
Question: How will the Lord fit the gathered house of Israel into His
protective tent? Answer: “Enlarge the place of thy tent, and let them
stretch forth the curtains of thine habitations: spare not, lengthen
thy cords, and strengthen thy stakes” (Isaiah 54:2). He had already
established the figure of a sturdy latter-day tent. The reasonable
solution to the population problem would be to expand the tent.
When Isaiah looked to a tent as a type of the Lord’s protection
in the last days, what did he see? He probably saw a very functional
shelter similar to the Bedouin tent of the Near East. Such a tent
uses a minimum of wood, which was and is a precious commodity in
that arid land. Its sides can be rolled up during the summer to allow
cooling breezes to pass through the shade provided by its roof. It
matches Isaiah’s description of a tent that would provide “a shadow
in the daytime from the heat” (Isaiah 4:6). The fabric covering of the
tent is woven of goat hair. Incidentally, one of the layers of covering for the Tabernacle of Moses was also made of goat’s hair (see
Exodus 26:7). A useful feature of goat hair is that it swells when wet,
which closes the holes of the loose weave and creates a surface
that repels the rain and thus provides “a covert from storm and from
rain” (Isaiah 4:6). I have observed this feature firsthand. Between
the time I helped Mr. Hani put up the tent and the Bedouin dinner
for the students, we had several days of rain. When I checked the
status of the tent, I found that the floor of the tent was dry, whereas
the ground outside was saturated. However, I will mention that the
aroma of wet goat hair is less than inviting.
Another important feature of a Bedouin tent is its expandabil-
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ity. If our families have grown or we have company coming for an
extended period, this tent can grow. Isaiah described the process
when he said, “Lengthen thy cords, and strengthen thy stakes”
(Isaiah 54:2).
The potential for expansion of such a tent is limited primarily by
land and materials. In the Near East today, Bedouin tents can be
found that stretch a hundred feet or longer. Expandability is not an
important feature of a western camping tent. When we need more
room, we get another tent. We do not lengthen cords or strengthen
stakes.
Pieces of the Figure
The tent that served as Isaiah’s symbol of the Lord’s protection
in the latter days included a parts list of nails, stakes, cords, and curtains. Since Isaiah cites these parts as he draws his comparisons, it
is important that they be a part of our mental image as well.
The nails were not mentioned by Isaiah as he invoked the tent
imagery, but they were an important part of the tent. The story of
Jael, the wife of Heber the Kenite, illustrates the nature of a tent nail.
The tent-dwelling Rechabites were a tribe of the Kenites. When the
Canaanite general Sisera sought refuge in the tent of Jael, she “took
an hammer in her hand, and went softly unto him, and smote the
nail into his temples, and fastened it into the ground” (Judges 4:21).
The tent nails were driven into the ground, and cords were attached
to them to hold the tent in place. (Fastening someone’s head to the
ground was an unusual use for them.) They are equivalent to the
stakes of a western camping tent.
I have found it more clarifying to think of the stake of Isaiah’s
tent as a tent pole. An important fact
A tent nail
to remember is that Isaiah’s teaching
image was of the entire tent and was not limited to any one of its
component parts. When Isaiah spoke of the sturdiness of God’s
protection, he indicated that none of the stakes would be removed.
Enlarging the tent included the need to strengthen the stakes. The
stakes in the tent I helped Mr. Hani erect were a sorry lot; they
were fine examples of wood that had been scrounged. A couple of
the stakes had additional boards wired to them to give them extra
strength. However, that is not the image of Isaiah’s call to strengthen
the stakes. Isaiah had surely seen a tent-dwelling family add room
to its dwelling by positioning additional stakes at one end of the tent.
He was familiar not only with the structure of the tent but also with
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the process by which it could be enlarged.
The tent cords were the ropes that connected the nails and the
stakes and provided the structural framework of the tent or tabernacle. Actually, the phrase “lengthen thy cords, and strengthen thy
stakes” (Isaiah 54:2) is a description by
which the entire tent was made strong
enough to withstand the storms. One
strengthens the stakes by means of the
cords.
In the figure at left, imagine the
length of cord on the right running back to
a tent stake that was already a part of the
tent.3 The cord on the left is attached to a
tent nail, which is fastened into the ground.
A tent cord around a stake These connections were the means by
which a strong framework was created for
the tent.
Onto this framework were fastened the curtains of the tent. This
covering provided the walls and roof of the dwelling. Most commonly they were made of goat hair; however, the Lord instructed Moses
to “make the tabernacle with ten curtains of fine twined linen, and
blue, and purple, and scarlet: with cherubims of cunning work shalt
thou make them” (Exodus 26:1; emphasis added). So a tent could
be both functional and beautiful.
Each part of the tent was important. The nails kept it fastened in
place. The stakes were the means of support. The cords connected
the nails to the stakes and the stakes to each other. These connections tied the frame of the tent into one sturdy whole. The curtains
provided shade in the day and protection from storms. Isaiah saw in
this simple structure a symbol for explaining God’s latter-day work.
Insights from the Imagery
Nephi delighted in the words of Isaiah because “he verily saw
[Nephi’s] Redeemer” (2 Nephi 11:2). I have come to value Isaiah
because he saw our day and explained what he saw in a manner
that we may see as well. The Lord borrowed a word from Isaiah to
name an important feature of His latter-day Church. When He chose
stake as the name of the unit of the Church that provides our local
direction, He also chose the symbol of the ancient tent.
Consider the sources of strength for a newly established stake
in the Church. Like a tent cord leading from a standing tent, much
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strength flows from the body of the Church in the form of finances
coming from surpluses of established stakes. Missionaries from the
stronger stakes also provide assistance. Training and other resources flow along this line, giving additional support. The cord leading
to the nail in the ground represents the strength and firmly rooted
faith a stake receives from its local members. When the new stake
becomes strong enough, it then yields support to another stake that
will be planted nearby.
When we come to recognize the insight that this tent imagery
lends to our understanding, we are impressed with the seership
of the prophet Isaiah. He surely saw our day, as did the Book of
Mormon prophets. He saw the growth of Zion in the latter days with
such clarity that he was able to borrow an image from his culture to
describe it.
Application to the Doctrine and Covenants
When our friends begin to hear stake rather than steak, this new
insight helps to guide their understanding of the Church. Note the
following scripture chain from the Doctrine and Covenants. Look at
what the Lord said to His Church through the lens of your expanded
sense of tent imagery. By examining some simple insights, we may
begin to use tent imagery to derive additional connections.
Doctrine and Covenants 82:14. For Zion must increase in beauty,
and in holiness; her borders must be enlarged; her stakes must
be strengthened; yea, verily I say unto you, Zion must arise and
put on her beautiful garments.

Zion is to increase in size, beauty, and holiness. Think upon
that challenge as if we spoke of a tent. Stakes must be added, but
this is not to be a common tent. The curtains must be more beautiful.
The activities within this tent are not to be common or profane. A
larger, more beautiful, and holier tent sounds like a description of
the ancient tabernacle. Reflect upon the words of President Howard
W. Hunter, who invited the Church to “look to the temple of the Lord
as the great symbol of your membership.”4
Why the call for beauty? Perhaps Zion will need to expand
because its beauty will serve as an attraction to those it seeks to
gather. Similarly, the call for increased holiness may be to ensure
the Lord’s protecting hand upon the Church. Just as each component in a tent interacts with the other components to accomplish its
purposes, perhaps the growth, beauty, and holiness of Zion interact
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to fulfill its destiny.
Doctrine and Covenants 133:8–9. Send forth the elders of my
church unto the nations which are afar off; unto the islands of
the sea; send forth unto foreign lands; call upon all nations, first
upon the Gentiles, and then upon the Jews. And behold, and lo,
this shall be their cry, and the voice of the Lord unto all people:
Go ye forth unto the land of Zion, that the borders of my people
may be enlarged, and that her stakes may be strengthened, and
that Zion may go forth unto the regions round about.

Notice the role that proclaiming the gospel plays. It is the process by which Israel is gathered. It is concurrent with the process
of building up the Church (Zion) and strengthening her stakes. The
rate of gathering has increased as Zion has put on her beautiful garments.
Doctrine and Covenants 109:39. And whatsoever city thy servants shall enter, and the people of that city receive their testimony, let thy peace and thy salvation be upon that city; that they
may gather out of that city the righteous, that they may come
forth to Zion, or to her stakes, the places of thine appointment,
with songs of everlasting joy.

Who is supervising the expansion of Zion? The Lord directs,
through the Prophet, where each new stake to the tent of Zion is
placed. The Lord is the quartermaster.
Doctrine and Covenants 109:59. We ask thee to appoint unto
Zion other stakes besides this one which thou hast appointed,
that the gathering of thy people may roll on in great power and
majesty, that thy work may be cut short in righteousness.

The addition of stakes to the tent of Zion is a growth indicator.
Such growth is the result of blessings from God.
Doctrine and Covenants 101:21–22. Until the day cometh when
there is found no more room for them; and then I have other
places which I will appoint unto them, and they shall be called
stakes, for the curtains or the strength of Zion. Behold, it is my
will, that all they who call on my name, and worship me according to mine everlasting gospel, should gather together, and stand
in holy places.

The framework of stakes, cords, and nails in a tent provides
the support for the curtains. The Lord defines those curtains as
the strength of Zion. Remember that in a tent it is the curtains,
when properly supported, that provide the protection from heat and
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storms. One source of strength to the Church is the obedience of the
members. They can obey the call to gather, the command to pray,
and the principles and ordinances of the gospel. This obedience
establishes the holy place that Zion is commanded to become.
Doctrine and Covenants 115:6. And that the gathering together
upon the land of Zion, and upon her stakes, may be for a
defense, and for a refuge from the storm, and from wrath when it
shall be poured out without mixture upon the whole earth.

Like a Bedouin tent, the tent of Zion is for a defense and a
refuge. The timing of its establishment and growth is providential
because of the impending storm.
Doctrine and Covenants 45:32. But my disciples shall stand in
holy places, and shall not be moved; but among the wicked, men
shall lift up their voices and curse God and die.

The latter-day storm is going to be so violent and dreadful that
the only safe place to be will be in the tent of Zion. We will be wise
to stay in the tent.
Powerful Imagery
Church members delight in the teachings of their leaders. We
trust that the teachings they share with us have come into their
minds by means of revelation from God. We share this confidence
with the many faithful Saints who have hearkened to living prophets
through the ages. Communicating the mind and will of the Lord to
us is a significant portion of a prophet’s burden.
Many prophets, both ancient and modern, have used comparisons to help the Saints understand the Lord’s messages. Recent
leaders have employed objects such as crocodiles, keyboards, and
the deck of the Titanic. Our familiarity with these objects increases
our ability to understand the intended lessons.
The writings of the prophet Isaiah are rich in comparisons.
Because our worlds differ, we are often challenged to find understanding in the figures he used. We are commanded to study the
words of Isaiah because there is profit in seeking to better understand
his images.
Notes
1. Joseph Smith, Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, comp. Joseph
Fielding Smith (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1976), 363.

Painting by Harry Anderson, The Second Coming

© by Intellectual Reserve, Inc. Used by permission.

77

The Religious Educator • Vol 3 No 2 • 200277

Doctrine and Covenants
93: How and What We
Worship
Craig J. Ostler

Craig J. Ostler is an associate professor of Church history and doctrine at

In May 1833, the Prophet Joseph Smith received one of the most
important revelations of the Restoration. In what is now Doctrine and
Covenants 93, Jesus Christ revealed how we may know the true
character of God and the manner in which He worships the Father.
The Savior testified and explained that we may follow His example
in worshiping and coming unto the Father in His name. In addition,
this revelation stands alone in holy writ in its clarity of doctrinal truths
regarding the oneness of the Father and the Son, as well as the premortal glory and mortal condescension of the Savior.
By way of historical introduction, a comparison of section 93 with
John 1 suggests that the Prophet Joseph Smith was pondering the
message of that chapter in the New Testament when he received
this revelation. We have a precedent for other revelations coming
forth when a prophet of God meditated on the writings and visions
of others (see 1 Nephi 11:1; D&C 76:19; 138:1, 11). Some may have
assumed that the revelation was received while the Prophet worked
on John 1 during the inspired Bible translation or while he edited
the manuscript. However, three months before receiving section 93,
the Prophet wrote, “I completed the translation and review of the
New Testament on the 2nd of February, 1833, and sealed it up, no
more to be opened till it arrived in Zion.”1 Nevertheless, regardless
of our lack of surety to the historical background for this revelation,
the Savior stated clearly its purpose: “I give you these sayings that
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you may understand and know how to worship, and know what you
worship, that you may come unto the Father in my name, and in due
time receive of his fulness” (D&C 93:19).
The Father and the Son Are One
The Savior stated that the key to understanding what we worship is to know “that I am in the Father, and the Father in me, and
the Father and I are one” (D&C 93:3). In other words, to know the
Son is to know the Father. Jesus Christ manifests the Father to
the world, meaning that all we know of the Father’s attributes and
perfections is revealed by and through Christ’s attributes and perfections. The words and acts of the Savior are the same words the
Father would speak and the same works He would do in the same
circumstances. Thus, we come to know what we worship by learning of Jesus Christ.
Next, as exemplified by the Savior, true worship of the Father
consists in becoming as He is. That is, Jesus worshiped the Father
by becoming one with Him. The Lord clarified that He received a fulness of the Father and was one with Him before mortality. He cited
John’s witness of His oneness in glory with the Father: “And John
saw and bore record of the fulness of my glory. . . . And he bore
record saying, I saw his glory, that he was in the beginning before
the world was” (D&C 93:6–7).
Similarly, Abraham referred to the premortal Savior as being
“one . . . like unto God” (Abraham 3:24). Partly because of this
uniformity in glory, Jehovah also became known as the Father, by
which name He appeared, ministered, and was identified by His
prophets anciently (see Mosiah 16:15; Ether 3:14; 4:7).2
Within this revelation of the Doctrine and Covenants, the Savior
confirmed that He manifested Himself as “the Father because he
[the Father] gave me of his fulness” (D&C 93:4). As a premortal spirit, Jesus was commissioned as the “messenger of salvation—the
light and the Redeemer of the World” (D&C 93:8). That is, He was
given a fulness of the Father and authorized to represent Him in all
things pertaining to the plan of salvation.
In 1916, President Joseph F. Smith, his counselors, and the
Quorum of the Twelve referred to this commission to speak and
act as the Father as “divine investiture of authority.”3 They wrote that
a “reason for applying the title ‘Father’ to Jesus Christ is found in
the fact that in all His dealings with the human family Jesus the Son
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has represented and yet represents Elohim His Father in power and
authority.”4
Jesus Christ Possessed Premortal Glory
Christ was the most intelligent of all of our Father’s premortal
spirit children. Possessing a fulness of the Father, He was like unto
God in glory, defined in this revelation as “intelligence, or, in other
words, light and truth” (D&C 93:36). The Lord revealed, “I am the
Spirit of truth, and John bore record of me, saying: He received a fulness of truth, yea, even all truth” (D&C 93:26). Thus, the Savior, like
His Father, knew all truth, identified in this revelation as “knowledge
of things as they are, and as they were, and as they are to come”
(D&C 93:24). The Prophet Joseph Smith explained: “The great
Jehovah contemplated the whole of the events connected with the
earth, pertaining to the plan of salvation, before it rolled into existence, or ever ‘the morning stars sang together’ for joy; the past, the
present, and the future were and are, with Him, one eternal ‘now;’ . . .
He knew the plan of salvation and pointed it out; He was acquainted
with the situation of all nations and with their destiny; He ordered all
things according to the council of His own will; He knows the situation of both the living and the dead, and has made ample provision
for their redemption, according to their several circumstances, and
the laws of the kingdom of God, whether in this world, or in the world
to come.”5
We see the fulness of Jehovah’s premortal glory in John’s testimony that “the worlds were made by him; men were made by him;
all things were made by him, and through him and of him” (D&C
93:10). In proclaiming His glory, Jesus was identified as “the Lord
Omnipotent, . . . the Father of heaven and earth, the Creator of all
things from the beginning” (Mosiah 3:8). The power and glory of
the Savior is the same as His Father’s work and glory—“to bring to
pass the immortality and eternal life of man” (Moses 1:39). There is
no greater fulness of glory than the power, light, and truth needed
to bring to pass the resurrection and exaltation of the Lord’s creations.
Some have been confused in studying John’s testimony regarding the premortal glory of the Savior because they supposed that
a fulness of glory is possible only for resurrected beings. As previously mentioned, “the glory of God is intelligence, or, in other words,
light and truth” (D&C 93:36). The Savior was given the title of “the
Spirit of Truth” (D&C 93:9) in premortality because, as a member of
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the Godhead, He knew all things. Similarly, “the Holy Ghost . . . is
a personage of Spirit” (D&C 130:22) and, like the premortal Savior,
also knows all truth (see D&C 42:17). The Lord clarified that it is not
a fulness of glory that requires a resurrected body but a fulness of
joy (see D&C 93:33). Thus, the Savior received a fulness of glory as
a premortal spirit, but it was not until after His resurrection that He
was able to declare, “Now behold, my joy is full” (3 Nephi 17:20).
Jehovah Surrendered His Glory to Come into Mortality
While in mortality, the Savior was not referred to as “the Father”
but rather “the Son because I was in the world and made flesh my
tabernacle, and dwelt among the sons of men” (D&C 93:4). Nephi
referred to the Savior’s stepping down from His exalted station as a
premortal being to be born into mortality as “the condescension of
God” (1 Nephi 11:26). This condescension included both relinquishing the fulness of glory that He enjoyed with the Father and receiving a temporal body of flesh and blood.
Regarding the Savior’s condescension, John wrote, “And I, John,
saw that he received not of the fulness at first, but received grace
for grace; . . . and thus he was called the Son of God, because he
received not of the fulness at first” (D&C 93:12, 14). The Apostle Paul
explained, “Christ Jesus: who, being in the form of God, thought it
not robbery to be equal with God: but made himself of no reputation”
(Philippians 2:5–7). The Greek verb used by Paul in this passage
that is translated in English, “he made himself of no reputation,” is a
derivative of the word kenosis, meaning “to make empty.” Bible scholars render Paul’s writings to literally say that Jesus “emptied himself”
(Jerusalem Bible and Revised Standard Version), or “laid aside his
mighty power and glory” (The Living Bible). Thus, although the Savior
had become one with the Father in glory, He did not hold tightly to that
station. Rather, at birth Jesus emptied Himself, or, in other words, He
surrendered His glory and relinquished His knowledge of all things
past, present, and future.
“Over his mind had fallen the veil of forgetfulness common to all
who are born on earth,” clarified Elder James E. Talmage, “by which
the remembrance of primeval existence is shut off.”6 “When Jesus lay
in the manger, a helpless infant,” further explained President Lorenzo
Snow, “He knew not that He was the Son of God, and that formerly
He created the earth. When the edict of Herod was issued, He knew
nothing of it; He had not power to save Himself; and His father and
mother had to take Him and fly into Egypt to preserve Him from the
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effects of that edict.”7 The doctrine of the Savior’s condescension from
premortal glory to mortality underscores one of the greatest sacrifices
in all eternity. That is, in surrendering His glory, Christ, Creator and
Redeemer of the earth, the great I AM, “descended below all things”
(D&C 88:6) to be born as a helpless babe, “despised and rejected of
men” (Isaiah 53:3).
Christ Began Mortality As Other Men Do
As previously mentioned, the Savior emphasized, “I was in the
world and made flesh my tabernacle, and dwelt among the sons
of men” (D&C 93:4). An angel taught King Benjamin that “the Lord
Omnipotent who reigneth, who was, and who is from all eternity to
all eternity, shall come down from heaven among the children of
men, and shall dwell in a tabernacle of clay” (Mosiah 3:5). In so
doing, Jesus took upon Himself a body of flesh and blood, subject
to temptations, death, disease, and other physical weaknesses.
Paul explained the importance that the Savior receive a mortal
body like other men: “But we see Jesus, who was made a little
lower than the angels for the suffering of death. . . . For verily he
took not on him the nature of angels; but he took on him the seed
of Abraham. Wherefore in all things it behoved him to be made like
unto his brethren” (Hebrews 2:9, 16–17).8
Isaiah testified regarding the Savior’s similarity to other men
in mortality, “When we see him, there is no beauty that we should
desire him” (Isaiah 53:2). “Jesus walked the same road from infancy
to manhood that has been trod by every adult mortal,” explained
Elder Bruce R. McConkie. “As a babe he began to grow, normally
and naturally, and there was nothing supernatural about it. He
learned to crawl, to walk, to run. He spoke his first word, cut his first
tooth, took his first step—the same as other children do.”9
The Savior Again Received a Fulness of Glory in Mortality
In addition to teaching that Jesus came to earth without the
knowledge and glory He enjoyed as the premortal Jehovah, John
also emphasized that He regained a fulness of that glory in mortality: “And I, John, saw that he received not of the fulness at first, but
received grace for grace; and he received not of the fulness at first,
but continued from grace to grace until he received a fulness” (D&C
93:12–13). Further, it is clear that although the Savior had a veil
placed over His memory, yet He was still Jehovah. For example, if
an individual were to receive a hard blow to the head, which resulted
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in amnesia, he or she would lose memory but would still retain his
or her individual nature. The same is true when spirits are born
into mortality. “When we pass from preexistence to mortality,” wrote
Elder McConkie, “we bring with us traits and talents there developed. True, we forget what went before because we are here being
tested, but the capacities and abilities that then were ours are yet
resident within us. . . . And all men with their infinitely varied talents
and personalities pick up the course of progression where they left
it off when they left the heavenly realms.”10 Thus, Christ’s “knowledge came to him quickly and easily, because he was building—as
is the case with all men—upon the foundation laid in preexistence.
He brought with him from that eternal world the talents and capacities, the inclinations to conform and obey, the ability to recognize
truth that he had there acquired.”11
The Savior grew both physically and spiritually as He matured.
He “continued from grace to grace” (D&C 93:13) in regaining the
glory of God, which is “intelligence, or, in other words, light and
truth” (D&C 93:36). Even as a youth, He progressed to the point
at which “he needed not that any man should teach him” (Joseph
Smith Translation, Matthew 3:25). His intellectual and spiritual
development was more rapid than His physical growth. “When still
a boy,” the Prophet Joseph Smith explained, “He had all the intelligence necessary to enable Him to rule and govern the kingdom
of the Jews, and could reason with the wisest and most profound
doctors of law and divinity, and make their theories and practice to
appear like folly compared with the wisdom He possessed; but He
was a boy only, and lacked physical strength even to defend His
own person; and was subject to cold, to hunger and to death.”12
The New Testament Gospels are relatively silent regarding the
youth of the Savior. In the one reference that is preserved, Luke wrote
that as a twelve-year-old boy, Jesus knew He “must be about [His]
Father’s business” (Luke 2:49). During the time that He prepared for
His ministry, “He grew up to manhood,” explained President Lorenzo
Snow, “and during His progress it was revealed unto Him who He
was, and for what purpose He was in the world. The glory and power
He possessed before He came into the world was made known unto
Him.”13
Nevertheless, knowledge that He once enjoyed a fulness of the
glory of the Father is not the same as regaining that glory. The pattern for growth is revealed as receiving “grace for grace.” Only Deity
can extend grace. That is, grace offers that which is beyond the
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power for mortals to achieve. Jesus was born into mortality as the
Only Begotten Son of God. As Deity, He could offer grace to mortals
in need. Further, Christ’s growth was accelerated above that of His
fellowmen because of the reciprocal nature of receiving strength
of the Spirit when extending grace. Thus, as He extended His arm
of mercy to others, the Father gave Him grace, or additional divine
strength. By this He increased and grew in grace until “he received
of a fulness of the glory of the Father; and he received all power,
both in heaven and on earth, and the glory of the Father was with
him, for he dwelt in him” (D&C 93:16–17). That is to say that the
Savior became one with the Father again in mortality.
Just as He enjoyed oneness with the Father in heaven, so it was
again on earth. He became one with the Father in premortality by
speaking His words and doing His works; likewise, the Son spoke
the words and performed the work of the Father in mortality. He
testified to the Jews who questioned him, “My doctrine is not mine,
but his that sent me” (John 7:16). “Jesus had been with his Father,”
taught President Brigham Young, “talked with Him, dwelt in His
bosom, and knew all about heaven, about making the earth, about
the transgression of man, and what would redeem the people, and
that he was the character who was to redeem the sons of earth, and
the earth itself from all sin that had come upon it. The light, knowledge, power, and glory with which he was clothed were far above,
or exceeded that of all others who had been upon the earth after the
fall.”14
Therefore, although He dwelt among His brethren, subject to
all of the frailties of mortality, He was “the Only Begotten Son of the
Father, full of grace and truth” (D&C 93:11). He taught the truths that
He learned from His Father and went “forth amongst men, working
mighty miracles, such as healing the sick, raising the dead, causing the lame to walk, the blind to receive their sight, and the deaf to
hear, and curing all manner of diseases” (Mosiah 3:5). The Son of
God grew in grace, ultimately receiving a fulness of glory and fulfilling His divine, foreordained mission to atone for sin and to rise from
the dead.
Christ Is Our Example to Gain a Fulness of Glory
The account of the Savior’s attaining a fulness of glory rings
with familiarity for all mortals. Man is treading on the same path that
was set forth by the Son of God. As I have previously written, “Christ
came into mortality as a helpless infant, knowing no more than any
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other child at birth. It was then for him to grow up into perfect knowledge of the principles of salvation, doing so in such a manner as to
mark the path that all others seeking the same end could follow.”15
Christ revealed that, like Him, we “were also in the beginning with
the Father” (D&C 93:23). Although none of us attained the light and
truth that He did in premortality, at birth we too lost memory of whatever light and truth we gained previously. More importantly, Christ
also revealed that like Him, we “may come unto the Father in my
name, and in due time receive of his fulness” (D&C 93:19). In so
doing, we will both know and “worship the Father in spirit and truth”
(John 4:23). “Here, then, is eternal life,” taught the Prophet Joseph
Smith, “to know the only wise and true God; and you have got to
learn how to be Gods yourselves, and to be kings and priests to
God, the same as all Gods have done before you, namely, by going
from one small degree to another, and from one small capacity to a
great one; from grace to grace, from exaltation to exaltation.”16
Following the Savior’s example leads to baptism and reception
of the gift of the Holy Ghost (see D&C 93:15). In addition, Jesus
marked the path for us that leads to receiving a fulness of the Father
through obedience. “For if you keep my commandments,” revealed
the Savior, “you shall receive of his fulness, and be glorified in me
as I am in the Father. . . . And no man receiveth a fulness unless he
keepeth his commandments. He that keepeth his commandments
receiveth truth and light, until he is glorified in truth and knoweth all
things” (D&C 93:20, 27–28).
It is readily apparent that we may not receive that fulness
of glory while in mortality. However, “all those who are begotten
through me,” the Savior declared, “are partakers of the glory of the
same” (D&C 93:22). In the vision of celestial glory, the Lord revealed
further, “Wherefore, as it is written, they are gods, even the sons
of God—Wherefore, all things are theirs, whether life or death, or
things present, or things to come. . . . And they shall overcome all
things” (D&C 76:58–60).
“When you climb up a ladder” explained the Prophet Joseph
Smith, “you must begin at the bottom, and ascend step by step,
until you arrive at the top; and so it is with the principles of the
Gospel—you must begin with the first, and go on until you learn all
the principles of exaltation. But it will be a great while after you have
passed through the veil before you will have learned them. It is not
all to be comprehended in this world; it will be a great work to learn
our salvation and exaltation even beyond the grave.”17 Thus, the
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gospel provides a plan through which we may progress from grace
to grace until we are perfected in Christ.
Conclusion
The doctrinal truths revealed in Doctrine and Covenants 93
are the heart of the restoration of the fulness of the gospel. Much
of the doctrine of the Restoration regarding the relationship of the
Father and the Son is contained within those truths. They provide
a firm foundation upon which to build faith in Christ and understand
true principles of worshiping the Father. It is clear that the Savior
worshiped His Father by becoming one with Him, having received
a fulness of glory. Further, while undergoing the experiences of
mortality, He showed us the path we are to walk in our worship. He
condescended to become one with us in experiencing mortality and
growing grace by grace that we might follow Him and worship the
Father through His example.
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Those who teach the gospel walk a very delicate tightrope. On
the one hand, we say to our students, “You must obey all of the
commandments in order to be exalted. Justice will demand nothing
less.” On the other hand, we say, “Have hope! Even though you
are filled with imperfections, mercy will make exaltation possible.”
Though both statements are true, each must be taught in balance
with the other.
To teach mercy without justice may lead students to believe
what Nephi prophesied many in our day would believe: “And there
shall also be many which shall say: Eat, drink, and be merry; nevertheless, fear God—he will justify in committing a little sin; . . . and
if it so be that we are guilty, God will beat us with a few stripes, and
at last we shall be saved in the kingdom of God” (2 Nephi 28:8).
Conversely, to teach justice without mercy may leave students
very discouraged. They may see salvation as out of their reach—too
demanding for the imperfect people they are.
One way to stay balanced is to point our students to Jesus
Christ, the model of salvation. His life is the pattern. By following
Him, we can find mercy and grace sufficient to help us meet the
demanding requirements of exaltation.
Where Is the Prototype?
As the brethren who participated in the Kirtland School of the
Prophets discussed the requirements of salvation, they sought to
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find a prototype or an example of a saved (or exalted) being. They
reasoned: “For if we can find a saved being, we may ascertain without much difficulty what all others must be in order to be saved, . .
. for whatever constitutes the salvation of [the prototype] will constitute the salvation of every creature which will be saved; and if we
find one saved being in all existence, we may see what all others
must be, or else not be saved.”1

Their conclusion was as obvious then as it is today: “We conclude, as to the answer of this question [Where is the prototype?],
there will be no dispute among those who believe the Bible, that it
is Christ; all will agree in this, that He is the prototype or standard of
salvation; or, in other words, that He is a saved being.”2
Therefore, if we understand how Christ worked out His own
salvation, we can thereby see the very path that each of us must
tread to obtain the same glory. As the Savior Himself stated, “I am
the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the Father, but
by me” (John 14:6).
So how did Christ gain His salvation?
He Received Not of the Fulness at the First
Although the New Testament writers are reverently silent with
respect to the Savior’s childhood and young adult years, we have
been given a marvelous insight into His spiritual development in the
Doctrine and Covenants. Quoting the record of John, whose record
is “hereafter to be revealed” (D&C 93:6; see also verse 18), we read
that Christ “received not of the fulness at the first, but received grace
for grace” (D&C 93:12). Jesus was not born with a fulness of knowledge or glory. This idea is repeated three times in three consecutive
verses (see D&C 93:12–14). Later,3 “he received a fulness of the
glory of the Father; and he received all power, both in heaven and
on earth, and the glory of the Father was with him, for he dwelt in
him” (D&C 93:16-17). However, as the repetition emphasizes, this
change did not happen in a moment. Jesus Christ, the Son of God,
advanced and progressed “grace for grace” until He reached a fulness.
After stating these truths, the Lord then proclaimed, “I give
unto you these sayings that you may understand and know how to
worship, and know what you worship, that you may come unto the
Father in my name, and in due time receive of his fulness” (D&C
93:19; emphasis added). Jesus is the pattern for each of us. If we,
like Him, advance and progress grace for grace, we will eventually
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receive a fulness of the Father’s glory, power, and light as He did
(see D&C 50:24). President Joseph F. Smith declared:
Even Christ himself was not perfect at first; he received not a
fulness at first, but he received grace for grace, and he continued to receive more and more until he received a fulness. Is not
this to be so with the children of men? Is any man perfect? Has
any man received a fulness at once? Have we reached a point
wherein we may receive the fulness of God, of his glory, and
his intelligence? No; and yet, if Jesus, the Son of God, and the
Father of the heavens and the earth in which we dwell, received
not a fulness at the first, but increased in faith, knowledge, understanding and grace until he received a fulness, is it not possible
for all men who are born of women to receive little by little, line
upon line, precept upon precept, until they shall receive a fulness, as he has received a fulness, and be exalted with him in
the presence of the Father?4

Grace for Grace
As Christ progressed, He offered to the Father His obedience
and willingness to do the Father’s will5 and received from the
Father the appropriate “grace for grace.” We are to follow this same
pattern. The Lord explained, “For if you keep my commandments
[this is what we continually give to God—our obedience] you shall
receive of his fulness [this is what God gives to us—a portion of His
fulness], and be glorified in me as I am in the Father; therefore, I say
unto you, you shall receive grace for grace” (D&C 93:20).
Elder Gene R. Cook, in the April 2002 general conference,
taught, “The Lord’s response to us is always filled with love. Should
not our response to Him be in kind, with real feelings of love? He
gives grace (or goodness) for grace, attribute for attribute. As our
obedience increases, we receive more grace (or goodness) for the
grace we return to Him.”6
If we combine two verses of scripture, we can see that this
process, “grace for grace,” is not a one-time exchange but rather
is a continuous cycle that will last a lifetime and beyond. The first
scripture states, “He that keepeth his [the Lord’s] commandments
receiveth truth and light” (D&C 93:28). The second adds, “Of him
unto whom much is given much is required” (D&C 82:3).
If individuals have been given added light and knowledge
because of their obedience, they are required to be more obedient
than they were before they received the added light. If they, in turn,
increase their obedience, humility, and repentance to match the new
added light, they receive additional light, which requires them to live
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a higher level of obedience. If they increase their obedience, they
receive an increase in light, and so on. This cycle continues “until,”
as the Lord stated, the individual “is glorified in truth and knoweth all
things” (D&C 93:28).
The Staircase

Light and Truth

To better understand this process, let’s compare our journey
along the straight and narrow path to a climb up a very long staircase.
To climb a staircase, one must move in two directions: upward and
forward.
We move upward by gaining light and truth from God. Receiving
more light moves us farther upward. Losing light would move us in
a downward direction. The highest spot on the staircase represents
one who has been given all the light and truth that God possesses—
in other words, a fulness of light.
Moving forward or backward corresponds to our obedience.
Increasing our obedience moves us forward; decreasing our obedience moves us backward. The forward-most spot on the staircase
represents the greatest level of obedience, or one who obeys every
commandment as perfectly as God obeys them.
The steps on the staircase represent the relationship between
each amount of light and each level of obedience. One who possesses only a small amount of light is required to obey only a small
amount; greater light corresponds to greater obedience.
This is the process: Every individual comes into the world with
an initial endowment of light (see D&C 84:46; 93:2). That places us
on one of the first steps of the staircase. No one begins at ground
level. However, where light is given, obedience is required. Being
on one of the first steps requires us to obey to some extent. When
our obedience matches that initial requirement, the Lord blesses us
with additional light and truth, leading us to place one foot on the
next step.
The reality is that we take this and every other step with the help
of God’s grace. The Bible Dictionary teaches, “It is likewise through
the grace of the Lord that individuals, through faith in the atonement
of Jesus Christ and repentance of their sins, receive strength and
assistance to do good works that they otherwise would not be able
to maintain if left to their own means. This grace is an enabling power
that allows men and women to lay hold on eternal life and exaltation
Leveltheir
of Obedience
after they have expended
own best efforts.”7 Our foot on this
next step
not only marks that we have received a new gift of light
Note: There are many more steps than can be represented.
from God but also signifies the level of obedience that is required of
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someone with that amount of additional light. However, we still have
a foot back on the previous step. This foot marks our actual level of
obedience.
This moment is critical. One of three things will eventually happen. Either we will elevate our obedience, with God’s grace assisting
us (see D&C 109:44), to match our new level of light—thus raising
our lower foot up to the next step or we will move backwards and
decrease our obedience—thus moving our lower foot to the previous
step and losing the light that the Lord granted us or we will become
content to not move at all but to remain where we are on the staircase.
Nephi describes this critical moment with these words: “For
behold, thus saith the Lord God: I will give unto the children of men
line upon line, precept upon precept, here a little and there a little;
and blessed are those who hearken unto my precepts, and lend an
ear unto my counsel, for they shall learn wisdom; for unto him that
receiveth I will give more; and from them that shall say, We have
enough, from them shall be taken away even that which they have”
(2 Nephi 28:30; emphasis added; see also Alma 12:10–11).
Let’s suppose that we take a step forward—that we, with the
Lord’s help, change some areas of our life that need improvement.
This is more than just wishing we were better people. Improvement
means changing attitudes or behaviors. Increased obedience allows
us to progress and place our back foot firmly on the next step. Now
both feet are together. The Lord can bless us with more light and
truth. That is the Lord’s promise. Consequently, we now take one
foot and place it on the next step. The process begins all over
again.
Gradually, we continue up the staircase. Each step consists
of being a little more obedient than the previous step. Each step
brings added light and knowledge to help us take the next step. Day
by day, step by step, year after year we gradually move forward,
onward, upward, until ultimately, if we endure to the end, we will
reach the top. Along the way, we do not climb alone. The Lord has
promised: “Verily, verily, I say unto you, ye are little children, and ye
have not as yet understood how great blessings the Father hath in
his own hands and prepared for you; and ye cannot bear all things
now; nevertheless, be of good cheer, for I will lead you along. The
kingdom is yours and the blessings thereof are yours, and the riches
of eternity are yours” (D&C 78:17–18; emphasis added).
A Caution
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As we journey up this grand staircase, with all of its challenges
and temptations and setbacks, there is one thing we must never do:
we must not compare ourselves to others.
Some will have a tendency to look up the staircase and see family
members, friends, associates, and other Church members who have
climbed to higher steps. They look at the distance between these people and themselves and become discouraged. Elder Marvin J. Ashton
observed:
Perhaps we all live under some misconceptions when we look at
each other on Sundays as we attend our meetings. Everyone is
neatly dressed and greets each other with a smile. It is natural to
assume that everyone else has his life under control and doesn’t
have to deal with dark little weaknesses and imperfections.
There is a natural, probably a mortal, tendency to compare
ourselves with others. Unfortunately, when we make these comparisons, we tend to compare our weakest attributes with someone else’s strongest. For example, a woman who feels unschooled
in the gospel may take particular note of a woman in her ward
who teaches the Gospel Doctrine class and seems to have every
scripture at her fingertips. Obviously these kinds of comparisons
are destructive and only reinforce the fear that somehow we don’t
measure up and therefore we must not be as worthy as the next
person.8

Others may look down the staircase and see those that are below
them. They may think that because they are further along the path and
have been given more light and truth that they are somehow better
than those below—smarter, more enlightened, more spiritual, more
righteous.
All those who take their focus off the step in front of them fail to
realize that the race is not to the swift. You will receive no prizes for
reaching the top before someone else, and the Lord will not deny
you prizes if someone beats you there. All who reach the top of the
staircase will receive the same reward, regardless of how long it took
to get there.9
The Savior taught this lesson to the impetuous Peter. The
senior Apostle questioned the Lord about His dealings with John
the Beloved, “What shall this man do?” The Savior responded, “If
I will that he tarry till I come, what is that to thee? follow thou me”
(John 21:21–22; emphasis added).
We must stop worrying about where others are on the staircase,
about how we compare, about who has what or who is ahead of
whom, about what the Lord is doing with the life of someone else.
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Our only focus should be on our next step. That is all that really matters. If we progress grace for grace, step by step up the staircase,
we will receive the reward we truly desire: eternal life. At that day,
what will it matter that others were temporarily ahead of us or that
we were temporarily ahead of others on the upward climb?
Perfection
As we climb step after step, it is important that we realize that the
distance between us and perfection is not the distance to the top of
the staircase. Focusing on that distance can become very disheartening. Rather, the distance to perfection is the distance to the step
in front of us. We cannot be required to obey as God obeys, until
we have been granted the light and knowledge that God possesses.
What God requires of us is that we obey according to the light that
we currently possess—in other words, that we move to the next step.
Brigham Young taught:
“Be ye as perfect as ye can,” for that is all we can do, though
it is written, be ye perfect as your Father who is in heaven is
perfect. To be as perfect as we possibly can, according to our
knowledge, is to be just as perfect as our Father in heaven is.
He cannot be any more perfect than He knows how, any more
than we. When we are doing as well as we know how in the
sphere and station which we occupy here, we are justified in the
justice, righteousness, mercy, and judgment that go before the
Lord of heaven and earth. We are as justified as the angels who
are before the throne of God. The sin that will cleave to all the
posterity of Adam and Eve is, that they have not done as well as
they knew how.10

The daunting task of reaching the top of the staircase becomes
much easier to achieve if we stay focused on the single step ahead
of us. At that moment, being “perfect” means standing on that next
step. It is well within our power to achieve. It simply means that
we live up to what we know is true; that we do what the Spirit has
been whispering to our hearts that we must do; that we change and
improve our lives. The challenge is that the moment we take that
step, perfection moves to the next step. And so we continue, chasing perfection up the staircase, one step at a time.
What about Death?
What happens to a person who is slowly climbing up the staircase and is interrupted by death? Certainly, there are many more
steps to climb in the afterlife.11
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Amulek declared, “That same spirit which doth possess your
bodies at the time that ye go out of this life, that same spirit will
have power to possess your body in that eternal world” (Alma 34:
34). Therefore, we conclude that if we are moving up the stairs at the
time we leave this world, we will continue the climb in the spirit world.
This truth is confirmed by Heavenly Father with this glorious promise: “Wherefore, if ye shall press forward [climbing the staircase],
feasting upon the word of Christ, and endure to the end [death],
behold, thus saith the Father: Ye shall have eternal life” (2 Nephi 31:
20; emphasis added).
Ponder that marvelous promise. If you are on the strait and
narrow path and if you are diligently, though slowly, climbing the
staircase, and you die, the Father has promised that you will have
eternal life. This truth helps us understand the words of Elder M.
Russell Ballard, “Life isn’t over for a Latter-day Saint until he or she
is safely dead, with their testimony still burning brightly.”12
Elder Bruce R. McConkie added the following:
We don’t need to get a complex or get a feeling that you have to
be perfect to be saved. You don’t. There’s only been one perfect
person, and that’s the Lord Jesus, but in order to be saved in the
Kingdom of God and in order to pass the test of mortality, what
you have to do is get on the straight and narrow path—thus charting a course leading to eternal life—and then, being on that path,
pass out of this life in full fellowship. I’m not saying that you don’t
have to keep the commandments. I’m saying you don’t have to
be perfect to be saved. If you did, no one would be saved. The
way it operates is this: you get on the path that’s named the
“straight and narrow.” . . . The straight and narrow path leads
. . . a very great distance, to a reward that’s called eternal life.
If you’re on that path and pressing forward, and you die, you’ll
never get off the path. There is no such thing as falling off the
straight and narrow path in the life to come. . . . If you’re working zealously in this life—though you haven’t fully overcome the
world and you haven’t done all you hoped you might do—you’re
still going to be saved. . . . You don’t have to have an excessive
zeal that becomes fanatical and becomes unbalancing. What
you have to do is stay in the mainstream of the Church and live
as upright and decent people live in the Church—keeping the
commandments, paying your tithing, serving in the organizations
of the Church, loving the Lord, staying on the straight and narrow
path. If you’re on that path when death comes . . . you’ll never fall
off from it, and, for all practical purposes, your calling and election is made sure. Now, that isn’t the definition of that term, but
the end result will be the same.13
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The Kirtland Temple was dedicated on 27 March 1836. During
the preceding two months and the subsequent month after, “probably more Latter-day Saints beheld visions and witnessed other
unusual spiritual manifestations than during any other era in the
history of the Church.”1 This was a marvelous time during which
“members of the Church saw heavenly messengers in at least ten
different meetings, and at five of these gatherings different individuals testified that they had beheld the Savior himself. Many experienced visions, some prophesied, and others spoke in tongues.”2
Two days after the dedication of the Kirtland Temple, the
Prophet Joseph Smith wrote that “it was a Pentecost and an endowment indeed, long to be remembered, for the sound shall go forth
from this place into the world, and the occurrences of this day shall
be handed down upon the pages of sacred history, to all generations; as the day of Pentecost, so shall this day be numbered and
celebrated as a year of jubilee, and the time of rejoicing to be Saints
of the Most High God.”3

This prophecy by Joseph Smith has come to pass in several
ways. One fulfillment may be the published sacred history of this
time period by the Church and faithful historians, which has been
handed down and is now readily available throughout the world,
although perhaps not enough Saints are as familiar with it as
could be. The prayer offered at the dedication of the temple is certainly remembered as the only such prayer canonized in the latter
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days (D&C 109). Written beforehand and read at the dedication,
this prayer continues to be the pattern for all temple dedicatory
prayers.
A song may be an additional fulfillment of the Prophet Joseph’s
prophecy. The first Church hymnal was published just four months
earlier in response to the revelation given to Emma Smith in Doctrine
and Covenants 25. The last hymn in this hymnal was “The Spirit of
God Like a Fire Is Burning.” This song continues to be remembered
since it has been sung at the dedication of every new temple. With
the recent surge of new temples around the world, as each one is
dedicated, rejoicing and celebration certainly are found among faithful Saints around the world. President Gordon B. Hinckley talked of
these feelings when he said, “It has been my opportunity in the last
twenty-eight months to participate in the dedication of seventeen
new temples. . . . The choir has sung the ‘Hosanna Anthem’ and the
congregation, in each of these dedicatory services, has then joined
in singing ‘The Spirit of God Like a Fire Is Burning.’ In each of these
situations I have sat with the choir immediately behind me, and the
members of the choir have always had difficulty singing because of
the tears that choke their voices as they try to express themselves in
a newly dedicated House of God.”4
In Doctrine and Covenants 110:1–10, we read of the visit of
Jesus Christ to the Kirtland Temple, where He declared that there
He would manifest Himself to His Saints. I believe this account
reveals a pattern of how to come unto the Savior. Verses 11–16
recount the appearances of three ancient prophets and the restoration of keys and of a dispensation. Significantly, these four visits
may have been the foundation for the official mission of the Church
with its threefold emphasis as it was introduced 145 years later by
President Spencer W. Kimball.
Appearance of the Lord Jehovah
Verses 1–10 of section 110 contain important information about
the ways in which each of us can come to Christ, which is the
centerpiece of the mission of the Church. Verse 1 states, “The veil
was taken from our minds, and the eyes of our understanding were
opened.” Verses 1–4 contain perhaps the most wonderful description of the Lord Jesus Christ to be found anywhere in scripture
(see similar descriptions in Daniel 10:5–9 and Revelation 1:10–17).
The description of Christ in verses 3–4 was chosen by the First
Presidency and the Quorum of the Twelve for the document “The
Living Christ.”
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In the next part of section 110, the Lord extends some tender
mercies to His faithful Saints. In verse 5, the Lord states that Joseph
and Oliver are forgiven for their sins and are pronounced clean
before Him. In verse 6, the Lord proclaims rejoicing in the hearts
of all who helped with the building of the temple. This must have
provided great comfort for those Saints who sacrificed amid poverty
and worked under very difficult circumstances to build this marvelous
structure. Verses 7 and 8 contain the only canonized account of the
Lord’s acceptance of one of His temples in the latter days. In verse
7, the Savior declares, “I will manifest myself to my people in mercy
in this house.”
Symbolically, this account outlines what is necessary for us
to come unto Christ, which is the mission of the Church. First, to
come to Christ, we must have true knowledge of Christ. In verse
1, the veil could be the separation between God and man, and the
eyes could be the personal insights to an understanding of God
for Joseph and Oliver on this occasion. The temple can mean this
for each of us. The veil could also be symbolic of the curtain of
apostasy that had hidden knowledge of the nature of God from
the world before the First Vision, and the eyes could symbolize
this understanding the Prophet Joseph’s vision restored to the
world. President Spencer W. Kimball, referring to the First Vision,
exclaimed: “That new day dawned when another soul with passionate yearning prayed for divine guidance. A spot of hidden solitude was found, knees were bent, a heart was humbled, pleadings
were voiced, and a light brighter than the noonday sun illuminated
the world—the curtain never to be closed again. . . . Joseph Smith,
of incomparable faith, broke the spell, shattered the ‘heavens of
iron’ and reestablished communication. Heaven kissed the earth,
light dissipated the darkness, and God again spoke to man.”5
In this vision, after Joseph was told not to join any church, the
Savior told him “that all their creeds were an abomination in his
sight; that those professors were all corrupt; that: ‘they draw near
to me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me, they teach
for doctrines the commandments of men, having a form of godliness, but they deny the power thereof’” (Joseph Smith—History 1:
19). The most abominable doctrine spawned in the construction of
the creeds was the concept of Trinity. This doctrine of the creeds
attempted to extinguish the flame illuminating the true nature of God
and darken the earth with a concept of a false god more closely
resembling Satan.
Speaking of this doctrine and the Nicean Creed, President
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Kimball stated, “Men with keen intelligence got together . . . [at]
Nicea and created a God. They did not pray for wisdom or revelation. They claimed no revelation from the Lord. They made it just
about like a political party would do, and out of their own mortal
minds created a God which is still worshipped by the great majority of Christians. They took away all his physical properties, they
took the Father and the Son and made them into one undefinable
spirit.”6
The Prophet Joseph Smith taught, “My first object is to find out
the character of the only wise and true God, and what kind of a
being he is.”7 As stated in the wonderful Intercessory Prayer, eternal
life is closely connected to knowledge of God the Father and His
Son Jesus Christ (see John 17:3). The marvelous description of the
Savior recorded in section 110 represents a portion of this true and
necessary knowledge of the Father and the Son that was restored
through the Prophet.
Second, to come to the Savior, we must be forgiven of our sins
and become clean. This is possible through the second principle of
the gospel, repentance. Following the horrible destruction before
the Savior’s appearance on the American continent, the Book of
Mormon records that in the midst of the terrifying darkness, Jesus
Christ spoke. His first words were of repentance (see 3 Nephi 9:
2). The Savior’s last words on this same occasion twice emphasized the connection between repentance and coming unto Him:
“Therefore, whoso repenteth and cometh unto me as a little child,
him will I receive, for of such is the kingdom of God. Behold, for
such I have laid down my life, and have taken it up again; therefore
repent, and come unto me ye ends of the earth, and be saved” (9:
22). In the Savior’s sacred sermons that followed during His visit
to His American sheep, the concept of “repent and come unto
me” was repeated five times (see 12:19; 18:32; 21:6, 20; 27:20).
Obviously, we cannot come unto Christ without repentance.
Third, as we are involved in temple building, we will rejoice. This
process includes making and keeping our own baptismal and temple covenants, sharing the gospel with others that they may make
temple covenants, and searching out and performing proxy temple
covenants for our kindred dead.
Interesting discussions have occurred when students have been
asked to determine the most important word in a favorite scriptural
verse about the joy of missionary work: “And if it so be that you
should labor all your days in crying repentance unto this people, and
bring, save it be one soul unto me, how great shall be your joy with
him in the kingdom of my Father!” (D&C 18:10). One of the most
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important words in this verse is bring because the joy spoken of by
the Lord is contingent on both the laborer and the one soul going to
the kingdom together. The joy cannot be the same when the laborer
falls short while the one soul goes to the kingdom. In a discourse
on the joy of missionary work, President Wilford Woodruff said,
“Concerning the work of the dead, the Prophet Joseph Smith said
that in the resurrection those who had been worked for would fall at
the feet of those who had done their work, kiss their feet, embrace
their knees and manifest the most exquisite gratitude.”8 The outcome of active, worthy involvement in temple work will certainly be
rejoicing.
Fourth, when we go worthily to the house of the Lord, the Savior
will manifest Himself unto us. On 27 December 1832, the Lord commanded the Saints to build the Kirtland Temple.9 Four months later,
on 6 May 1833, the Lord declared, “Verily, thus saith the Lord: It
shall come to pass that every soul who forsaketh his sins and
cometh unto me, and calleth on my name, and obeyeth my voice,
and keepeth my commandments, shall see my face and know that
I am” (D&C 93:1). Then, on 2 August 1833, the Lord revealed: “And
inasmuch as my people build a house unto me in the name of the
Lord, and do not suffer any unclean thing to come into it, that it be
not defiled, my glory shall rest upon it; yea, and my presence shall
be there, for I will come into it, and all the pure in heart that shall
come into it shall see God” (D&C 97:15–16). The promises in these
verses that refer to our ability to see God seem to have a connection
to temples.
Elder David B. Haight, referring to Doctrine and Covenants 97:
15–16, taught, “It is true that some have actually seen the Savior,
but when one consults the dictionary, he learns that there are many
other meanings of the word see, such as coming to know Him, discerning Him, recognizing Him and His work, perceiving His importance, or coming to understand Him. Such heavenly enlightenment
and blessings are available to each of us.”10 In several different
ways, the Lord will reveal Himself to us when we worthily go to the
temple.
Verses 9 and 10 of section 110 seem to pronounce blessings that, like Joseph Smith’s prophecy, will also be for future
generations: “Yea the hearts of thousands and tens of thousands
shall greatly rejoice in consequence of the blessings which shall be
poured out, and the endowment with which my servants have been
endowed in this house. And the fame of this house shall spread
to foreign lands; and this is the beginning of the blessing which
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shall be poured out upon the heads of my people. Even so. Amen”
(emphasis added).
The endowments performed in the Kirtland Temple are now designated initiatory ordinances. These endowments, which blessed
the few Saints who gathered in that small Ohio town, now bless
many thousands and tens of thousands throughout foreign lands
along with the expanded endowments that came later through the
Prophet Joseph Smith in Nauvoo.
In the Lord’s preface to the Doctrine and Covenants, we are told
to “invite all to come unto Christ” (D&C 20:59). This concept has
developed in our day to what is referred to as the mission of the
Church. Important elements of this invitation seem to be well outlined
in section 110, verses 1–10, and have indeed spread throughout the
world.
Appearance of Moses, Elias, and Elijah
Verses 11–16 may be the foundation of what prophets have
emphasized in our day as the threefold emphasis of the mission
of the Church, the three ways we come unto Christ. Verse 11
describes the appearance of Moses, who brought the “keys of the
gathering of Israel.” Joseph Fielding Smith, then President of the
Quorum of the Twelve, wrote: “Moses held the keys of the gathering of Israel. He led Israel out of Egypt into the land of Canaan. It
was his appointment in this dispensation to come and restore those
keys for the modern gathering.”11 It is appropriate that the prophet
Moses, who was called by the Lord to gather the children of Israel
out of the bondage of Egypt, was also sent to deliver the keys in
these last days to gather scattered Israel out of the bondage of the
world.
Israel, scattered both before and after the Savior’s mortal ministry, must be gathered before the Savior returns. The last commission given by Jesus Christ before His ascension to His disciples in
Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, and Acts was to go into all the world and
gather this people (see Matthew 28:16–20; Mark 16:15–16; Luke
24:45–47; John 21:15–17; Acts 1:8). The Lord has commanded that
every member of His restored Church be a missionary and invite others to gather and come unto Christ (see D&C 88:81). In our time, the
first emphasis of the threefold mission of the Church is to proclaim
the gospel.
Verse 12 tells of the appearance of an Elias who “committed
the dispensation of the gospel of Abraham.” There is uncertainty as
to the identity of Elias. Milton V. Backman Jr. and Robert L. Millet
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wrote: “The identity of Elias—whether he be Noah [Luke 1:19; D&C
27:7; History of the Church 3:386; Teachings of the Prophet Joseph
Smith, 157; Joseph Fielding Smith, in Conference Report, April
1960, 72; Answers to Gospel Questions, 3:138–41, fn 26] Abraham
himself, or a prophet named Elias from the days of Abraham [Bruce
R. McConkie, The Millennial Messiah, 103, 268]—is not clearly
known.12 While President of the Quorum of the Twelve, Joseph
Fielding Smith also acknowledged, “What prophet this Elias is that
was sent to restore these keys is not definitely known.”13 Obviously,
what was restored is more important than who restored it.
The Lord promised Abraham that all nations of the earth would
be blessed through his seed and that “as many as receive this
Gospel shall be called after thy name, and shall be accounted thy
seed” (Abraham 2:10). Paul also taught: “For as many of you as
have been baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither
Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male
nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus. And if ye be Christ’s,
then are ye Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise”
(Galatians 3:27–29).
The Lord declared: “For whoso is faithful unto the obtaining
these two priesthoods of which I have spoken, and the magnifying
their calling, are sanctified by the Spirit unto the renewing of their
bodies. They become the sons of Moses and of Aaron and the seed
of Abraham, and the church and kingdom, and the elect of God”
(D&C 84:33–34).
Concerning the gospel of Abraham, Elder Bruce R. McConkie
wrote, “Thus the gospel of Abraham was one of celestial marriage;
. . . it was a gospel or commission to provide a lineage for the elect
portion of the pre-existent spirits, a gospel to provide a household
in eternity for those who live the fulness of the celestial law.”14 The
Encyclopedia of Mormonism states, “The gospel dispensation of
Abraham includes the patriarchal order of the priesthood and the
eternal marriage covenant . . . by which the Abrahamic Covenant is
perpetuated from generation to generation among the faithful.”15
The dispensation of the gospel of Abraham, in a broad sense,
has to do with any who accept the gospel of Jesus Christ. In a narrow
sense, it has to do with the creation on earth of a patriarchal, eternal
marriage, the foundation of the postmortal unit of eternity, the family.
The Lord has stated: “In the celestial glory there are three heavens or
degrees; and in order to obtain the highest, a man must enter into this
order of the priesthood [meaning the new and everlasting covenant
of marriage]; and if he does not, he cannot obtain it. He may enter
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into the other, but that is the end of his kingdom; he cannot have an
increase” (D&C 131:1–4).
Those who desire exaltation and increase must enter into the
Abrahamic covenant. Binding ourselves to God by being worthily
sealed in holy temples is the only way we can receive exaltation
and enjoy the life our Heavenly Father has in store for us. The second emphasis of the threefold mission of the Church, perfecting the
Saints, is a blessing partially made possible in these latter days by the
visit of Elias.
Verses 13–15 recount the visit of the final heavenly messenger,
Elijah, who was sent “to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children,
and the children to the fathers.” This was the visit prophesied in the
last book of the Old Testament as necessary before the Second
Coming of Jesus Christ. The Old Testament ends with the declaration that if Elijah did not come, God would “smite the earth with a
curse” (Malachi 4:5–6). Moroni quoted this statement differently to
Joseph Smith as “utterly wasted” (Joseph Smith—History 1:39).
The timing of Elijah’s visit was significant: “This great day of
visions and revelation occurred on Easter Sunday, 3 April 1836.
What better day in the dispensation of the fulness of times to reconfirm the reality of the Resurrection? That weekend was also the
Jewish Passover. For centuries Jewish families have left an empty
chair at their Passover feasts, anticipating Elijah’s return. Elijah
has returned—not to a Passover feast, but to the Lord’s temple in
Kirtland.”16
The Lord restored sealing power so that covenants could be
made not only by the living but also by those dead who did not have
the opportunity in mortality. Without doing the temple work for the
dead, we or they cannot be exalted (see D&C 128:15, 18). The visit
of Elijah and the keys he restored provide foundation for the last
emphasis of the threefold mission of the Church, redeeming the
dead.
Kirtland and the Mission of the Church
Today, the mission of the Church is to invite all to come to Christ
and receive the saving ordinances with a threefold emphasis to
accomplish this goal: proclaim the gospel, perfect the Saints, and
redeem the dead. One author has suggested that Paul taught the
concepts of the mission statement of the Church, stating, “By epistle
and by example he taught the threefold mission of the Church of
Christ: to proclaim the gospel (Romans 10:13–15), to perfect the
Saints (Ephesians 4:11–14), and to redeem the dead (1 Corinthians
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15:29).”17 Although these concepts may have been around since
Adam, the foundation for this mission statement of the Church in our
time could have been laid in the wonderful appearances recorded in
section 110.
At least one other author, Victor Ludlow, has connected the
mission of the Church and section 110: “Until the 1970s, if members were asked to define the purpose of the Church, they would
have given a myriad of good responses and correct answers, but
an outsider would have had a hard time determining a single, comprehensive, clear statement of purpose. Today, most active members would express the mission of the Church something like the
following: ‘The threefold mission of the Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints is. . . .’”18 After discussing the introduction of the
mission statement of the Church by President Spencer W. Kimball
and before discussing the visits of the three messengers in Section
110, Brother Ludlow wrote, “Essential elements of the Church’s mission statement are found in the revelations and angelic manifestations received by the Prophet Joseph Smith in the Kirtland Temple
April 1836.”19 There was more to the historical development of this
mission statement.
Section 110 was first recorded in 1836 and first published 6
November 1852 in the Deseret News in Salt Lake City. The section was first included in the Doctrine and Covenants in the 1876
edition.20 Previous to and for many years following its publication,
no significant discussion of the restorations by the three heavenly
messengers as they impacted the purpose of the Church can be
found.
The beginnings of what has become known as the threefold
emphasis of the mission of the Church probably occurred in the April
1945 conference when a young Apostle named Ezra Taft Benson
stated: “I have often felt that there are three great and important
obligations, possibly over-shadowing all others, which rest upon this
people and upon this great Church. . . . The first . . . is that of missionary work. . . . Secondly, we have the responsibility of building up the
stakes and wards and branches of Zion. . . . [And] third . . . [we must
perform] sacred ordinances in the temples.”21
In 1964, a new Melchizedek Priesthood handbook was published in which we were reminded that the Church had three major
objectives: (1) perfect the Saints, (2) do missionary work, and (3)
perform temple work.22 In the April 1978 conference, as President
of the Quorum of the Twelve, Ezra Taft Benson again declared in
conference, “The Church’s mission is to declare the gospel of the
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kingdom to all the world, to redeem our kindred dead, and to perfect
the Saints of the Church.”23
April 1981 would be the last time in general conference the
Saints would hear their beloved prophet, Spencer Woolley Kimball,
in person. In the next four years before his death in November of
1985, President Kimball missed four general conferences because of
illness, and he attended five general conferences but did not speak
(a video was played with excerpts of his talks in one priesthood session). President Kimball began the opening session in April 1981
with an announcement of great importance: “My brothers and sisters, as the Brethren of the First Presidency and the Twelve have
meditated upon and prayed about the great latter-day work the Lord
has given us to do, we are impressed that the mission of the Church
is threefold.” He then listed the threefold mission as that of proclaiming the gospel, perfecting the Saints, and redeeming the dead. “All
three are part of one work—to assist our Father in Heaven and His
Son, Jesus Christ, in their grand and glorious mission ‘to bring to
pass the immortality and eternal life of man’” (Moses 1:39).24 The
Ensign reported, “President Kimball encouraged leaders and members to hereafter measure their priorities and labors against these
‘sacred principles.’”25
One year later, during the opening session of the April 1982 conference, President Kimball’s words were delivered to the Saints but
were read by his personal secretary, D. Arthur Haycock. President
Kimball was quoted:
It was exactly one year ago that I last attended conference here
in the Tabernacle. As you may know, I was in the hospital at the
time of the October 1981 conference. Last April I stated that the
mission of the Church is threefold:
First, to proclaim the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ to every
nation, kindred, tongue, and people;
Secondly, to perfect the Saints by preparing them to receive
the ordinances of the gospel and by instruction and discipline to
gain exaltation;
Thirdly, to redeem the dead by performing vicarious ordinances of the gospel for those who have lived on the earth. . . .
All three are part of one work—to assist our Father in
Heaven and His Son, Jesus Christ, in their grand and glorious
mission “to bring to pass the immortality and eternal life of man”
(Moses 1:39). I renew that declaration today.
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Let us keep these sacred principles in mind and make them
an integral part of our lives: that is, to proclaim the gospel, to
perfect the Saints, and to redeem the dead.26

Following the death of Spencer W. Kimball, Ezra Taft Benson was
sustained as President of the Church. In the first statement released
to the media he said: “Some have expectantly inquired about the
direction the Church will take in the future. May we suggest that the
Lord, through President Kimball, has sharply focused on the threefold
mission of the Church: to preach the gospel, to perfect the saints, and
to redeem the dead. We shall continue every effort to carry out this
mission.”27
In the April 1988 general conference, President Benson reiterated this mission. In a talk read by his first counselor, Gordon B.
Hinckley, President Benson completed what has become the official mission statement of the Church: “May we all go to our homes
rededicated to the sacred mission of the Church as so beautifully
set forth in these conference sessions—to ‘invite all to come unto
Christ’ (D&C 20:59), ‘yea, come unto Christ, and be perfected in
him’ (Moroni 10:32). Then later, “This grand mission of the Church
is accomplished by proclaiming the gospel, perfecting our lives, and
redeeming our dead.”28
In a talk given at a regional representatives seminar, President
Benson used the terms “Come unto Christ through Proclaiming the
Gospel,” “Come unto Christ through Perfecting the Saints,” and
“Come unto Christ through Redeeming the Dead.”29 Following the
April 1988 conference, because of illness, President Benson would
speak in only two more general conferences before his death in
1994.
Since 1981 and continuing today, bishops and stake presidents
have been counseled to organize their agendas for every meeting consisting of the three items of the threefold emphasis of the
mission of the Church. In 1990, following “The First Presidency
Message” in the January Ensign, is an article by Hoyt W. Brewster
Jr. entitled “The ’80s—Looking Back; The ’90s—Looking Ahead.” He
said: “The mission of the Church, with its threefold emphasis, has
been a consistent theme of leadership training during the 1980s and
will likely remain so throughout the 1990s. Priesthood and auxiliary
leaders have been urged to emphasize and facilitate accomplishing
this mission.”30 It is clear that one of the lasting contributions of
President Kimball and President Benson, the mission of the Church
along with the threefold emphasis, has become a vital focus of the
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Church in these last days and is now basic to the operation of the
Church.
The connection between section 110 and the mission of the
Church as the mission unfolded under the direction of President
Kimball and President Benson may be similar to other revelations
that were given to the Prophet Joseph Smith and further developed
when necessary by later prophets as the kingdom expanded. One
example is in the October 1976 conference when President Kimball
announced the restructuring of the First Quorum of the Seventy.
Four new members were called, and all Assistants to the Twelve
were included. This provided a total quorum membership of thirtynine, a majority for quorum business. He then said: “With this move,
the three governing quorums of the Church defined by the revelations—the First Presidency, the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles,
and the First Quorum of Seventy—have been set in their places as
revealed by the Lord. This will make it possible to handle efficiently
the present heavy workload and prepare for the increasing expansion and acceleration of the work, anticipating the day when the Lord
will return to take direct charge of His Church and kingdom.”31

Another example is in the April 1995 conference when President
Hinckley stated: “Now in the ongoing of this work, administrative
changes sometimes occur. The doctrine remains constant. But from
time to time there are organizational and administrative changes
made under provisions set forth in the revelations.” He then
announced the release of all regional representatives and the call of
area authorities and read D&C 107:98, which describes the current
situation for Area Authority Seventies. In both instances, concepts
revealed to the Prophet Joseph Smith were implemented by later
prophets, when necessary, because of growth in the kingdom.
In 1955, President Hugh B. Brown spoke to the Brigham Young
University student body and said, “I call attention to the fact that no
constitution effected by human agency has survived one hundred
years without modification or amendment, even the Constitution of
the United States. The basic law or constitution of the Church has
never been altered.”32 The Prophet Joseph Smith was the instrument for the restoration of the fulness of the gospel. Very little has
been added since. This is drastically different from most current
manmade religions, which have shifted and evolved to bear little
resemblance to initial dogmas and structure. An omniscient God
who knew in the early 1800s what would be necessary in our day to
prepare for the Millennium is truly at the head of this Church.
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Summary
God called the Prophet Joseph Smith to stand at the head of this,
the last terrestrial dispensation, which will end with the second coming of the Savior. The last verse of section 110 proclaims, “Therefore,
the keys of this dispensation are committed into your hands; and
by this ye may know that the great and dreadful day of the Lord is
near, even at the doors.” The mission of the Church with its threefold emphasis, which may have been built upon the sacred visits
recorded in section 110, is a testimony to God’s foreknowledge and
is of significant importance in preparation for the Second Coming.
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Lessons from Liberty Jail
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The year 1838 was a challenging year in the life of the Prophet
Joseph Smith. It began with his hasty departure from Kirtland, Ohio,
the evening of 12 January “to escape mob violence”1 and ended
with his incarceration in the dungeon of a crude but well-fortified jail
in the town of Liberty, Missouri. These twelve months also saw the
defections of several close and notable associates of the Restoration
(including Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer, Thomas B. Marsh, Orson
Hyde, John Whitmer, and William W. Phelps) and an escalation of
persecution against the Saints in Missouri that resulted in a continuing loss of property and life. There was very little, if any, respite for
the Prophet, who desired to teach and write about the keys of the
kingdom necessary to accomplish the work of God in this last dispensation—which keys he now held (see D&C 110). Zion may never
have seemed further away.
Ironically enough, from this crucible of affliction, from the dimness of a dungeon cell, from the darkness of the winter months that
saw some ten thousand homeless Saints flee the land God promised
would be their Zion, emerged the light of eternal truth to bring comfort, perspective, instruction, and hope to the Prophet Joseph and the
beleaguered Church of the late 1830s. Elder Neal A. Maxwell draws
attention to a few of these ironies amidst the glorious truths emanating from Liberty Jail when he writes, “Herein we see Joseph testifying
while suffering, learning while teaching, giving direction to the work
while he was being tutored, giving blessings while being cursed, and
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proclaiming the United States Constitution to be ‘a glorious standard’
even while being grossly deprived of his own constitutional rights.”2
Although very little physical light penetrated the dungeon cell
that held a prophet of God, a tremendous amount of spiritual light
burst forth from what B. H. Roberts called a “Prison-Temple,”3 not
only to bless the Saints of Joseph’s day but also to span situation
and time, bringing similar blessings to Church members facing challenges in the twenty-first century. These truths “illuminate for us,
in ways probably unique in all of scripture, the challenges associated with deepening one’s discipleship.”4 After a brief discussion of
important background to Doctrine and Covenants 121–23, a few of
these lessons that “deepen discipleship” will be considered.
Setting and Context of Sections 121–23
The revelations of Doctrine and Covenants 121–23 are actually excerpts from two letters dated 20 March 1839: one letter to
“the church” in general and one to “Bishop Partridge” in particular.5
Thus, as Elder Maxwell noted, we read the counsel of a prophet to
the Saints even as we read the counsel of the Lord to a prophet.
The portions of these letters that are now Doctrine and Covenants
121, 122, and 123 were selected by a committee of brethren
headed by Orson Pratt, under the direction of President Brigham
Young, as part of the preparation of a new edition of the Doctrine
and Covenants that was eventually published in 1876.6 Although
reading the entire letters can provide some additional insight, we
can also realize the inspiration obviously present in the process of
determining which selections would be included in the scriptures.
By 20 March 1839, the Prophet Joseph Smith had been a
prisoner for approximately four and a half months. He and his
companions were initially delivered into the hands of the Missouri
militia on 31 October and 1 November 1838. They were first taken
to Independence, Missouri, arriving on 4 November, and then to
Richmond on 9 November 1838. In Richmond, the prisoners were
subjected to an extended hearing to determine if the prosecution
had enough evidence to demonstrate “probable cause” for a future
trial. Judge Austin King, a future governor of Missouri, presided
as judge at this hearing, which the Prophet and his companions
referred to as a “mock trial” since it seemed such a mockery of the
whole process of justice. The prosecution paraded ex-Latter-day
Saints in to testify, witnesses perjured themselves, and the defendants were publicly mocked. When the defense provided its witness
list, the court used the list to arrest additional Saints.7

113
Lessons from Liberty Jail

The Religious Educator • Vol 3 No 2 • 2002
113

This probable cause hearing lasted from 12 November to 29
November 1838. It was during this stay at Richmond that the Prophet
Joseph Smith rebuked the prison guards in the incident made well
known by the account of Parley P. Pratt.8 At the conclusion of the
hearing, the six prisoners (Joseph Smith, Hyrum Smith, Sidney
Rigdon, Lyman Wight, Alexander McRae, and Caleb Baldwin) were
charged with treason and murder and ordered to be held in the jail
in Liberty, Missouri, where they were taken on 1 December 1838.
Because the charge against Joseph and the others was for treason,
the court refused to set bail. The Prophet Joseph later wrote his wife
Emma about the Liberty Jail ordeal that “defies the pen, or tongue,
or angels, to describe, or paint, to the human being what we experienced.”9

Although a complete description “defies the pen,” some of the
prisoners later recorded incidents that provide insight to the experience. For example, Hyrum Smith speaks of “poison . . . administered to us three or four times; the effect it had upon our system
was that it vomited us almost to death, and then we would lay
some two or three days in a torpid, stupid state, not even caring or
wishing for life.”10 Such descriptions lead us to marvel even more
that anyone in that setting could be sensitive enough to receive the
beautiful, peaceful, and sublime revelations we read in Doctrine and
Covenants 121–23. Surely these revelations could be accomplished
only by a focused effort to follow the example of the Savior, who
“being in an agony . . . prayed more earnestly” (Luke 22:44). It truly
is a mark of mature discipleship when a person feels forsaken by
God amid adversity of an indeterminable length and extreme degree
yet still remains sensitive and faithful enough to hear the answers
when they come, record them, and remain teachable enough to
apply the lessons taught.
Because of the Prophet Joseph’s meekness and faithfulness in
trial, we can become the beneficiaries of the lessons he learned.
When we find ourselves in trials and adversity of varying types and
degrees and when, like Joseph in Doctrine and Covenants 121:
1–6, we ask a multitude of “Why?” “Where are You?” or “What is
going on?” questions, we can turn to the answers he received and
discover their timeless profundity. I will draw attention to some of
these lessons, recognizing that they are only a handful of perhaps
an infinite number of applications that can be made by the Spirit,
who inspired the original writer of these priceless letters.
Lesson 1: Perspective (“There’s a Bigger Picture Here”)
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When the first group of Latter-day Saints arrived in Missouri to
set up the “center place” (D&C 57:1–3) of Zion in the last dispensation, the Lord told the Prophet Joseph Smith that there were things
“ye cannot behold with your natural eyes” concerning “glory which
shall follow much tribulation” (D&C 58:3). The Lord reiterated this
perspective-expanding promise at the time the Saints were driven
from Jackson County in 1833 (see D&C 103:12–13). It should not
surprise us, then, that as the Saints were being driven from the
entire state in which they sought to establish Zion, the Lord once
again taught them lessons about perspective.
Most trials seem to blind us to the eternal view of things and keep
us focused only on the present difficulties and pain. In response to
the Prophet’s questions (see D&C 121:1–6) in which he was, in reality, the voice for an entire church,11 we might summarize the general
theme of the Lord’s answer as “There is a bigger picture here that
you cannot see.” More specifically, the Lord expanded the Prophet’s
and the Church’s perspectives by offering a bigger picture regarding
(1) adversity itself, (2) the Saints’ enemies, and (3) God’s knowledge
and power.
The Bigger Picture regarding Adversity
The first instance of the Lord’s expanding our vision of adversity
occurs in Doctrine and Covenants 121:7–10 as a direct response to
the pleadings of the Prophet in verses 1–6. It may be both interesting and helpful to note that in the original letter, these two sections
of verses are separated by several paragraphs. A careful reading
of the original letter helps us to see that the answer to our pleading
may take a little time and pondering. This same passage in the letter
also provides insight into actions and thoughts that might prepare us
to hear and receive the voice of the Lord.
After writing the prayer that is now verses 1–6, the Prophet
Joseph wrote more specifically about the unfortunate and unjust
experiences of their confinement. The tone was one of discouragement. Then, he noted that “we received some letters” from Emma
Smith, Don Carlos Smith, and Edward Partridge. He said that these
letters breathed “a kind and consoling spirit” and that “when we read
those letters they were to our [souls] . . . as the gentle air.” As they
read, “the flood gates of our hearts were hoisted and our eyes were
a fountain of tears.” And then they read these insightful and telling
lines:
Those who have not been enclosed in the walls of a prison without cause or provocation can have but a little idea how sweet the
voice of a friend is [and how] one token of friendship from any
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source whatever awakens and calls into action every sympathetic feeling. [Friendship] brings up in an instant everything that is
passed; it seizes the present with a vivacity of lightning; it grasps
after the future with the fierceness of a tiger; [and] it retrogrades
from one thing to another until finally all enmity, malice, hatred,
and past differences, misunderstandings, and mismanagements
be slain victims at the feet of hope. . . . When the heart is sufficiently contrite, . . . [then] the voice of inspiration steals along
and whispers.12

It becomes apparent, then, that the kind and consoling words
of friends and family who took time to write softened the Prophet’s
heart to the point that he could hear the Lord’s voice respond to his
initial pleading. From this we can observe a couple of additional lessons. First, we should appreciate the idea that we may never know
the impact of our kind thoughts—spoken or written—to those in the
midst of trials. Although our words may not be the answer to others’
prayers, our kindness and care could be the catalyst that opens the
heavens for them to hear God’s answer directly. Second, it seems
that• the answer did not come to the Prophet until he cultivated a soft
heart
• that allowed him to be sensitive to the Spirit. It was not until
he ceased
focusing on the injustices that the message of peace and
•
hope came.
As the Prophet listened, the “voice of inspiration” offered a bigger picture of the present adversities:
They would “be but a small moment” (D&C 121:7).
If he endured them well, God would exalt him (D&C 121:8).
Although many who were friends had turned against him,
many more supported him—unlike Job who had all friends
turn against him (see D&C 121:9–10; see also 122:2–3).
Adversity seems to intensify the myopia of mortality. The length
of our trial is unknown; we have difficulty seeing how we will ever
overcome; and we often succumb to the temptation to focus on the
few who are against us rather than the many who support us. By the
power of the Spirit, we can know and feel that God has cared for us
long before the present adversity and that His chief object is to put
all our enemies under His (and our) feet.13 We can sense the truth
of what Elder Richard G. Scott taught when he said, “Your Father
in Heaven and His Beloved Son love you perfectly. They would not
require you to experience a moment more of difficulty than is absolutely needed for your personal benefit.”14 Furthermore, the Holy
Ghost can open our eyes to the truth that “they that be with us are
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more than they that be with them” (2 Kings 6:16).
As important and enlightening as these perspectives on adversity were (and continue to be), the most profound and soul-shivering
perspectives were yet to come in the second part of this epistle from
Liberty. Elder Maxwell has reminded us that while these latter truths
are “fundamental,” they also constitute some of the “hard doctrines”
of discipleship.15

After recounting a list of some of the most trying experiences
we could imagine (some of which—such as the incident described
in Doctrine and Covenants 122:6—were more descriptive than
hypothetical for the Prophet Joseph),16 we learn that when we
turn to God and put our trust in Him, “all” our adversities can “give
[us] experience, and shall be for [our] good” (D&C 122:7). And
then comes the perspective that, in effect, ends all discussion on
the topic as we ponder the implications of our short answer to an
immense question: “The Son of Man hath descended below them
all. Art though greater than he?” (D&C 122:8).
Various Church leaders have expounded upon these sacred
principles over the years. For example, consider the following from
Elder Orson F. Whitney: “No pain that we suffer, no trial that we
experience is wasted. It ministers to our education, to the development of such qualities as patience, faith, fortitude and humility. All
that we suffer and all that we endure, especially when we endure it
patiently, builds up our characters, purifies our hearts, expands our
souls, and makes us more tender and charitable, more worthy to be
called the children of God . . . and it is through sorrow and suffering,
toil and tribulation, that we gain the education that we come here to
acquire and which will make us more like our Father and Mother in
heaven.”17
Next, consider the following from President James E. Faust:
In the pain, the agony, and the heroic endeavors of life, we pass
through a refiner’s fire, and the insignificant and unimportant in
our lives can melt away like dross and make our faith bright,
intact, and strong. In this way the divine image can be mirrored
from the soul. It is part of the purging toll exacted of some to
become acquainted with God. In the agonies of life, we seem
to listen better to the faint, godly whisperings of the Divine
Shepherd.
Into every life there come the painful, despairing days of
adversity and buffeting. There seems to be a full measure of
anguish, sorrow, and often heartbreak for everyone, including
those who earnestly seek to do right and be faithful. The thorns
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that prick, that stick in the flesh, that hurt, often change lives which
seem robbed of significance and hope. This change comes about
through a refining process which often seems cruel and hard. In
this way the soul can become like soft clay in the hands of the
Master in building lives of faith, usefulness, beauty, and strength.
For some, the refiner’s fire causes a loss of belief and faith in God,
but those with eternal perspective understand that such refining is
part of the perfection process.18

Finally, consider the following from Elder Maxwell: “Therefore,
how can you and I really expect to glide naively through life, as if to
say, Lord, give me experience, but not grief, not sorrow, not pain,
not opposition, not betrayal, and certainly not to be forsaken. Keep
from me, Lord, all those experiences which made Thee what Thou
art! Then let me come and dwell with Thee and fully share Thy
joy!”19
One of the most convincing witnesses of the truth of these principles came from the Prophet Joseph Smith himself: “For my part
I think I never could have felt as I now do if I had not suffered the
wrongs that I have suffered.” This simple statement reveals how
Joseph’s perspective on adversity had been expanded, providing
hope that these truths can make a difference for all of us.
A Bigger Picture regarding Our Enemies
As Elder Maxwell has noted on more than one occasion, irony is
“the crust on the bread of adversity.”21 Surely the Prophet Joseph
and the faithful Saints noted the irony in the fact that although they
were trying to live the gospel and establish Zion, they were also
the ones experiencing the deep suffering. Meanwhile, the wicked
seemed to prosper, possessing the land of Zion and the properties
of the Saints. In response to such irony, the Lord again showed
them the bigger picture in D&C 121:11–25, proclaiming the ultimate
consequences of those who oppose God’s work.
Although the curses are quite strong in these verses, there is
no indication that they are imminent. Rather, they will occur “in
the season thereof” at the “time appointed” (D&C 121:24–25). We
cannot lose sight of the fact that the doctrine related to God’s judgment never indicates that this world provides all the rewards and
punishments. The people in Malachi’s day had a lack of understanding concerning the bigger picture of God’s plan that caused
some of them to murmur before the Lord about the prosperity of
the wicked. Teaching the positive side of this doctrine, the Lord said
to the Israelites: “Then they that feared the Lord spake often one
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to another: and the Lord hearkened, and heard it, and a book of
remembrance was written before him for them that feared the Lord,
and that thought upon his name. And they shall be mine, saith the
Lord of hosts, in that day when I make up my jewels; and I will spare
them, as a man spareth his own son that serveth him. Then shall ye
return, and discern between the righteous and the wicked, between
him that serveth God and him that serveth him not” (Malachi 3:
16–18).
We should also keep in perspective that just as we learned in
pondering the lessons of adversity, God’s chief interest is the salvation of His children—including our enemies. We all ought to rejoice
that judgments are not made immediately after sinning and that history demonstrates—as difficult as it might have been to consider at
the time—the wisdom in God’s long-suffering. Within two years, two
men (Elders Orson Hyde and W. W. Phelps), whom the Prophet at
one point in his jail stay called “ill bred” and “whose hearts are full
of corruption,”22 returned to full fellowship. And when these men
returned, the foremost person to extend the hand of fellowship was
the teachable Prophet Joseph, whose heart and perspective had been
expanded in the Liberty Jail.23 Over the years, Joseph had come to
know the nature of God in significant ways that gave room in his soul
for such actions.
A Bigger Picture regarding God’s Knowledge, Power, and Love
After the discussion of judgments that will come to the enemies
of God’s work and preceding in time Doctrine and Covenants 121:
26–33, which speaks most directly about God’s power and knowledge, the Prophet wrote a few paragraphs not included in the
Doctrine and Covenants. In one of these paragraphs not found in
the scriptures, but leading up to Doctrine and Covenants 121:26, he
wrote: “The things of God are of deep import, and time and experience and careful and ponderous and solemn thoughts can only find
them out. Thy mind, oh man, if thou wilt lead a soul unto salvation,
must stretch as high as the utmost heavens, . . . search into and
contemplate the lowest considerations of the darkest abyss, and
expand upon the broad considerations of eternal expanse, [and] he
must commune with God. How much more dignified and noble are
the thoughts of God than [are] the vain imaginations of the human
heart. None but fools will trifle with the souls of men.”24
Times of great trial occur often when we think about things of
“deep import.” They become times to reflect on what we know about
God and provide opportunities to exercise greater faith in Him. In
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Kirtland, Ohio, in the winter of 1834–35, members of the School of
the Prophets were taught about “three things . . . necessary in order
that any rational and intelligent being may have faith in God unto
life and salvation.” Second on this list was “a correct idea of his
character, perfections, and attributes.”25 Doctrine and Covenants
121:26–33 is laden with reminders of what God is able and willing to
do for His Saints. We ought to ask ourselves, If the things in these
verses are true (and they are!), how should I view my present adversity? As George Q. Cannon reminds us: “No matter how serious the
trial, how deep the distress, how great the affliction, [God] will never
desert us. He never has, and He never will. He cannot do it. It is
not His character. . . . We have found that God. We have made Him
our friend, by obeying His Gospel; and He will stand by us. We may
pass through the fiery furnace; we may pass through deep water;
but we shall not be consumed nor overwhelmed. We shall emerge
from all these trials and difficulties the better and purer for them, if
we only trust in our God and keep His commandments.”26
When these truths are truly written in our hearts, the promise of
Doctrine and Covenants 122:9 if we “hold on” and “fear not what man
can do” since God has promised to be with us “forever and ever”
because by Him our “days are known” and our “years shall not be
numbered less” offers tremendous hope and comfort. Then, as we
continue to increase our vision of the nature and character of God and
of His promises, we will increase our faith and find peace, strength,
and growth—even in the midst of some of the most perplexing “whys”
of life.
Lesson 2: Empathy and Leadership (“It Really Hurts to Be the
Victim of the Misuse of Power”)
Doctrine and Covenants 121:34–46 contains one of the greatest commentaries on power and leadership found in scripture.
President Gordon B. Hinckley called it the “unequivocal word of the
Lord concerning His divine authority.”27 In it the Lord describes
both the ways we misuse power and cut ourselves off from Him
as the source of ultimate power as well as the ways we can righteously use power to influence others for good. So why speak to
the Prophet Joseph on this matter? Had he misused power? The
Prophet might even have been tempted to say, “Why are you telling me about this? Talk to the people who have so abused their
positions of power and authority!”
But, of course, those who “gratify their pride” and “exercise control [and] dominion [and] compulsion” upon the Saints do not usu-
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ally listen to the kinds of communication from God received by the
Prophet Joseph in the Liberty Jail. So were the principles outlined
in the latter portion of section 121 given so that Joseph could call
the offenders to repentance—if they do not listen to God, might they
listen to Joseph? Perhaps. It is more likely, however, that Joseph
is one of many who, after having experienced the abuse of power,
took the opportunity to reflect on the way offenders have used
power in their relationships with others. Unfair and undeserved circumstances in life can cause the teachable to turn inward, providing
opportunities to exercise the “Lord, is it I?” principle (see Matthew
26:22).
After three and a half months in Liberty Jail, which occurred after
an equally miserable one-month stay in the jail at Richmond and the
traitorous deliverance into the hands of his enemies, the Prophet
Joseph was prepared to hear the Lord say, in effect: “It really feels
awful to be the victim of the misuse of power, doesn’t it? This can
be a reminder for you to make a commitment to never misuse your
authority—for you are now keenly aware of just how much it hurts.
And while you are so attuned to the hurt, let me explain the principles
that govern power and prevent their misuse.” How meek of Joseph to
be receptive to such a message and then seek to implement it the rest
of his days! And how timely the advice! It is unlikely that Joseph knew
what the Lord surely did: that the Prophet would soon experience a
time when these principles would be put to the test as he enjoyed,
during the Nauvoo period, unprecedented opportunities to exercise
power and authority as prophet, president, mayor, commanding general, and candidate for president of the United States.28
Combined with what we learned as the Lord expanded our perspective on our enemies, this lesson can help all of us change the
focus from “Why me?” and an obsession with obtaining justice right
now to more of “What can I learn?” or “What area of my life can I
strengthen?” or “What can I do to emerge from this experience so I
am more like the Savior?”
The Prophet Joseph learned a precious lesson by asking these
kinds of questions. We now become the beneficiaries as we have
access to Doctrine and Covenants 121:34–46 and can carefully
study its contents and consequently implement the principles in our
lives. Much has been said and written on this passage, and much
more ought to be said and written on it. These are truly glorious
principles and ideas. Having identified this general lesson, however,
I will leave it to others—but most particularly to the Holy Ghost—to
expand and expound whole discourses on these great truths. I
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memorized these verses years ago in hopes that the doctrine I
memorized would then show up in my behavior. I have long since
realized that while memorizing the passage has greatly benefited
me (particularly by giving the Holy Ghost a better pulpit from which
to preach), the acquisition of the principles into my character is the
continuing quest of a lifetime—enhanced by occasional opportunities to bump into their use and misuse.
Lesson 3: God Does Fulfill His Promises (“My Word Shall Not
Pass Away”)
Over the dates of 21–22 of September 1823, the Prophet
Joseph Smith heard on four different occasions that “God had a
work for me to do; and that my name should be had for good and
evil among all nations, kindreds, and tongues, or that it should be
both good and evil spoken of among all people” (Joseph Smith—
History 1:33). Given what we have seen nearly 180 years later, it is
difficult to grasp just how incredible that prophecy seemed when the
Prophet Joseph dared put it in the history of the Church in 1838—let
alone in 1823 when it was given. How often did Joseph wonder and
ponder over this remarkable promise through the incredible ups and
down of his relatively short ministry? It does not seem too difficult to
imagine him sitting in the gloomy dungeon of the Liberty Jail thinking
over this prophecy, looking for a ray of hope like a young soldier in
a foxhole looking for comfort in a patriarchal blessing.29
Although we do not know for sure about all the doubts and
wonderings of the Prophet in jail, we do know that the Lord saw fit
to reinforce Moroni’s prophecy of fifteen years earlier: “The ends
of the earth shall inquire after thy name, and fools shall have thee
in derision, and hell shall rage against thee; while the pure in heart,
and the wise, and the noble, and the virtuous, shall seek counsel,
and authority, and blessings constantly from under thy hand. And thy
people shall never be turned against thee by the testimony of traitors. And although their influence shall cast thee into trouble, and
into bars and walls, thou shalt be had in honor; and but for a small
moment and thy voice shall be more terrible in the midst of thine
enemies than the fierce lion, because of thy righteousness; and thy
God shall stand by thee forever and ever” (D&C 122:1–4).
The ways we are now able to witness the fulfillment of these
companion prophecies ought to strengthen the faith and hope of the
whole Church and every individual in it. It is difficult to imagine an
hour when the potential fulfillment of these prophecies seemed dimmer than it would have been at the time when Joseph languished in
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the dark dungeon of the Liberty Jail. John Taylor later spoke of this
time and said: “We were driven out of Missouri. . . . I know some
men who thought the work was at an end. I remember a remark
made by Sidney Rigdon—I suppose he did not live his religion—I do
not think he did—his knees began to shake in Missouri, and on one
occasion he said, ‘Brethren, every one of you take your own way,
for the work seems as though it has come to an end.’”30

Although anyone might have said and written what Joseph did
about himself in his history and in the Doctrine and Covenants, only
a true prophet of God could be right about it! Surely these were
prophecies inspired by God and not derived from the mind of man.
From these and many other prophecies, we can know at this point in
this dispensation that God does indeed have power to bring to pass
prophecy and fulfill all His words and promises.
That Moroni’s promises to the Prophet Joseph have been fulfilled is difficult to dispute. To the many who have witnessed their fulfillment, however, I add one of my own. While working in the Central
Office of CES as a curriculum designer in the mid-1990s, I was on an
assignment with Nelson Dibble that took us to the Islamic Republic
of Pakistan. Before leaving, we were instructed by Church security
concerning some of the things we should and should not do, places
and situations we should avoid, and so forth. We were Americans
and representatives of a Christian church that actively proselytized,
which were two very big strikes against us. In fact, on the day we
arrived, there had been an anti-Western protest that resulted in
violence against some British journalists. Furthermore, we learned
that seeking to convert someone from Islam is a crime punishable
by death.31 Those who were already Christian are essentially disenfranchised—almost none own property, they go to separate and
definitely unequal schools, and they can obtain employment only
in menial labor kinds of work. When one of our branch presidents
tried to order copies of the Doctrine and Covenants for his members, the parcel was intercepted at customs, he was questioned,
and the books were not allowed into the country. At the time we met
with the branch in Islamabad, only one copy of the Doctrine and
Covenants was available among all the native Pakistani members
of that branch.
We never entirely let our guard down while in the country, and
yet we were still a little shocked when our taxi driver, without stopping, burst through a police roadblock on our way to the town of
Taxila. As I sat in the seat wondering if we would be chased down,
he assured us that he had done us a great favor. He explained that
most of the police officers were corrupt and that had we stopped
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and had they learned we were Americans, they would have trumped
up some charge and hassled us until we had bribed our way out of
our fix. He really had done us a favor since I was not well equipped
to offer much of a bribe!
Our purpose in driving to Taxila was to visit the branch and
meet with the members in a “family home evening.” These family
home evenings were programs designed by the missionary couple
assigned to Taxila (for literacy and member support, not proselyting)
to teach the members more about their church. The branch had
been in existence approximately six months at the time we were
there and had about forty members. The month prior to our coming,
the members devoted an evening to learning about the pioneers
and the trek west and so forth. These events reminded us that in
spite of the challenges of being Church members in that country,
these pioneering members exhibited considerable evidence of tremendous faith and hope.
On the evening we visited, the missionaries had put together
a special program entitled “This Is Your Life, Joseph Smith.” The
room in the house where we met was decorated with stock pictures
from the Church depicting various people and events related to
the Prophet Joseph Smith. Various members of the branch were
assigned to be characters and read their “parts” from the history of
the Church. The readings were interspersed with narration by the
missionary couple and the singing of pertinent hymns (“Oh, How
Lovely Was the Morning,” “Praise to the Man,” and so forth). I was
the only one present who could read a little music and find the notes
on the little portable keyboard they brought with them, so I became
the accompanist.
The program progressed quite well. The members were sincere
and sought to do their parts well. In spite of my rough keyboard
playing, the singing was spirited. At one point, a young man age
fourteen stood up and said in English with a thick accent, “My name
is Joseph Smith.” Then after a short pause, he recounted the story
of the First Vision. As he spoke, I was riveted to his testimony,
and the Spirit once again bore witness to me of the truthfulness of
this account. I opened my scriptures and found the account of the
“obscure boy” of fourteen in upstate New York. I then turned the
page and read the prophecy of Moroni in verse 33, and the power
of being in the presence of the literal fulfillment of prophecy filled my
whole soul. I thought, “I’m listening to one obscure boy of fourteen
telling us about another obscure boy of fourteen, separated by time
and space and culture but connected by the prophecy of which I
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was now seeing dramatic and memorable fulfillment.” Given what I
had learned and experienced in my brief encounter with the place,
I would have had a difficult time coming up with a more unlikely
“nation” or “kindred” or “people” where I would be sitting in a meeting for the purpose of praising the name of the Prophet Joseph
Smith than the rural part of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan!
I had a video camera, and I taped the program. I have thought
since that time, “If only I could have taken this tape and showed
it to the Prophet Joseph in March of 1839 as he struggled in the
Liberty Jail!” I realize, however, that “the unspeakable gift of the
Holy Ghost” (D&C 121:26) brought knowledge more powerful and
more memorable to the Prophet Joseph and taught him then, the
Church then and now, and the whole world today that if anyone will
hear them, lessons to confirm faith, bring hope, speak peace to the
soul, and help “hold on [the] way” (D&C 122:9) during darkest days
and challenging hours are there for anyone to learn.
Even without my experience in Pakistan, I have come to know
that Joseph Smith Jr. is everything he said he was. Chief among
the evidence of his prophetic mission is the incredible perspectives,
insights, doctrines, and influences of the Spirit emanating from his
writings in the Liberty Jail as found in Doctrine and Covenants 121–
23. When the world as a whole receives these precious writings,
with their attendant lessons, they will have profound direction for
some of nearly universal perplexities of life in mortality.
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Enduring It Well
(D&C 121:8)
Jack L. Rushton

Jack L. Rushton is an institute instructor in the California North Area.

On 1 August 1989, while bodysurfing with my sixteen-year-old
son and his friend at Laguna Beach, California, I suffered a severe
injury that left me a quadriplegic and on life support. In just one split
second, my life was changed forever. As you can imagine, I have
struggled mightily to adjust to my new circumstances.
Although I tried to accept and deal with what had happened to
me, I could not help but feel a great sense of loss and little hope
for what the future might bring. Under these circumstances, I felt
prompted to approach the Lord with intense fasting and prayer. In
doing so, I prayed for a broken heart and a contrite spirit. I wanted
to be open to whatever the Lord would see fit to reveal to me, if
anything.
After I fasted and prayed for several days, a wonderful thing
happened. I had an experience patterned after the truth revealed to
Oliver Cowdery in Doctrine and Covenants 8:2–3. Speaking through
Joseph Smith to Oliver, the Lord said, “Yea, behold, I will tell you in
your mind and in your heart, by the Holy Ghost, which shall come
upon you and which shall dwell in your heart. Now behold, this is the
spirit of revelation.”
The Lord revealed three distinct things to me in this manner. The
first was that my life was not going to end anytime soon. That knowledge brought me great peace of mind. When you are dependent upon
electrical and mechanical equipment to keep you alive, life can be very
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unpredictable. I have often referred to my situation as “living on the
edge.”
Second, the Lord revealed to me how I could be an effective
husband and father in my new circumstances. Prior to my injury,
I had worked diligently in fulfilling these two roles. However, in my
incapacitated state, I felt inadequate in meeting my family’s needs.
Now, gratefully, my mind was flooded with ideas of how to achieve
this, particularly with being more communicative.
Third, I knew that I was to be more productive with my life
regardless of my condition. At that time, I did not realize that the
Lord had already taken into account my limitations, and as I began
to extend myself, He provided opportunities for me to grow and
serve using the very same talents with which I had been previously
blessed.
But the greatest miracle of all from this experience was that
the Lord saw fit to give me a new heart. For the first time since my
accident, I felt a peace regarding what had happened to me. I was
filled with warmth, the sustaining power of the Spirit, that has never
left.
Since that experience, my life has never been the same. On a
daily basis, I experience a feeling of gratitude just for being alive. My
wife, JoAnne, and I both feel that a true miracle has taken place as
joy and happiness are once again a part of our lives. I feel a sense
of fulfillment, well-being, and spontaneous joy that I never thought
would be possible again. When we seek the Lord with all our hearts,
He has the power to lift our burdens from off our backs and raise us
to an elevated level of productivity, fulfillment, and happiness.
Joseph Smith’s entire life is an example of this principle and of
enduring well (see D&C 121:8). Early in Joseph’s life, the Lord said
to him, “Be patient in afflictions, for thou shalt have many” (D&C 24:
8). Later, Joseph said that adversity had become “second nature”
(D&C 127:2) and that it had “only wafted [him] that much nearer to
Deity.”1 The words Joseph Smith spoke to his cousin George A.
Smith on one occasion reveal so much about Joseph’s attitude of
faith and hope: “He told me I should never get discouraged, whatever difficulties might surround me. If I were sunk into the lowest pit
of Nova Scotia and all the Rocky Mountains piled on top of me, I
ought not to be discouraged, but hang on, exercise faith, and keep
up good courage, and I should come out on the top of the heap.”2
We may not realize the real significance of events at the time
of our afflictions, but blessings come as we endure. The Lord told
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Joseph as he suffered in Liberty Jail that even “if the very jaws of hell
shall gape open the mouth wide after thee, know thou, my son, that
all these things shall give thee experience, and shall be for thy good”
(D&C 122:7).
Why this is so, I believe, is found in a statement made by
Frances Webster. He was twenty-six years old when he, along with
his wife and a little baby, experienced the suffering and hardship of
the Martin Handcart Company. Later in his life he made a significant
statement about that experience: “We suffered beyond anything
you can imagine, and many died of exposure and starvation. . .
. [However, those who survived] came through with the absolute
knowledge that God lives, for we became acquainted with Him in
our extremities.”3
President James E. Faust further emphasized this concept
when he said: “In the heroic effort of the handcart pioneers, we
learn a great truth. All must pass through a refiner’s fire, and the
insignificant and unimportant in our lives can melt away like dross
and make our faith bright, intact, and strong. There seems to be a
full measure of anguish, sorrow, and often heartbreak for everyone,
including those who earnestly seek to do right and be faithful. Yet
this is part of the purging to become acquainted with God.”4
Is any price too great to become acquainted with God? We may
think that some individuals pay a greater price than others, but do
they really? There are those like me whose adversity is apparent,
but all of us in our own way are being tested and proven. Regardless
of the adversity we suffer, however, it would be to no avail if it did not
drive us to our knees and draw us closer to our Heavenly Father. As
we do so, He will help us, and we will be able to move forward with
our lives.
Many years ago I read an essay written by Eugene England
titled “The Church Is As True As the Gospel.”5 This is not just a
clever play on words; it is a powerful concept. Everything about the
Church is designed to bring us closer to the Savior. Along with the
Atonement, the Savior provided those elements within His Church
that would enable the Saints to endure well this mortal experience so they could be perfected. Let me share with you just a few
examples of what has sustained me and what I believe sustained
the early pioneers as members of the Church.
The day of my accident, the first person able to get to the hospital was our bishop—a young, busy attorney. He arrived soon after
the accident and immediately took charge. He was a great source of
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comfort to JoAnne, and he informed close friends and family of what
had happened and was happening. For the next several months,
being directed by the Spirit, he was able to give help and support to
a devastated family as only a bishop can. I mention him simply to
put a face on the organization of the Church and all the Saints who
make it work.
We will always be grateful to the members of our ward who
built a 750-square-foot addition to our home so we would not have
to move. We are also indebted to numerous ward members who
have, through the years, come over each weekday morning to help
JoAnne get me dressed and into my wheelchair. Without the love of
the members of the Church, I don’t know how we could have ever
endured these past thirteen years as well as we have.
Recalling my own experience, I cannot help but think of my
ancestors who were in the Martin Handcart Company. Although
my great-great-grandfather, Robert Mattinson II, had died at Deer
Creek, his wife Ann and their four children—one of whom was my
great-grandfather, then twenty years old—miraculously survived
and finally made it to the valley because of the heroic efforts of the
relief party sent out by Brigham Young. Driving wagons loaded with
food and clothing donated by the Saints, these brave men traveled
over four hundred miles in severe weather before finding the freezing and starving immigrants. I have often wondered which of the legendary young men carried my family across the Sweetwater on his
back and helped them into Martin’s Cove. Because of the organization of this Church and the love of the Saints for one another, Robert
Mattinson III was able to leave me a legacy of enduring well. His life
has taught me that if we are built upon the rock of our Redeemer,
regardless of the nature and fury of the storm, it will have no power
over us (see Helaman 5:12).
Another sustaining power in the Church is the scriptures. Along
with being paralyzed and unable to breathe on my own, I was not
able to speak for the first month or so, and doctors led me to
believe that this would always be the case. Suffering such physical
losses, I felt as though I had entered a world of the mind and spirit.
Doctrine and Covenants 130:18 came to me: “Whatever principle
of intelligence we attain unto in this life, it will rise with us in the
resurrection.” Much like that scripture, I felt totally dependent upon
my mind and spirit for the quality of life I would have from that point
on. Because of my mission and my twenty-five years of teaching
seminary and institute classes, the eternal truths contained in the

131
Enduring It Well (D&C 121:8)

The Religious Educator • Vol 3 No 2 • 2002
131

scriptures were in my heart and mind and, thankfully, had not been
lost along with my physical body.
Fortunately, within a few days, a good friend had created a special chart for me through which I was able to communicate. As family
and friends scanned the items listed on the chart with their fingers,
by blinking my eyes, I could indicate what my needs were, as well
as what scriptures I wanted read to me. As favorite passages were
read, I clung to the familiar words that I had come to cherish and had
taught to others through the years. I could not have made it then,
nor through the subsequent years, without the spiritual nourishment
that comes from the word of God. Thankfully, through voice-activated
software, I am able to search the scriptures on a daily basis. They
are an anchor to my soul and inspire me with a perfect brightness of
hope in a literal resurrection.
Wilford Woodruff, traveling with Brigham Young and others
with the first pioneer company, recorded in his journal on a Sunday
morning these words: “In the morning I shaved & washed all over &
Anointed my head & put on Clean Clothing. Read A chapter in the
Book of Mormon & humbled myself before the Lord & poured out
my soul in prayer before the Lord & his spirit desended upon me & I
was blessed.”6 As we combine the reading of scripture with sincere
prayer, we are blessed in whatever circumstances we may find ourselves. The knowledge they impart to us will increase our faith and
instill within us a hope that cannot be dimmed by our adversities.
Three months after the organization of the Church in this dispensation, the Savior, instructing Emma Smith to compile a selection of
sacred hymns, said, “The song of the righteous is a prayer unto me,
and it shall be answered with a blessing upon their heads” (D&C 25:
12).
While I was in the intensive-care unit, brethren from the ward
and stake volunteered to sit with me through the night. Being unable
to move or speak, I felt very vulnerable. Their presence was a great
comfort to me. However, late one night I was having difficulty sleeping and was feeling fretful and uneasy. A young man whom I had
recently called to the high council was sitting with me and sensed
that all was not well. He said softly to me, “President, would you like
me to sing to you?” I blinked my eyes once, which was my signal
for yes. Taking out his little hymnbook, he commenced singing the
hymns to me for the next several hours. He had a beautiful baritone
voice. As he sang the familiar melodies and words, I felt the unmistakable comfort, peace, and warmth of the Spirit. It was as though I
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were immersed in love.
Another time at the rehabilitation center, I was suffering from
anxiety again and did not know how I would make it through the
night. I was alone except for two young men who were in my similar
condition. As I lay there in the dark, unable to move and praying for
relief of some kind, the thought came to me that I could sing the
hymns in my mind. I began with some of the sacrament hymns—“I
Stand All Amazed” and then “I Know That My Redeemer Lives.”
Other hymns began flooding into my mind, bringing with them the
spirit of peace and comfort, which gradually descended upon me.
Without realizing when it happened, I slipped into a deep sleep.
From the pages of Church history, we know that the Prophet
Joseph also found solace in singing hymns. The back cover of the
December 2000 Ensign displays a painting by Glen S. Hopkinson
titled “1843 Christmas in Nauvoo.” It depicts my great-great-grandmother, Lettice Johnson Rushton, and other family members singing carols in front of the Nauvoo Mansion to Joseph, Emma, and
others. I have a tender place in my heart for this grandmother, who
was very familiar with adversity. Blind for many years of her life, she
sailed across the ocean to a land she could not see, only to lose her
husband shortly after her arrival in Nauvoo. The Prophet wrote of this
experience that the singing “caused a thrill of pleasure to run through
my soul . . . and I felt to thank my Heavenly Father for their visit, and
blessed them in the name of the Lord.”7
The Prophet was comforted again in Carthage Jail shortly
before his martyrdom when he requested John Taylor to sing “A
Poor Wayfaring Man of Grief.” When Elder Taylor had finished the
song, the Prophet’s eyes were wet with tears, and he said, “Sing
that song again, will you, John?”8 John “replied that he did not feel
like singing. He was oppressed with a sense of coming disaster.”9
“You’ll feel better once you begin, and so will I,”10 replied Joseph.
Just as Joseph was blessed through the hymns, the pioneers
were also buoyed up in the midst of their difficulties because of the
music that was so much a part of their daily lives. John Jaques of
the Martin Handcart Company wrote in his journal of the difficulties
they were facing while camped at Red Buttes, Wyoming. They were
stranded in an early snowstorm and had reduced the flour rations
to four ounces per day. He wrote: “The outlook was certainly not
encouraging, but it need not be supposed that the company was
in despair. . . . Oh! No! A hopeful and cheerful spirit pervaded the
camp, and the ‘Songs of Zion’ were frequently heard at this time,
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though the company was in the very depths of privation.”11 I thank
the Lord for inspired and inspiring music.
For about eight months after my accident, I was unable to attend
meetings of the Church. I remember well the Aaronic Priesthood
boys from our stake and ward coming regularly to the hospital and
later to our home to bless and pass the sacrament. With just a hospital curtain drawn around my bed, these young men in their white
shirts and ties sang hymns, gave talks, and bore their testimonies.
Now, as I go to church each Sunday, I rejoice in the sweet experience of having a young deacon come to me and carefully place the
broken bread in my mouth and then later put the cup to my lips.
I can picture in my mind the pioneers gathered together on the
windswept plains sharing a sacred sacrament service together.
It was a sustaining influence then and continues to be so today
because of the sacramental promise. As I partake of those sacred
emblems each week, I feel the burden of paralysis lifted from me.
I have come to truly understand through this ordinance that the
Savior knows “how to succor his people according to their infirmities” (Alma 7:12).
The spirit and the knowledge we receive from the temple also
sustain us in our adversities. Sarah DeArmon Pea Rich, who was
living in Nauvoo at the time of the exodus, recorded in her journal
how she and her husband worked many hours each day in the
temple for weeks before the Saints left for the West. Sarah made
this insightful comment: “Many were the blessings we had received
in the house of the Lord, which . . . enabled us to have faith in God,
knowing he would guide us and sustain us in the unknown journey
that lay before us. For if it had not been for the faith and knowledge
that was bestowed upon us in that temple by the influence and help
of the Spirit of the Lord, our journey would have been like one taking
a leap in the dark.”12
JoAnne and I went to the temple just a week before I was hurt. It
was our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, and we were asked to be
the witness couple. Kneeling at the altar on that particular occasion,
I don’t think our experience then was much unlike that of those early
Saints. The temple gives us an eternal perspective and aids us in
our journey through this life’s wilderness.
Although I can no longer kneel at the altar, I consider it a great
privilege whenever JoAnne and I participate in sealings. With
cushions removed, I roll up alongside the altar, and JoAnne kneels
across from me and takes my hand. In that special setting, I am
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always comforted as I am reminded of the eternal nature of God’s
plan for us and of the truthfulness of the words He spoke to Joseph
Smith in Liberty Jail: “My son, peace be unto thy soul; thine adversity and thine afflictions shall be but a small moment; and then, if
thou endure it well, God shall exalt thee on high” (D&C 121:7–8).
You can imagine my feelings toward JoAnne at such a time as
well. I doubt my feelings of love and gratitude for her are much different than those Jens Neilson had toward his wife, Elsie, as she
pulled him in their handcart to Rock Creek through a terrible storm.
Jens, six feet two inches tall and weighing 230 pounds, collapsed at the top of Rocky Ridge after pulling his five-year-old son
and a young girl up the three-mile ascent. After he had waded
through freezing snow for over fourteen hours, his feet were badly
frostbitten. He said, “Elsie, I can go no farther. You go on without
me.” Elsie, who was four feet eleven inches tall and weighed a hundred pounds, said, “I will not leave you”13 and helped him into the
cart with the two children and was able to pull them the remaining
thirteen miles to camp. The following morning they buried their only
son and then, clinging to each other and to their faith, they continued their journey into the valley and participated in the colonization
of southern Utah.
Jens and Elsie are perfect examples of what President Hinckley
was referring to when he said: “Our people have endured every
kind of suffering. Indescribable have been their sacrifices. Immense
beyond belief have been their labors. But out of all of this fiery crucible has come something glorious.”14
We are indebted to these faithful and courageous pioneers who
have left us all a great legacy of enduring well. I believe that their
journals, much like the scriptures, have been preserved to inspire
us as we encounter the challenges of our day. I know I have drawn
great strength from those journals and my very own ancestors’
journals in dealing with my situation. By studying the history of our
Church, we come to understand the diversity and quantity of suffering the early Latter-day Saints endured from the beginning of the
Restoration. Knowing what we know about how most of them “kept
the faith” and “finished [the] course” (2 Timothy 4:7), how could we
ever surrender to despair and self-pity?
As the Saints in Missouri were receiving severe persecution, losing their homes, and being threatened with death by their
enemies, Joseph Smith sought the Lord in prayer and received a
significant revelation for them and for us today. It contains a power-
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ful truth concerning the perspective the Lord would have us possess
regarding the experiences we have in mortality: “Wherefore, fear
not even unto death; for in this world your joy is not full, but in me
your joy is full. Therefore, care not for the body, neither the life of
the body; but care for the soul, and for the life of the soul. And seek
the face of the Lord always, that in patience ye may possess your
souls, and ye shall have eternal life” (D&C 101:36–38).
Regardless of the adversities we may experience, as we accept
the enabling power of the Atonement of Christ and the sustaining
power that comes from our membership in His Church, we can be
productive in helping to build the kingdom, and we will experience
great joy and fulfillment.
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Years before the Prophet Joseph Smith announced the doctrine of baptism for the dead, glimpses of the glorious principle were
revealed to him. In 1836 in an upper room of the Kirtland Temple,
the Prophet exclaimed, “I [see] Fathers Adam and Abraham, and my
father and mother, [and] my brother, Alvin, that has long since slept.”
In reference to Alvin, he “marveled how it was that he had obtained
an inheritance in that kingdom, seeing that he had departed this life
before the Lord had set His hand to gather Israel the second time,
and had not been baptized for the remission of sins.” When Joseph
sought clarification as to how his beloved brother could have inherited celestial glory, the voice of the Lord declared, “All who have
died without a knowledge of this Gospel, who would have received
it if they had been permitted to tarry, shall be heirs of the celestial
kingdom of God; . . . for I, the Lord, will judge all men according to
their works, according to the desires of their hearts.”1
In July 1838, in reply to the query, “What has become of all
those who have died since the days of the apostles?” Joseph
answered, “All these who have not had an opportunity of hearing
the gospel, and being administered unto by an inspired man in the
flesh, must have it hereafter, before they can be finally judged.”2
Two years passed before Joseph again spoke of the deceased
hearing the gospel of Jesus Christ. The occasion was the funeral of
Seymour Brunson, a high councilor and bodyguard of the Prophet.
Forty-year-old Brunson died on 10 August 1840 in Joseph Smith’s
home.3 “For awhile he desired to live and help put over the work of
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the Lord but gave up and did not want to live,” stated his descendants.
“After calling his family together, blessing them and bidding them farewell,” he succumbed.4 Heber C. Kimball, witness to Brunson’s death,
wrote to John Taylor, “Semer Bronson is gon. David Paten came after
him. the R[o]om was full of Angels that came after him to waft him
home.”5
Five days after Brunson’s demise, on 15 August 1840, his
funeral was held at the burial ground located on the bluff overlooking Nauvoo. According to Heber C. Kimball, the procession to the
burial ground was “judged to be one mile long.”6 Once the processional reached the site, mourners listened as the Prophet eulogized
his bodyguard. Although there is no known text of his discourse,
the History of the Church states: “[Seymour Brunson] has always
been a lively stone in the building of God and was much respected
by his friends and acquaintances. He died in the triumph of faith,
and in his dying moments bore testimony to the Gospel that he had
embraced.”7
Baptisms for the Dead
Although his statements were grand, it was the Prophet’s
announcement of the doctrine of baptism for the dead that captured
the imagination of the mourners. According to Simon Baker, Joseph
Smith read 1 Corinthians 15 and acknowledged that the Apostle
Paul was “talking to a people who understood baptism for the dead,
for it was practiced among them”8 (see John 3:5). Then, seeing
among those assembled at the burial ground a widow whose son
had died without baptism, the Prophet added, “This widow [had
read] the sayings of Jesus ‘except a man be born of water and of
the spirit he cannot enter the kingdom of heaven,’ and that ‘not one
jot nor tittle of the Savior’s words should pass away, but all should
be fulfilled.’” He announced that the fulfillment of the Savior’s teaching had arrived, that the Saints could now “act for their friends who
had departed this life, and that the plan of salvation was calculated
to save all who were willing to obey the requirements of the law of
God.”9
Heber C. Kimball wrote of his wife’s reaction to the new doctrine: “A more joyfull Season [says] She never Saw be fore on the
account of the glory that Joseph set forth.”10 Jane Nyman, whom
historians suggest was the widow Joseph saw at the funeral, did
more. Following the funeral, she pleaded with Harvey Olmstead to
baptize her in behalf of her deceased son, Cyrus Livingston Nyman.
Her request was granted. Witnessing the first baptism for the dead
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in the dispensation of the fulness of times was Vienna Jacques. On
horseback, she rode into the Mississippi River to hear and observe
the ceremony. Although the witness, the proxy for the deceased,
and the words pronounced by Harvey Olmstead are not acceptable
today, Joseph Smith gave his approval of the baptismal ordinance in
behalf of Cyrus Nyman.
From that time forward, Saints in Nauvoo waded knee-deep
into the Mississippi River to be baptized as proxy for their deceased
kindred and friends (see D&C 127; 128). And Joseph continued to
receive revelations that clarified this glorious new doctrine. “The
Saints have the privilege of being baptized for those of their relatives
who are dead, whom they believe would have embraced the Gospel,
if they had been privileged with hearing it, and who have received the
Gospel in the spirit, through the instrumentality of those who have
been commissioned to preach to them while in prison,” declared the
Prophet.11
“I could lean back and listen. Ah what pleasure this gave me,”
penned Wandle Mace. “[The Prophet] would unravel the scriptures
and explain doctrine as no other man could. What had been mystery
he made so plain it was no longer mystery. . . . I ask, who understood anything about these things until Joseph being inspired from
on high touched the key and unlocked the door of these mysteries
of the kingdom?”12 Brigham Young added, “[Joseph] took heaven,
figuratively speaking, and brought it down to earth; and he took the
earth, brought it up, and opened up, in plainness and simplicity, the
things of God.”13
“If the dead rise not at all, why are they then baptized for the
dead?” Joseph asked his followers. “If we can, by the authority of
the Priesthood of the Son of God, baptize a man in the name of the
Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, for the remission of sins,
it is just as much our privilege to act as an agent, and be baptized
for the remission of sins for and in behalf of our dead kindred, who
have not heard the Gospel, or the fullness of it.”14
Most memorable were Joseph’s words, “Brethren, shall we not
go on in so great a cause? Go forward and not backward. Courage,
brethren; and on, on to the victory! Let your hearts rejoice, and be
exceedingly glad. Let the earth break forth into singing. Let the dead
speak forth anthems of eternal praise to the King Immanuel, who
hath ordained, before the world was, that which would enable us to
redeem them out of their prison; for the prisoners shall go free” (D&C
128:22).
Of the Prophet’s teachings, Wilford Woodruff penned, “I remem-
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ber well the first time I read the revelation given through the Prophet
Joseph concerning the redemption of the dead—one of the most
glorious principles I had ever become acquainted with on earth. . . .
Never did I read a revelation with greater joy than I did that revelation.”15 So welcome had been Joseph’s words that his admonition
that those who neglect this great work for the dead “do it at the peril
of their own salvation” was not disturbing.16
Baptisms in the Mississippi
Latter-day Saints from Nauvoo to Quincy, Illinois, and even as
far away as Kirtland, Ohio, entered river waters to be baptized as
proxy for departed loved ones. Bathsheba Smith recalled Joseph
Smith “baptizing for the dead in the Mississippi River.”17 Aroet Hale
wrote, “The Prophet set the pattern for the baptism of the dead. He
went into the Mississippi River and baptized over 200. Then the
apostles and other elders went into the river and continued the same
ordinance. Hundreds were baptized there.”18 Wilford Woodruff wrote
of that occasion, “Joseph Smith himself . . . went into the Mississippi
river one Sunday night after meeting, and baptized a hundred. I baptized another hundred. The next man, a few rods from me, baptized
another hundred. We were strung up and down the Mississippi baptizing for our dead. . . . Why did we do it? Because of the feeling of
joy that we had, to think that we in the flesh could stand and redeem
our dead.”19
Among those entering baptismal waters in August 1840 was
William Clayton: “I was baptized first for myself and then for my
Grandfather Thomas and Grandmother Ellen Clayton, Grandmother
Mary Chritebly and Aunt Elizabeth Beurwood.”20 Although he and
others would question the lack of structured organization of these
first baptisms, for the practice varied up and down the river and few
recorded the events of the day, joy overcame any sense of neglect
to properly regulate the ordinance.21 “We attended to this ordinance without waiting to have a proper record made,” confessed
Wilford Woodruff. He lamented, “Of course, we had to do the work
over again. Nevertheless, that does not say the work was not of
God.”22
Latter-day Saints seemed to intuitively know that “the greatest
responsibility in this world that God has laid upon us is to seek after
our dead” and were eager to comply.23 A fury of letters were sent
from hopeful proxies to distant relatives asking for genealogical information about kindred dead. Jonah Ball wrote, “I want you to send
me a list of fathers relations his parents & Uncles & their names,
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also Mothers. I am determined to do all I can to redeem those I am
permitted to.”24 Sally Carlisle Randall asked a relative to “write me
the given names of all our connections that are dead as far back
as grandfathers and grandmothers at any rate.” She then added, “I
expect you will think this [baptism for the dead] is a strange doctrine
but you will find it is true.”25
A Baptismal Font
Jonah Ball and Sally Randall knew of the important work for
the dead, and they were eager to be proxies for loved ones in the
Mississippi River. But it would not be long for them and others until
the season of baptizing in the river ended. “God decreed before the
foundation of the world that that ordinance should be administered
in a font prepared for the purpose in the house of the Lord,” Joseph
explained.26 Then, on 3 October 1841, he declared, “There shall be
no more baptisms for the dead, until the ordinance can be attended
to in the Lord’s House.”27 The Lord explained, “This ordinance
belongeth to my house, and cannot be acceptable to me, only in the
days of your poverty, wherein ye are not able to build a house unto
me. . . . And after this time, your baptisms for the dead, by those
who are scattered abroad, are not acceptable unto me” (D&C 124:
30, 35).
After thirteen and a half months (15 August 1840 to 3 October
1841), baptisms for the dead in the river halted while William Weeks,
architect of the Nauvoo Temple, prepared drawings for a baptismal
font for the Nauvoo Temple. Weeks drew twelve oxen shouldering a
molten sea, symbolic of the encampment of the twelve tribes encircling the tabernacle during the days of Moses.
According to the Historical Record, “President Smith approved
and accepted a draft for the font made by Brother Wm. Weeks.”28
His acceptance led Weeks to stop other architectural activities and
begin carving a set of twelve oxen to support the proposed font. After
laboring six days, he assigned Elijah Fordham, a convert from New
York City, to complete the carving. Elijah, assisted by John Carling
and others, spent eight months perfecting the oxen and the font and
completing the ornamental moldings for the baptistry area of the
Nauvoo Temple.29
When their work was finished, Joseph Smith wrote a detailed
description of the font:
The baptismal font is situated in the center of the basement room,
under the main hall of the Temple; it is constructed of pine timber,
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and put together of staves tongued and grooved, oval shaped,
sixteen feet long east and west, and twelve feet wide, seven feet
high from the foundation, the basin four feet deep, the moulding of
the cap and base are formed of beautiful carved wood in antique
style. The sides are finished with panel work. A flight of stairs in the
north and south sides lead up and down into the basin, guarded
by side railing.
The font stands upon twelve oxen, four on each side, and
two at each end, their heads, shoulders, and fore legs projecting
out from under the font; they are carved out of pine plank, glued
together, and copied after the most beautiful five-year-old steer
that could be found in the country, and they are an excellent striking likeness of the original; the horns were formed after the most
perfect horn that could be procured.30

The font attracted the attention of newspaper reporters from
Missouri to New York. A correspondent from the St. Louis Gazette
wrote that “the idea of this font seems to have been revealed to the
prophet, directly by the plan of the molten sea of Solomon’s temple.”31 A writer for the New York Spectator announced, “In the basement is the font of baptisms, . . . one of the most striking artificial
curiosities in this country.”32 Graham’s American Monthly Magazine
published an engraving of the Nauvoo Temple, depicting the font
outside the temple “so that it could be seen” by its readers.33
It wasn’t just reporters who were attentive to the font. Visitors to
Nauvoo often gazed upon the molten sea and the temple walls. Emily
Austin wrote that “acquaintances and strangers . . . were almost constantly coming to see” the font and the rising temple walls.34 Some of
the visitors mused that the font was the eighth wonder of the world.35
Reverend Moore wrote, “The basement of this temple is laid—and in
the basement is the baptismal font, supported by 12 oxen. In this I
learned that persons are baptized for the dead, and for restoration to
health.”36
Acknowledging the many curious speculations about the font,
Joseph Smith stated to Brigham Young, “This fount has caused the
Gentile world to wonder.”37 Yet, for little children, the font was not
a wonder but was wonderful. “The Prophet Joseph Smith and his
brother Hyrum lifted my sister Cynthia and myself up on the oxen
which held up the fount, this pleased us very much and we thought
it the most wonderful place we had ever seen,” recalled Abigail
Morman.38 But for adult members of The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints, adulations were subdued, for they were inclined
to speak in reverent whispers of the opportunities that awaited them
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in continuing their work of baptism for kindred dead. They knew that
the wooden font was in its place on Temple Hill, water for the font
was channeled from a nearby well, and the temporary frame walls
and a roof were protecting the structure from gaping eyes. To them
it was time again to resume their important work.
Baptisms in the Temple
On 8 November 1841, the baptismal font was dedicated by the
Prophet Joseph Smith. Two weeks after the dedication, baptisms
were performed in the font on Sunday, 21 November 1841. Acting as
officiators on that date were Brigham Young, Heber C. Kimball, and
John Taylor. They baptized about forty persons in the presence of the
Twelve, who had assembled to witness the ordinances.39 Reuben
McBride was the first of the forty baptized that day. He was followed
by Samuel Rolfe. Joseph instructed Rolfe to wash in the font and
promised him that if he would do so, his hand, which had been seriously afflicted, would be healed. Rolfe followed the Prophet’s admonition and dipped his hand in the font, and within a week his hand was
healed.40
The blessing of healing in baptismal waters was to be repeated
again and again in the wooden font, as was the baptismal ordinances for kindred dead. Joseph Hovey recalled one such incident:
“I, Joseph, did prosper well in good health but my wife, Martha, was
not so well as myself. . . . She was very low. But she was healed
by going to the baptismal font and was immersed for her health and
baptized for her dead.”41 That the Nauvoo Temple font was “for
the baptism of the living, for health, for remission of sin, and for the
salvation of the dead” was well known and accepted by the Saints.
That the font was in continual use in 1841 is clear. Historian M.
Guy Bishop counted 6,818 baptismal ordinances completed in the
river and the wooden font in 1841 (see table below).42

Nauvoo Baptisms for the Dead, 1841
Sex of Proxy

Number

Percentage

Male
Female
Undetermined
Total

3,715
3,027
76
6,818

54.48
44.39
1.11

Baptisms for the
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Opposite Sex

2,937

Relationship of
Deceased to Proxy

Number

Uncle/Aunt
Grandparent
Parent
Sibling
Cousin
In-law
Friend
Spouse
Child
Niece/Nephew
Grandchild
Undetermined
Total

1,667
1,580
1,015
969
714
251
203
116
106
92
16
89
6,818

43.10
Percentage
24.45
23.17
14.89
14.21
10.47
3.68
2.98
1.70
1.56
0.35
0.23
1.31

The Need for Order
As shown in these statistics, a major religious activity in 1841
in Nauvoo was serving as proxies for kindred dead. However, the
religious activity is greater than noted. The statistics do not reflect
those who were baptized for the dead but failed to have their proxy
work recorded. In their enthusiasm to complete the ordinances,
they failed to heed the Lord’s directive, “Let all the records be had
in order, that they may be put in the archives of my holy temple, to
be held in remembrance from generation to generation, saith the
Lord of Hosts” (D&C 127:9). The Prophet admonished the Saints:
“All persons baptized for the dead must have a recorder present,
that he may be an eyewitness to record and testify of the truth and
validity of his record. It will be necessary, in the Grand Council, that
these things be testified to by competent witnesses. Therefore let
the recording and witnessing of baptisms for the dead be carefully
attended to from this time forth. If there is any lack, it may be at the
expense of our friends; they may not come forth.”43
Even after this injunction, problems of recording baptismal
work were still apparent. The wooden font on Temple Hill was in
such demand that adult converts and children who had reached the
age of eight years sought other locations in which to continue their
baptismal work. They rationalized that the crowded font and the
possibility of interfering with the manual labor on the temple opened
the way for them to once again do baptismal work in the Mississippi
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River. On Monday, 30 May 1842, Wilford Woodruff wrote of being
baptized for the dead in the river under the hands of George Albert
Smith and added, “I also baptized brother John Benbow for six of
his dead kindred and his wife for six of her dead friends.”44 Harrison
Burgess wrote, “Sabbath day in August [1843], I was called on to
administer baptism in the Mississippi River. On this occasion I
administered one hundred and sixty baptisms before I came out of
the water.”45
A visitor to Nauvoo, Charlotte Haven, observed these later river
baptisms with a friend as they walked along the river bank. “We followed the bank toward town, and rounding a little point covered with
willows and cottonwoods, we spied quite a crowd of people, and
soon perceived there was a baptism. Two elders stood knee-deep in
the icy water, and immersed one after another as fast as they could
come down the bank. We soon observed that some of them went
in and were plunged several times. We were told that they were
baptized for the dead who had not had the opportunity of adopting
the doctrines of the Latter Day Saints.”46
So frequent were river baptisms that William Marks, president
of the Nauvoo Stake, convened a conference for the purpose of
appointing recorders for baptisms for the dead wherever they
occurred. Additional records still lacked proper recording, but this
did not stop the Latter-day Saints from wading into the Mississippi.
It was not until the death of Joseph Smith on 27 June 1844 that
river baptisms stopped. As the Saints mourned his loss, even the
wooden font on Temple Hill stood still.
Not until Brigham Young returned to Nauvoo in August 1844
was the question of resuming this great work for the dead raised.
Brigham replied that he “had no counsel to give upon that subject at
present, but thought it best to attend to other matters in the meantime.”47 Other Apostles held differing views. In August 1844, Wilford
Woodruff and his wife Phoebe went into the Mississippi River “to be
baptized for some of our dead friends.”48 On the afternoon of 24
August 1844, “several of the Twelve Apostles were baptized for their
dead” in the font.49 The work of baptizing for the dead continued
until January 1845. By this time 15,722 recorded baptisms for the
dead had been performed.
The Stone Font
In January 1845, the wooden font was removed from the
Nauvoo Temple site. Joseph Smith had expressed his premoni-
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tion that the wooden font was only a temporary structure. He said
to Brigham Young that “this fount has caused the Gentile world to
wonder,” and then he added that “a sight of the next one will make
a Gentile fade away.”50 It was Brigham Young who on 6 April 1845
announced the need for a new font: “There was a font erected in
the basement story of the Temple, for the baptism of the dead, the
healing of the sick and other purposes; this font was made of wood,
and was only intended for the present use; but it is now removed,
and as soon as the stone cutters get through with the cutting of the
stone for the walls of the Temple, they will immediately proceed to
cut the stone for and erect a font of hewn stone. This font will be
of an oval form and twelve feet in length and eight wide, with stone
steps and an iron railing; this font will stand upon twelve oxen, which
will be cast of iron or brass, or perhaps hewn stone.”51
On 6 June 1845, nearly six months after Brigham’s announcement, architect William Weeks was invited to meet with “the Twelve
to discuss the work of replacing the wooden baptistery with a stone
one.”52 Weeks agreed with the plans, and Brigham Young agreed
to supervise the font construction. “We have taken down the wooden fount that was built up by the instructions of Brother Joseph,”
said Brigham Young to an assemblage of the Saints. “This has been
a great wonder to some, and says one of the stone-cutters the other
day, ‘I wonder why Joseph did not tell us the fount should be built of
stone.’ The man that made that speech is walking [in] darkness. He
is a stranger to the spirit of this work and knows nothing. In fact he
does not know enough to cut a stone for the house of God. There is
not a man under the face of the heavens that has one particle of the
spirit about him, but knows that God talks to men according to their
circumstances.”53
The first stone for the new font was laid on 25 June 1845 by
stonecutters after they finished their daily work on the temple.54
Through their combined labors, they erected a font that resembled
the discarded wooden structure—but with more intricate details. For
example, their cutting of the stone oxen was “perfectly executed so
that the veins in the ears and nose were plainly seen.”55 The “horns
were perfectly natural, with small wrinkles at the bottom.” And each
stone ox was painted white and “had the appearance of standing in
water half-way up to their knees.” The craftsmen even constructed
an iron railing to protect the font from “the soiling hand of the curious
visitor.”56
Visitor Buckingham wrote a description of the stone font: “The
font is of white lime-stone, of an oval shape, twelve by sixteen feet
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in size on the inside, and about four and a half feet to five feet deep.
It is very plain, and rests on the backs of twelve stone oxen or cows,
which stand immersed to their knees in the earth. It has two flights
of steps, with iron banisters, by which you enter and go out of the
font, one at the east end, and the other at the west end. The oxen
have tin horns and tin ears, but are otherwise of stone, and a stone
drapery hangs like a curtain down from the font, so as to prevent the
exposure of all back of the four [fore] legs of the beasts.”57
On 20 January 1846, the Times and Seasons reported that
“the Font, standing upon twelve stone oxen, is about ready.”58
But a certificate dated 16 December 1845 in the Archives of The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints suggests that Theodore
Rogers had “privilege of the Baptismal Font” prior to the newspaper
announcement.59 This corresponds to the time in which the endowment was being given in the upper story of the Nauvoo Temple.
However, a question remains as to who used the font and whether
baptisms for the dead were actually performed there. We know that
on one occasion, “Young men and maidens came with festoons of
flowers to decorate the twelve elaborately carved oxen, upon which
rested the baptismal laver,” yet we are uncertain about whether
baptisms were performed.60
Preparations to Go West
If baptisms were not performed in the stone font, then the question should be asked, “Why did the Saints not continue with this
important work?” The answer is not found in neglect but in a change
of emphasis. The Saints had turned their energy to receiving their
endowments in the upper story of the Nauvoo Temple and making
preparations for the trek west. Perhaps stonecutter Joseph Hovey
described it best on 1 December 1845: “I finished my work on the
baptismal font and made arrangement to . . . put up a shop and go
to work ironing wagons to go to California.”61
The great work for the dead ended in Nauvoo in 1845. Only
faded holographic baptismal records remain to tell of the unselfish
deeds of the early Saints in behalf of their deceased loved ones.
Saints of today should express gratitude for the deeds of the early
Saints and for the records that reveal the first “ordinance remembrances” in behalf of the deceased in this dispensation.
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Heber C. Kimball—Man
of Faith and Integrity
Brian K. Ray

Brian K. Ray is a seminary teacher in Mesa, Arizona.

In a discourse to the Saints in July 1857, Heber C. Kimball,
then a counselor in the First Presidency, remarked that while the
members may feel that what he taught was “pretty snug doctrine
and pretty rough,” he would “not give a dime for anything that
is not rough.”1 Elder Kimball’s life was characterized by experiences that shaped and formed him and that helped him not only
to understand but to have implicit faith and total devotion to the
“strong doctrine”2 of the kingdom. He learned to “be passive and
be like clay in the hands of the potter.”3 Through his submissiveness, faith, devotion, and integrity, he was refined and molded by
the Lord to become one of the great leaders of the Restoration.
Prepared from His Youth

Heber Chase Kimball was born in Sheldon, Vermont, on 14
June 1801. He was the fourth of seven children born to Solomon
Farnham and Anna Spaulding Kimball. His parents were hardworking, virtuous people who endeavored to teach their children
what was right. Heber’s formal education was limited because of
his family’s financial hardships. He began at age fourteen to be
trained as a blacksmith but at age nineteen was forced to move
out on his own because of their lack of resources. He describes
these early years of privation as follows: “At this time I saw some
days of sorrow; my heart was troubled, and I suffered much in
consequence of fear, bashfulness and timidity. I found myself cast
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abroad upon the world, without a friend to console my grief. In
these heart-aching hours I suffered much for want of food and the
comforts of life, and many times went two or three days without
food to eat, being bashful and not daring to ask for it.”4
At an early age, Heber had inclinations toward religion; his natural desires were to find that church that would lead him back to his
Father in Heaven. As early as age twelve, Heber “had many serious
thoughts and strong desires to obtain a knowledge of salvation, but
not finding anyone who could teach me the things of God, I did not
embrace any principles of doctrine, but endeavored to live a moral
life.”5 Heber eventually joined the Baptist faith but was not long a
member therein before the work of the Restoration commenced.
The Lord provided spiritual manifestations for Heber to prepare
him for what was coming. Heber remarked: “The night the plates
were given to Joseph Smith from their bed in the summit of the hill
Cumorah, I saw, in the firmament above my head, hosts of men in
platoons of twelve; and I saw them march until they reached the
western horizon, as far as I could see them. After looking upon
them for hours with my natural eyes, I never observed a variation
of a hair’s breadth in their step, or the least disorder or confusion
in their ranks.”6 Heber observed a great heavenly battle between
these opposing armies, foreshadowing the fierce battle between
good and evil in the last days.7
In late 1831, Heber and his family, along with several of his
friends, were introduced to the restored gospel. Heber rejoiced
at hearing the teachings of the missionaries; he felt within his
soul that they taught truth, for as he later taught, “truth is light,
and light is life.”8 Heber developed a deep love for the Book of
Mormon, teaching that it “was written by the Spirit and power of
God; the man that will read it faithfully will be filled with light and
with truth.”9 He commented jokingly that he “began to study the
Scriptures . . . , and I had so little knowledge that the exercise of
study began to swell my head and open my pores insomuch that
the hairs dropped out; and if you will let your minds expand as
mine did you will have no hair on your heads.”10
Heber was baptized in April 1832, leaving his pottery shop to
have the ordinance performed in a nearby stream. He understood
the importance of baptism, teaching that “by being baptized and
keeping all the commandments, we become the beloved sons and
daughters of God, the Holy Ghost descends upon us, and we are
continually enlightened by its benign influences.”11
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A Firm Believer

Upon becoming a member of The Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints, Heber desired to gather with the Saints in
Kirtland and to be near the Prophet Joseph Smith. Heber and his
close friend Brigham Young made a preliminary trip to Kirtland
before moving there so they might meet the Prophet. An instant
bond was created among the three men, and they remained close
friends to the end of their lives. Heber revered Joseph Smith as the
Lord’s mouthpiece and explained to the Saints, “You call us fools:
but the day will be, gentlemen and ladies, whether you belong to
this Church or not, when you will prize brother Joseph Smith as
the Prophet of the Living God, and look upon him as a God.”12 On
another occasion, Heber taught that Joseph Smith “has [passed]
behind the veil, but there never will a person in this dispensation
enter into the celestial glory without his approbation.”13
Once Heber and his family were in Kirtland, he began to work
on building his home, his livelihood, and the temple. Kirtland had
become the scene of mobocratic persecutions, and Heber came
forward as one who was willing to defend the Church and its young
prophet. Heber explained the situation as follows: “In September,
1833, we went to Kirtland and gathered with Joseph and the Saints.
We had to go and buy guns, and stand in his defence, in that early
day; and we did it for months and months, to keep the hellyons from
him in Kirtland.”14
As persecution also raged in Missouri, the Lord revealed to
Joseph Smith that Zion should be redeemed “by power” and that
the Prophet should organize an army to march to the aid of the
afflicted Saints (see D&C 103). Zion’s Camp was created, and
Heber C. Kimball marched with them. This was a period of learning and growth for those who served in humility and diligence.
Heber remarked that “when we went up to Missouri, 205 men,
we had not had our endowments; but we went to redeem Zion
according to the word of the Lord; and that was a preparatory
work.”15
Even though Zion was not redeemed as many expected it to
be, for Heber, the hand of the Lord was evident throughout their
journeys. Most miraculous to Heber was their deliverance from
their enemies in Missouri. He explained:
Those who went up then believed “Mormonism” in their hearts.
There were two hundred and five who volunteered to go and

154

The Religious Educator • Vol 3 No 2 • 2002

redeem their brethren. And how was it in those days, when we
were in that strait? Hosts of the people in Missouri were up in
arms against us, both behind and before us, on our right and on
our left. How did God defend us then? He sent a hailstorm fierce
enough to stop their progress. The hailstones were so large that
they cut their horses’ bridles, broke their gun-stocks, and cut
holes in their hats: the storm had such an effect upon them that
they would not any longer pursue us. The waters of the river rose
forty feet in one night, and the whole region was flooded. In that
way the Lord defended us, when we were a small company, and
when he knew that we should be overcome, if he did not stretch
forth his hand for our benefit.16

As the disbanded Zion’s camp returned to Kirtland, some who
had succumbed to the spirit of apostasy asked tauntingly, “What
have you accomplished?” Heber was one of the men whose faithfilled reply was “Just what we went for.”17 His growth and preparation were evident when, on 14 February 1835, he was ordained
an Apostle. Regarding his duties as such, Heber later taught: “The
office of an apostle is to tell the truth, to tell what he knows. Has
the Lord spoken to me? He has. I have heard His voice and so
have you; and when you hear my voice, and it is dictated by the
Holy Ghost, you hear the voice of God through me, but you do not
believe it.”18
On 27 March 1836, Heber participated in the dedication of the
Kirtland Temple. Many years of toil and sacrifice had now come
to fruition as the house of Lord was dedicated to Him. During this
time period, Joseph Smith administered a partial endowment to
selected Church leaders. Heber’s understanding of the temple
and its importance is evident:
The Temple is designed for many purposes, and there are many
things that God will reveal and many blessings that he will confer
upon this people in that building. . . .
Some may think that the erection of the Temple more particularly devolves upon brother Brigham, brother Heber, brother
Daniel, the Twelve, and a few of the Seventies, High Priests, and
Bishops; and when it is finished they may imagine that they will
receive their blessings therein; but that work is designed to be
general. There must needs be a universal exertion, not only by
the leading official members of this Church, but by every member, male and female; for the Temple is not for us alone; it is also
for our sons, and daughters, and succeeding generations. They
will receive blessings in it, and therefore it concerns them as well
as us.
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If I obtain all the blessings of the Priesthood, all the endowments, all the blessings that God has to confer upon us in this
probation, and keep those things sacred while I live, I am then
as pure and holy as it is possible for a man to be while in the
flesh. Then, if my wives are one with me, my children and their
posterity will partake of those blessings which have been placed
upon me. Every blessing conferred upon me tends to benefit
my posterity. Those blessings are for every righteous man; and
the blessings that are conferred upon faithful men and women
in their holy anointings and sealings will rest upon their posterity
after them for ever and for ever, through their faithfulness; and
there is no end to it.
It is a strong additional inducement for you to live your religion,
in view of the benefits that will be continued to your posterity. If you
can only bear this in mind, I think it will serve to keep you steadfast in the line of your duties. Will our posterity partake of the
blessings we will receive in the Temple which we are building?
They will, for ever and for ever. Our blessings are to continue
always. If we live so as to attain to the principles and fulness of
perfection and to secure the promises of eternal lives, then those
blessings will rest upon us and our children.19

Called to Serve in England

In spite of the glorious spiritual manifestations that were poured
out in connection with the temple, the spirit of apostasy began to rage
within the fledgling church. Heber was not one to commiserate with
those who harbored such feelings against the Lord’s anointed. “A
Saint that turns back unto the Devil,” explained Elder Kimball, “takes
into his tabernacle the worst spirits, which make him many times
worse that he was at the first. When pigs are washed in soap-suds,
they look clean, and you would think them almost nice enough to live
in the house; but no sooner have you washed them that they will go
into the nastiest mud-hole they can find and muddy themselves all
over from head to foot. Now, do they not look worse than before they
were washed? It is just so with you, when you turn from your righteousness; you are worse than before you entered into the Church
of Christ.”20
In the midst of the ugliness of this apostasy, the Lord revealed
to the Prophet Joseph what He would have done for the salvation
of His Church. On Sunday, 4 June 1837, Joseph Smith approached
Heber in the Kirtland Temple and whispered: “Brother Heber, the
Spirit of the Lord has whispered to me: ‘Let servant Heber go to
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England and proclaim my Gospel, and open the door of salvation to that nation.’”21 The thought of such a mission was overwhelming to this humble man. In addition, the apostates amongst
the leading councils of the Church opposed this new revelation.
Commenting on these trying circumstances, Heber said:
I have seen the day when it was as much as our lives were worth
to sustain Joseph Smith—the apostates were so thick around
us, and persecution was so great. The day was when brother
Brigham was the only Apostle on the earth, with the exception of
Joseph, and Sidney, and Hyrum, that could say to brother Heber,
Go, and you shall be blessed. I am reckoning brother Hyde with
us, for he went with me on that mission to England. In connection
with brother Joseph, brother Hyrum, and brother Sidney, brother
Brigham said, “Go, brother Heber, and in the name of Israel’s
God you shall be blessed, and it shall prove the salvation of
thousands.”
John Boynton, one of the Twelve, came to me and said, “If
you are such a damned fool as to listen to Joseph Smith, the
fallen Prophet, and go to England under these perilous circumstances, if I knew you were shipwrecked on Van Dieman’s Land
I would not assist you to get you from that land.” . . .
Those circumstances were the most trying circumstances
that ever I was brought into. Joseph had to flee from that land to
save his body from being slain, and so had brother Brigham and
every other man who would sustain the Prophet, the apostasy
was so great; and they were most hellish in their wickedness.22

In spite of the dangerous, apostate sentiments in Kirtland and
his own feelings of inadequacy, Heber heeded the call to serve,
leaving his family and friends on 13 June 1837 for New York, from
whence he sailed for the British Isles. After a month of traveling,
Heber and his companions arrived in England. His excitement
and determination were evident as he leaped from the small boat
when it was six or seven feet from the pier.23 His enthusiasm and
zeal for the work of the Lord characterized his mission, and consequently he enjoyed great success. In his own words:
I went and performed the mission according to the words of the
Prophet of the living God, and was gone eleven months and
two days from Kirtland, being on that land eight months and
two days, in which time there were about two thousand souls
added to the Church and kingdom of God, with the help of Elders
Willard Richards, Orson Hyde, and Joseph Fielding. . . .
God had blessed and prospered me exceedingly, and the
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words of Joseph, Hyrum, Sidney, and Brigham were all fulfilled
to the letter, which you all know. I was poor and weak, and did
not know but a little in regard to this work in the latter days. My
knowledge was in proportion to my experience. At the same time,
I knew enough, by the help of the Holy Ghost, to confound the
wise and to bring to naught the foolish things of this world. God
has taken just such weak instruments as myself to bring to pass
his great purposes. And you need not find fault with them: if you
do, you find fault with God, who sent them.24

As Heber counseled with his brethren about their course of
action, the Lord revealed that they should proceed to Preston,
England. They arrived in Preston in the midst of an election and
were amazed by the gaudy display of parades, music, and flags.
As their coach came to a stop, a flag was unrolled nearly over their
heads that said, “TRUTH WILL PREVAIL,” in large letters. Heber
remarked, “It being so very seasonable, and the sentiment being
so very appropriate to us in our situation, we cried aloud, ‘Amen!
Thanks be to God, TRUTH WILL PREVAIL!’”25
This mission to England provided many opportunities for
learning and growth for this servant of the Lord. As he traveled
from town to town, he taught and baptized many and was privy to
experiences of a special nature. Heber related the following:
I was in a place in England in which I felt very curious; but I did
not know at the time what it meant. I went through a town called
Chadburn, beyond Clithero. Before I went there, some persons
told me that there was no use in my going, and asked me what
I wanted to go to Chadburn for, saying it was the worst place in
the country; for the sectarian priests had preached there faithfully
thirty years without making any impression. Notwithstanding that,
I went, and preached once, and baptized twenty-five persons,
where the priests had not been able to do a thing.
I went through the streets of that town feeling as I never
before felt in my life. My hair would rise on my head as I walked
through the streets, and I did not then know what was the matter
with me. I pulled off my hat, and felt that I wanted to pull off my
shoes, and I did not know what to think of it.
When I returned, I mentioned the circumstance to brother
Joseph, who said, “Did you not understand it? That is a place
where some of the old Prophets travelled and dedicated that
land, and their blessing fell upon you.”26

During this mission, Heber witnessed the power of the adversary as never before. Certainly Lucifer was aware of the effects
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of the missionary labors of this Apostle and sought to destroy him
while he served. On one occasion, Heber and his companions had
a vision of the hosts of evil whose desire was to destroy them. “We
saw devils coming in legions,” Heber related. “They came towards
us like armies rushing to battle. They appeared to be men of full
stature, possessing every form and feature of men in the flesh,
who were angry and desperate; and I shall never forget the vindictive malignity depicted in their countenances as they looked me in
the eye. . . . We distinctly heard those spirits talk and express their
wrath and hellish designs against us. However, the Lord delivered
us from them, and blessed us exceedingly that day.”27
Heber taught on another occasion:
It is written, “resist the devil and he will flee from you.” Some
people do not believe that there are any devils. There are thousands of evil spirits that are just as ugly as evil can make them.
The wicked die, and their spirits remain not far from where their
tabernacles are. When I was in England, twenty-eight years ago
next June, I saw more devils than there are persons here to-day;
they came upon me with an intention to destroy me; they are the
spirits of wicked men who, while in the flesh, were opposed to
God and his purposes. I saw them with what we call the spiritual
eyes, but what is in reality the natural eye. The atmosphere of
many parts of these mountains is doubtless the abode of the
spirits of Gadianton robbers, whose spirits are as wicked as hell,
and who would kill Jesus Christ and every Apostle and righteous
person that ever lived if they had the power. It is by the influence of such wicked spirits that men and women are all the time
tempted to tell little lies, to steal a little, to take advantage of their
neighbor a little, and they tell us there is no harm in it. It is by
the influence and power of evil spirits that the minds of men are
prejudiced against each other, until they are led to do each other
an injury, and sometimes to kill each other.28

Heber explained that from these and other similar experiences, he “learned the power of the adversary, his enmity against
the servants of God, and got some understanding of the invisible
world”29 and that “the angels of God . . . were there and stood in
defence of me and my brethren” by virtue of “the Priesthood and
Apostleship which I held, and God would and did defend.”30
Trials in Missouri

On 20 April 1838, Heber left his field of labor in the British
Isles to return home. It was a time of both sadness and rejoic-
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ing—sadness for leaving those to whom he had grown so close
in their gospel associations and rejoicing for the great spiritual
outpourings in that land. His feelings about his efforts in England
are evident in this statement: “Did I go to England and preach the
Gospel, win souls, and bring them here, to deny the faith, and go
to hell? No. We go to win souls that we may save them and have
joy with them in the day of eternity.”31
Upon arriving home, Heber moved his family to be with the
membership of the Church in Missouri. Once again he enjoyed the
association of Joseph and Brigham and the other faithful brethren.
However, Missouri was already the scene of mob violence against
the Saints, and Heber entered the fray to defend those whom he
loved and served. Though the circumstances were ugly and frightening, Heber knew that the Lord was on their side:
I have passed through a great many trying scenes. I have been
driven and rooted up every time that this Church has been
removed from its gathering-place by its enemies. I have also had
the experience of seeing armies come up against us in Caldwell
county, Missouri, when we could not raise above five hundred
half-armed men to defend the county, and the Governor, L. W.
Boggs, ordered out as many as fourteen thousand troops against
us. At that time, it looked as though we should be destroyed
from the earth; but the Almighty was on our side. When I saw the
condition that we were in, I concluded that it would be hot times;
so I put heavy charge in my United States musket, only expecting
to get one chance to fire, and felt determined that it should be a
dead shot to some body. We all felt very queer, for there was no
other prospect before us than that of immediate assassination; but of
a sudden, as by a shock from all heaven, our enemies were panicstricken and retreated in confusion.32

Though the Missourians were stayed on this occasion in
October 1838, war against the Saints raged through their settlements in Daviess and Caldwell Counties. When Far West was
taken by the mob-armies, William E. McLellin, disaffected and
apostate, sought out Heber and asked him, “Brother Heber, what
do you think of your fallen prophet now? . . . Are you satisfied with
Joseph?” Heber’s response silenced this former peer: “Yes, I am
more satisfied with him a hundred-fold than ever I was before, for
I see you in the very position that he foretold you would be in. . . .
Where are you? What are you about? . . . Have you not betrayed
Joseph and his brethren into the hands of the mob, as Judas did
Jesus? Yes, verily, you have; I tell you Mormonism is true, and
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Joseph is a true prophet of the living God; and you with all others
that turn therefrom will be damned and go to hell.”33
Because of his absence in England, Heber was blessed with relative anonymity; he was not recognized and therefore not pursued
by the Missourians. He was able to move fairly freely throughout the
state of Missouri and spent considerable time traveling to visit the
Prophet and his associates in the Liberty Jail. Heber carried correspondence to and from the jail and sought to console both those
who were imprisoned and their loved ones. During this time Heber
also received the assignment to seek redress in the legislature and
in the courts for their losses, an effort that produced little more than
sorrow and distress.
A Second Mission to England

Eventually, Joseph and the other prisoners were able to
escape from their captors. This news caused the Saints to rejoice
and the mobs to threaten with even greater vehemence. The Lord
had revealed that the Twelve were to leave for a mission to Europe
from Far West on 26 April 1839 (see D&C 118). The mobs, knowing of the revelation, vowed that such a meeting and departure
would never take place. However, having faith that the Lord would
make a way for them, a majority of the Quorum of the Twelve
Apostles gathered from as far away as Quincy, Illinois, that the revelation might be fulfilled. They sang, ordained two new Apostles,
and, during the early morning hours of 26 April, laid and dedicated
the cornerstone of a temple in Far West. They immediately left
the sacred spot and rode the thirty miles back to Quincy where, a
few days later, their actions at the temple lot were sustained by a
conference of the Church.
It was months before the Apostles were able to leave what
had become the city of Nauvoo, Illinois, for their mission. One
of the many trials that delayed their journey was the sickness
that affected so many of the Saints, a sickness that still afflicted
the families of both Brigham Young and Heber C. Kimball at the
time of their departure. On 18 September 1839, leaving their sick
families together in the same house, Heber and Brigham rode
away prostrate with illness in the back of a wagon. Feeling his
heart would burst from having to leave his family in such conditions, Heber remarked: “I asked the teamster to stop, and said
to Brother Brigham, ‘This is pretty tough, isn’t it; let’s rise up and
give them a cheer.’ We arose, and swinging our hats three times
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over our heads, shouted: ‘Hurrah, hurrah for Israel.’”34 Their
wives came to the door to acknowledge their cheer, placating the
Apostles’ tender feelings.
On their journey, Heber and Brigham were blessed with the means
to complete their journey. “Brother Brigham and I,” Heber explained,
once started with $13.50 and travelled 500 miles, paying $16
for every hundred miles travel, and paying for from two to three
meals of victuals a day, and once in a while paying 50 cents
apiece for a night’s lodging; and when we got through, we had
not quite as much money as when we started. But if we had not
any, it was quite a miracle, though we had some money left.
We performed that journey with the means I have mentioned.
That money we spent was in the elements, or else an angel of
God went where it was, and got it, and put it into our pockets.
Brother Brigham kept the purse; I put my money with his, and he
kept paying out; and if it had been in the line of our duty to have
kept travelling to this day, we should have had money unto this
day.35

Heber also commented: “Do you not suppose that we believe
in angels and holy beings, having visited us on those occasions?
Cannot angels furnish Saints with money? Our wants were supplied, and we are witnesses of the fact, and we still live, and shall
continue to live, and bear testimony to this generation.”36
Heber’s second mission was marked by great success, just as
was his first mission. The missionary work in England continued
to grow under the direction and leadership of the Twelve. Having
served faithfully in that foreign land, the Apostles took leave of the
British Saints and returned home, arriving in Nauvoo on 1 July
1841.
While in Nauvoo, Heber faced a test that would shake him
to his soul. Joseph Smith informed Heber that he was required
to give his beloved Vilate to the Prophet in marriage. Though his
heart was rent at the thought, Heber’s faith in the Lord and His
prophet would carry him through a situation as painful as this. After
three days of prayer and fasting, having shed a multitude of tears,
Heber presented Vilate to Joseph to be his wife. This magnificent
display of faith and devotion moved the Prophet to tears. Joseph
embraced Heber and told him that was all the Lord required, that
he had been proved as Abraham had, and that Heber had shown
his willingness to lay everything on the altar. Joseph joined the
hands of Heber and Vilate together and sealed them for time and
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eternity.37
It was during this time as well that the doctrine of plural marriage was revealed. Heber was commanded to take plural wives
but recoiled at the very thought. He had to be commanded three
times before he was able to do it. Heber worried about how his wife
would react to the command to live this doctrine. However, Heber
was counseled by the Prophet not to discuss the matter with her, so
Heber suffered in silence. Vilate noticed a change in him, an air of
distress that afflicted him, and not being able to get an explanation
from him, she sought an explanation from the Lord in prayer. The
following morning Vilate went to Heber and told him not to worry,
for the Lord had revealed to her the principles of plural marriage,
and she would sustain the Prophet and her husband in fulfilling that
commandment.38
The Martyrdom

In May 1844, the Twelve embarked on one final mission to the
eastern states. The Prophet grew increasingly concerned about
his safety until, on June 20, the Twelve were asked to return
home. Seven days later, on 27 June 1844, Joseph and Hyrum
Smith were murdered at Carthage, Illinois. Heber and the other
members of the Twelve, though not understanding why at the
time, felt severe mental distress the night of the Martyrdom. They
made their way home full of grief and sorrow. Heber later commented:
Do I love the wicked? Yes, I love them insomuch that I wish they
were in hell, that is, a great many of them, for that is the best wish
I can wish them. And those that killed Joseph and Hyrum, and
David W. Patten, and other Patriarchs and Prophets, I wish they
were in hell; though I need not wish that, for in one sense they
are in hell all the time; and if they have not literally gone down
into hell they will go there, as the Lord God lives, every one of
them, and every man that consented to the acts those murderers
performed. That is loving the wicked, to send them there to hell
to be burnt out until they are purified.39

With Joseph dead, the responsibility for leading the Church fell
to the Twelve. While some sought to take control of the Church, the
Lord made manifest through miraculous means that Brigham was
Joseph’s rightful successor. Heber sustained Brigham in his new
responsibilities and taught the membership of the Church about why
it was so important for them to sustain their priesthood leader: “If
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you are ever saved, you have got to take a course to draw near to
the throne of God; and how can you draw near to the throne of God,
except you draw near to those men who are placed as His representatives in the flesh? . . . If you expect the favor of God, favor His
servants and sustain them.”40
The Saints enjoyed a brief respite from persecution after the
Martyrdom. Though a man of deep charity, Heber expressed that
“in Nauvoo I was sorry when peace was declared, for I had got
pretty well warmed up through the oppression of the ungodly, and I
really felt like fighting.”41 Sadly for the Saints, oppressive and violent influences reared their ugly head, and the Church was forced
to move once again.
Pioneer to Utah

Heber worked closely with President Young to help him make
the necessary preparations to move the Saints from Nauvoo.
Heber was a member of the vanguard pioneer company that left
the City Beautiful on 17 February 1846. He expressed his feelings
as follows: “If I was driven to break up my home to-morrow, I would
not cry for any thing which I have on this earth. Do you suppose
that I would cry at being compelled to leave my house? Do you
wish to know what I would do with it? I would say, let the houses
and everything else go. Just before I left Nauvoo, I had finished me
a good house, and when compelled to start, I told the devil to take
it and stick it in his hat, and I would go to the mountains and get
rich.”42
The vanguard company reached the Salt Lake Valley in July
1847. After about a month in the valley, the brethren returned to
Winter Quarters to help their families and the other members in
their preparations for the trek west. On 27 December 1847, in
nearby Kanesville, Iowa, President Young revealed that the First
Presidency would be reorganized. Heber was called and sustained
as one of his counselors. Heber taught: “Brother Brigham is
brother Joseph’s rightful successor, and he has his Counselors,
and together they are an earthly pattern of the divine order of
government. Those men are God’s agents, His servants, and are
witnesses of your covenants, which you will have to fulfil.”43 On
another occasion, Heber explained:
My being one of the First Presidency of the Church does not
excuse me from living my religion; but I should, on that account,
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be more faithful, and show an example to the flock of Christ,
and constantly be alive to know how things are progressing in
the Church, and be dictated by the Holy Ghost in every act of
my life, that I may have power to discern the spirits of men, and
be able to give unto them the very counsel that my Father in
heaven would give them if he were here himself. I endeavor to
take this course, and when I give counsel, I do not run against
Brother Brigham, because I am led by the same spirit. You call
these things little things, but they are as big things as I know of;
these things lie at the root of the matter, and from them spring
the fruits of righteousness. The main roots of a tree are fed by
the little fibres, and from them spring the trunk, and the branches,
and the fruit.44

Heber spent the rest of his days in the service of his God and
his fellow men. He traveled throughout the Church’s settlements
teaching and exhorting the members. He also served in a number
of political positions, including chief justice and lieutenant-governor of the provisional state of Deseret.
Though blessed with many spiritual gifts, perhaps the most
prominent of those enjoyed by Heber was the gift of prophecy.
He prophesied that the Saints’ stay in Nauvoo would be shortlived, which caused Sidney Rigdon, who knew of Heber’s prophetic gifts, to grieve.45 Heber prophesied that Saints would be
afflicted with famine in the Salt Lake Valley and that they should
lay up provisions for that day. Because he prepared himself, he
was able to sustain many in their need.46 Regarding this gift,
Heber expressed the following:
How many times I have heard it—“We believe what brother
Brigham says, and we believe this, and we believe that; but here
is brother Heber,—he is a kind of wild, kind of enthusiastic; he
is full of visions and wild notions.” Tell me one notion I have had
that is not correct. Say you, “Some things you have prophesied
have come to pass, but we do not know whether the rest will or
not.”
I do not profess to be a Prophet. I never called myself so; but I
actually believe I am, because people are all the time telling me
that I am. I do not boast of that. I say that every man and woman
who will live their religion, be humble, and be dictated by the Holy
Ghost, the spirit of prophecy will be upon them.47

On another occasion, one of Heber’s employees, Colonel
Robert Smith, asked Elder Kimball for a pair of shoes. Colonel
Smith felt that Heber’s negative response was more negative than
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it needed to be and complained to the Lord in his prayers that
night about his servant Heber. The next day, upon seeing Colonel
Smith, Heber asked him why he would complain against him to
the Lord and told him to come in and get his shoes.48
Heber C. Kimball was truly a man among men. His love of the
Lord and of His servants was manifest through his actions during
his lifetime. He loved the Saints and did everything in his power to
teach them and serve them. He loved the youth, and his message
to them and to their teachers rings as true today as it did then:
“I want the rising generation to come forth and secure their
blessings in the house of the Lord, that they may be saved from
the evil into which they might otherwise fall. If our sons could
fully and clearly see the propriety of living their religion, they
would from this day cease to mingle with wicked persons; and
our daughters, too, if they understood the consequences, would
never be found giving themselves in marriage to wicked men.
As parents and teachers, we should try with all of our ability to
impress upon the minds of our young people, by precept and
example, principles of truth, that they may not remain uncontrolled and exposed to all the allurements of sin. We should tie
them to us by the saving principles of the Gospel.”49
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Orson Hyde: A Life of
Lessons Learned
Roy B. Huff

Roy B. Huff is an instructor of religion at BYU—Idaho.

The life of Orson Hyde is explained best with the backdrop of comparisons and contrasts. Though this man grew up an orphan, he would
father thirty-three children. His lack of education in his youth compares
with his idol and friend, the Prophet Joseph Smith, who was born the
same year as Orson and who founded the School of the Prophets,
which Orson would one day teach. In addition, both Orson and Joseph
excelled at language learning, and both were involved with advanced
Hebrew studies in Kirtland. Orson claimed that he had memorized
the Bible in German, English, and Hebrew, quite an accomplishment
for a man with almost no schooling in his youth. Another interesting
connection between Joseph and Orson was their desire to unite with
a religious society. They both were impressed by the Methodist faith,
which Orson joined prior to his conversion to Mormonism and which
Joseph felt inclined to join until the Lord instructed him otherwise.
It may seem rather ironic that Orson struggled twice with falling into apostasy himself but later remained steadfast and tried to
counsel his mentor, Sidney Rigdon, who baptized Orson into the
Church, when Sidney fell away from the Church following Joseph
Smith’s death. Orson also later rebaptized Oliver Cowdery, the man
who called and ordained Orson as a member of the original Quorum
of the Twelve Apostles. Twice Orson temporarily lost his standing
in the Quorum of the Twelve, over which he would later preside for
twenty-eight years. Orson Hyde’s life is full of prophecies, miracles,
and events that show his ability to overcome weaknesses and that
play an integral role in key events in the dispensation of the fulness
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of times.
Humble Beginnings
Orson Hyde was born in 1805 just a few months before the birth
of the Prophet Joseph Smith. Although both were born to large and
loving families in New England, Orson’s life would take a few unexpected turns. Some were because of his own choices; others were
attributed to circumstances beyond his control. The first was the
death of his mother when he was only seven. At this age, Orson was
placed in the care of Nathan Wheeler of nearby Derby, Connecticut.
They were a good but strict family where Orson worked hard but
received little education.
When Orson was twelve, his father drowned. After this tragedy,
Orson felt as though he was treated like a hired hand and consequently struck out on his own, hoping to gain the education he desperately desired. His first line of work was in an iron foundry; there
he learned to card wool before taking a position to work for Newel
K. Whitney in his store in Kirtland. During this employment, he first
came in contact with Mormonism. His first impressions were rather
negative. After reading a portion of the Book of Mormon, he declared
“that it was all fiction.”1 He even preached against the book several
times before his conscience got the better of him and he concluded
to meet the Prophet and investigate Mormonism firsthand. It was not
long before he was convinced of the truth of the work, and in the fall
of 1831, Orson Hyde was baptized by his friend and mentor, Sidney
Rigdon.
Memorization of the Bible in Hebrew, German, and English
Immediately after his baptism, Orson responded to the call to
perform his labors in the mission field. He served thirteen missions
during his lifetime. The first two were with the Prophet Joseph
Smith’s brothers, Hyrum and Samuel. The second mission with
Samuel took eleven months and covered thirteen hundred miles.
They helped convert sixty souls into the Church between Kirtland,
Ohio, and Waterboro, Maine. They often slept in barns and sheds
and walked well into the night after being rejected along the way.
Twice they miraculously escaped being tarred and feathered, and
once they cast out evil spirits from a woman. The lessons Orson
learned from his faithful companions and arduous labors during
his first missions would be of great help for the longest mission he
would undertake nine years later. In January of 1832, the Prophet
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Joseph Smith gave Orson a blessing in which Joseph pronounced
an unusual prophecy upon Orson’s head: “In due time, thou shalt go
to Jerusalem, the land of thy fathers, and be a watchman unto the
house of Israel; and by thy hands, shall the Most High do a good
work, which shall prepare the way, and greatly facilitate the gathering together of that people.”2
The year 1833 was an eventful one in the life of Orson Hyde.
He entered the School of the Prophets and was chosen to be the
teacher of the school. He taught various subjects, including history,
geology, geography, science, and government. He was also one of
ten brethren who studied advanced Hebrew under the tutelage of
Joshua Seixas in 1836. He later claimed, “I have once memorized
the Bible, and when any one quoted one verse, I could quote the
next. I have memorized it in English, German, and Hebrew.”3 On
several occasions, he spoke in tongues and, in March of that year,
in the presence of many others, saw the Savior and concourses of
angels. Orson was also called as a clerk for the First Presidency on
6 June 1833 and often knelt in prayer with them. He recorded many
of the Kirtland revelations from 1831 to 1834, parts of the Book of
Commandments, most of the Kirtland council minutes, and significant portions of Joseph Smith’s letter book and patriarchal blessings.4 In the fall of 1833, the Prophet sent Orson to Jackson County,
Missouri, to ascertain the situation of the Saints there and to inquire
of the governor what he would do to assist the beleaguered Saints.
In February 1834, Orson was appointed to the first high council of
the Church.
Fed by an Angel
Later that same year, in response to the difficulties of the
Saints in Independence, Missouri, the Lord called Orson to recruit
volunteers and money for Zion’s Camp and to relieve the debt the
Church had in Kirtland. Discouraged and often going without meals
during this mission in the eastern states, Orson walked an entire
day on one occasion without anything to eat. He finally fell asleep
and awoke amidst a sudden light and beheld an angel surrounded
in glory. The angel handed him some fruit, the likes of which he
had never before seen; it was more delicious than anything he had
previously tasted. The angel also told him the blessings that awaited
him, that he would have the gift of prophecy and that his words
would be fulfilled.
Decades later, when a drought hit the area of Kanesville, Iowa,
over which Orson presided, he spoke to the Saints ravaged by the
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famine, “Have I ever prophesied and it failed to come to pass?” The
congregation enthusiastically responded, “No!” Orson then went on
to say, “I prophesy in the name of Jehovah that we will have rain and
our crops will be saved.”5 The meeting was outside, and when the
meeting began, the sky was clear. By the closing remarks, the rain
began, and people scurried home for shelter. Soon the rain came in
torrents, and people were amazed at the bounty of their harvest that
season.
Orson accompanied the Prophet and others on Zion’s Camp
during the summer of 1834. The Prophet Joseph Smith remarked
that Orson learned a lesson Joseph taught regarding the shooting of
animals for waste. After criticizing the brethren for wanting to shoot
snakes, the Prophet shot a squirrel and then walked away. Orson
then picked up the squirrel and suggested they cook it so that nothing would be wasted.6 He was also entrusted with Parley P. Pratt
to visit Missouri Governor Daniel Dunklin to see if he would fulfill
his promise to reinstate the Saints to their rightful lands in Jackson
County. This was Orson’s second attempt to seek aid from the governor and the second time Governor Dunklin rebuffed him. When
Zion’s Camp returned to Kirtland, Orson was eager to get back to
his sweetheart, Marinda Johnson. She was the daughter of John
Johnson and sister to Luke and Lyman Johnson. They were married
on 4 September 1834.
Orson’s Call to the Twelve
The Lord seemed to have had great confidence in Orson’s
abilities. Already, he had been called on several missions, entrusted
with special assignments with dignitaries, asked to be a clerk for
the First Presidency, and given high-profile speaking assignments.
Now the Lord would call him to serve with the first Apostles called
in our dispensation. He was placed originally among the Twelve in
the fourth position. Later, when the Prophet Joseph reordered the
Twelve by their ages, Orson was placed fifth behind Thomas B.
Marsh, David W. Patten, Brigham Young, and Heber C. Kimball.
Two of Orson’s brothers-in-law, Luke and Lyman Johnson, were
also among his quorum. In the blessing that Oliver Cowdery gave
Orson at the time of Orson’s call to the Twelve, Oliver included some
important insights and some unusual promises. He said, “He may
stand on the earth and bring souls till Christ comes. We know that
he loves Thee, O, Lord, and may this Thy servant be able to walk
through pestilence and not be harmed; and the powers of darkness
have no ascendency over him; . . . may he be like one of the three
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Nephites.”7
Within months, however, his standing in that quorum was placed
in jeopardy because of a careless remark. While traveling with fellow
Apostle William McLellin on a mission to Maine, Orson questioned
Sidney Rigdon’s teaching abilities at the school in Kirtland. Elder
McLellin included the offhand remark in a letter to his family, and it
somehow was read by the leading brethren. Elder Pratt was disfellowshipped until he could make restitution, which he did readily when
he returned to Kirtland.
Soon after the miraculous events that surrounded the Kirtland
Temple dedication in which many saw angels and spoke in tongues,
Elder Pratt was called to serve a mission to Canada. He met Elder
Parley P. Pratt in Toronto, and they enjoyed much success together.
When an irritable minister pressed for a debate with the missionaries, they reluctantly consented. Elder Pratt remarked that “an acre of
people assembled” in a grove to listen to the two ministers speaking
in allotted half-hour segments. The Presbyterian minister became
increasingly flustered by the Apostle’s arguments and teachings from
the Bible. He finally shouted, “Abominable! I have heard enough of
such stuff.” Elder Hyde then remarked, “Gentlemen and ladies, . . . I
should consider it highly dishonorable to continue to beat my antagonist after he had cried enough.” Immediately following the debate,
Orson baptized forty people.8 There in Canada, he published a tract
called “A Prophetic Warning,” which was the first missionary tract
printed in the Church.9

The winter of 1836–37 was marked by speculation and greed
among the Church members. Orson was not immune to this and
was caught up with the way the Church’s store seemed to deal
with the Twelve unequally. He wrote letters expressing his concerns
to the Prophet Joseph, who spent time discussing these problems
with Elder Pratt and easing his mind. Yet, in these troubled times,
many leading brethren began to lose faith in the Prophet over his
economic ventures and wanted him removed as prophet. Others
accused the Prophet of attempted murder and even asked Orson to
testify against Joseph. Orson’s testimony was used against Joseph,
but the next day, feeling he was amiss, Orson came to apologize.
As he entered the room, the Prophet was setting Heber C. Kimball
apart as a missionary to open the country of England for missionary
work. Orson’s heart melted, and he confessed his error and asked
to accompany Heber on this historic mission. The Prophet complied,
and Elder Pratt was set apart to accompany Elder Kimball.
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The Mission to England
Elder Pratt’s mission to England helped him come back to
the strait and narrow path. It was as if the Lord did not want Elder
Pratt to follow the darkened paths of so many of his brethren. The
missionaries saw much success, as well as much opposition. The
experiences literally changed the face of the Church because tens
of thousands of Saints from the British Isles joined the Church and
eventually immigrated to America and the Salt Lake Valley.
Meanwhile, the apostasy in Kirtland took its toll on the Church.
“Between November 1837 and June 1838, possibly two or three
hundred Kirtland Saints withdrew from the Church, representing
from 10 to 15 percent of the membership there,”10 and the apostasy reached high up into the hierarchy of the Church. “The Three
Witnesses, a member of the First Presidency, . . . four members
of the Twelve Apostles, and several members of the First Quorum
of the Seventy left the Church.”11 Yet the fresh stream of converts
from England breathed new life into the Church for the next several decades. It is said that over a thousand Saints emigrated from
England in 1841, with over ten thousand following the next decade.
By 1870, twenty-eight thousand more came to the Salt Lake Valley,
making the majority of the adult Saints in Utah natives of the British
Isles.12
But things did not begin so easily for the missionaries. They
were permitted to preach to James Fielding’s congregation, but
when many of his members applied for baptism, he did not allow
them to use his hall anymore. He stated, “Kimball bored the holes,
Goodson drove the nails, and Hyde clinched them.”13 Some of
James Fielding’s members confessed that they had recently seen
Elders Kimball and Hyde in visions coming to them to teach them
the gospel. Other ministers tried to hinder their efforts, but interest
grew; and they set a baptismal date for 30 July. The morning of that
day brought an awful occurrence. One of the missionaries complained of being attacked by Satan and his host. Elders Kimball and
Hyde tried to bless him, and Elder Kimball was knocked senseless
to the floor. Their accounts of this experience are included in Myrtle
Hyde’s biography of Orson Hyde:
Orson’s vision unveiled, and he saw the throng of awful attackers. They rushed at him with knives, threats, imprecations, and
hellish grins, Orson’s astonishment [was] extreme at the sinister
appearance. These full-statured, bizarrely-clothed devils, men
and women, possessed every form and feature of mortals, but
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some had hideous distortions in face and body. They seemed
infuriated, their words and actions expressing confusion and misery. The sight sickened Orson, but he stood between Heber and
their venomous host. Summoning spiritual power, he eventually
forced these fiends of hell to begin to retreat from the area of the
room. As the last savage imp departed, he turned around and
said, as if to appease Elder Hyde’s strenuous opposition to them,
“I never said anything against you!”
Orson replied, “It matters not to me whether you have or
have not; you are a liar from the beginning! In the name of Jesus
Christ, depart!”
Orson, Willard [Richards], and Isaac [Russell] turned their
concerned attention to Heber, stretched out on the bed. They
laid their hands on his head and, with priesthood authority, in the
name of Jesus Christ, rebuked the influence of the evil spirits.
Immediately Heber roused. Looking around, he began to get
up.
In agonizing pain, drained of strength, Heber’s body refused
to stand, so he knelt, and he prayed. His energy beginning to
return, he arose and sat on the bed with his companions, facing
the room and fireplace. Before any significant discussion ensued,
the veil withdrew from the eyes of all four missionaries, apparently
that they would all know with surety the reality of the occupants of
the realms of darkness. The space before them seemed to open
up, and they watched the demoniac host advance toward them
in legions, behind leaders, like armies surging to battle, the repulsive belligerents foaming and gnashing their teeth at the mortals.
The evil horde pressed close—virulent and desperate, looks of
vindictive malignity on their faces—within a few feet of the missionaries, making eye contact. In addition to human forms in this
repulsive spectacle, Orson and the others saw snakes in both
corners of the old fireplace, hissing, writhing, and crawling over
each other, producing soul-racking effects on the observers.14

This scene lasted an hour and a half by Willard’s watch. But
despite being weakened and drenched with perspiration, the
missionaries proceeded that morning to the River Ribble, where
between seven and nine thousand people lined the river to witness
the first baptisms in England.
This mission played a pivotal role in the life of Orson Hyde. He
worked long hours, day after day, trying to meet the needs of the
poor Saints in England, while being tutored by such a valiant Apostle
in Elder Kimball. This friendship would prove instrumental in a scene
two years later after Orson’s apostasy from the Church. During the
time of their mission in England, while confirming newly baptized
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members, Orson was given an interesting experience. As Heber was
blessing a certain individual, Orson saw in vision an angel recording
the words Heber was speaking. Both missionaries rejoiced at this
revelation.15 They also found on this mission that they shared many
spiritual manifestations in common. They would often begin to relate
a dream or vision they had, only to find out that the other had had
the same experience.
Apostasy and Excommunication
The mission to England lasted a little over eleven months.
On 21 May 1838, the missionaries arrived in Kirtland, Ohio. They
found the Prophet had gone to Far West, Missouri, and the stalwart Saints had followed him there to new headquarters. Marinda’s
family became disgruntled and fell away from the Church, but she
and Orson left with the Kimballs to go to Missouri. Once there,
Orson fell sick. He was so sick on several occasions that he
thought he would die. On 8 July, four new Apostles were chosen
to fill the places left by the apostasy of Luke Johnson, William
McLellin, John Boynton, and Lyman Johnson. The new Apostles
were John Taylor, John E. Page, Wilford Woodruff, and Willard
Richards. They were told that they would leave the following
April from Far West to fulfill another mission to England. Willard
Richards was still in England and would be set apart as an Apostle
when the other members of the Twelve arrived there.
As the situation worsened among the Missouri mob, the militia,
the apostates, and the Mormons, Orson’s sicknesses continued
to keep him mostly bedridden. He received a lot of attention from
Thomas B. Marsh, the President of the Quorum of the Twelve,
during his time of illness. Thomas’s wife had had a run-in with
Sister Harris, wife of George Washington Harris, over milk strippings, which estranged Thomas from the Brethren. He began to
poison Orson with his skewed views, and when the mob violence
reached a fevered pitch late in October, Thomas took his family
and Orson’s away from Far West to safety from the mobs. Still sick,
Orson signed an affidavit alleging that Joseph sought the destruction of the Missourians and would tread their bodies like a modern
Muhammad. This affidavit was signed by Orson on 24 October
1838, exactly three years before the day that he would ascend the
Mount of Olives in Jerusalem and dedicate that land for the return of
the Jews. Thus, one of his lowest points in his life happened on the
same day as one of his highest points. Orson and his family moved
with the Marsh family to southern Missouri to escape the violence
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against the Saints. They testified against the Prophet, and their
testimony was one of the main witnesses the prosecution used to
have the Prophet Joseph and his companions thrown in jail and the
Saints exiled from Missouri. Their affidavit reached Governor Lilburn
W. Boggs, who used this evidence from two of the highest-ranking
Church officials as proof of the Saints’ aggressive acts.
In early November 1838, soon after the Battle of Crooked River,
Orson and Thomas B. Marsh had a visitation that Orson wrote about
decades later: “During our temptation, David W. Patten, was shot by
the enemy, and several days afterwards, while Thos. B. and myself
were sitting in a log cabin together in silent meditation, some being
smote him on the shoulder, and said, with a countenance full of the
deepest anxiety and solicitude, ‘Thomas! Thomas! why have you so
soon forgotten?’ Thomas told me it was David W. Patten, with whom,
he not long before, had made a covenant to remain true and faithful
until the end.”16
Thomas seemed to be unaffected by this messenger and
remained outside the fellowship of the Church another nineteen
years, but Orson had another experience not long after while he
was teaching school in southern Missouri that affected his desire
and motivation to return to the Church. The story is told by Allen
Joseph Stout in his journal: “I saw a man walking behind me. I
reined in the team to let him overtake me, and who should it be but
Orson Hyde, who had apostatized in the fuss, but had seen a vision
in which it was made known to him that if he did not make immediate restitution to the Quorum of the Twelve, he would be cut off
and all his posterity, and that the curse of Cain . . . would be upon
him.”17
Orson got in touch with fellow Apostle Heber C. Kimball. He
asked Heber if there was any hope for him to be forgiven by the
Church. Elder Kimball told him there was hope and that Orson
should quit his job teaching school and return to the Saints in Illinois.
Orson asked if Heber would plead his case before the Brethren.
Heber agreed to do so, and Hyrum Smith also pled for Orson’s reinstatement. Elders Kimball and Hyde had shared multiple trials and
experiences among the Saints in England and had a great love for
one another. The Prophet Joseph Smith, having recently returned
to the body of the Saints from nearly six months’ imprisonment
partly due to Orson’s apostasy, was somewhat reluctant to restore
Orson to his place among the Twelve. But upon listening to Heber
and Hyrum’s pleas, Joseph agreed to let Orson regain his position
among the Twelve.
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Two more side notes to Orson’s return are interesting. Joseph
asserted that the Lord told him “of Orson’s approach, and [Joseph]
had been watching out the window”18 and ran out to meet Orson
upon his return to the Church. Also, while the Prophet Joseph
was still in Liberty Jail, he sent to Brigham Young and the Twelve
two people who would be chosen to replace the two apostatizing
Apostles: George Albert Smith was called to replace Thomas B.
Marsh, and Lyman Sherman was called to replace Orson Hyde.
Joseph proposed the call of Brother Sherman to the position on 16
January 1839, and Brother Sherman passed away eleven days later
on 27 January 1839 without ever knowing of the call. Elder Kimball
took it as a sign that Elder Hyde was to remain in that quorum as
the will of God.19 On another note, Orson was restored to his former place on 27 June 1839 in a meeting of the Twelve and the First
Presidency.
Mission to the Holy Land
Orson settled his family in Nauvoo and almost immediately
began to serve missions interspersed with sicknesses relating to
malaria (what the Saints called ague), which most of the Saints
and leaders suffered from during the early days of building the city
“Beautiful” from the swamps along the Mississippi River. His fellow
members of the Twelve fulfilled the prophecy that Joseph received
in Far West that on 26 April 1839, they should begin their mission to
England. Because of sickness, they finally left Nauvoo for England
in the late summer of 1839. Orson’s mind began to reflect on the
aforementioned mission call in which he would go to Jerusalem to
do a great work there. He began to allow the Spirit to work within
him, and in early March 1840, Orson had another experience that
helped formulate his resolve. After Marinda and the family fell asleep
one night, Orson could not sleep as he considered his feelings in
fulfilling his foreordained mission to the land of his forefathers, and
for six hours he beheld a vision that outlined his mission to the Holy
Land. He wrote that “the vision of the Lord, like clouds of light, burst
into my view. . . . The cities of London, Amsterdam, Constantinople
and Jerusalem, all appeared in succession before me.”20 The Spirit
told Orson that these cities would be the field of his labors and that
in these cities were many of the children of Abraham whom the
Lord would gather to the land that He gave their fathers. Orson
stated that, “In this time many things were shown unto me which I
have never written; neither shall I write them until they are fulfilled
in Jerusalem.”21
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Within six weeks of this vision, Orson embarked upon the longest
missionary journey ever undertaken to that date by a missionary. He
spent his time conversing with the Prophet Joseph and soliciting funds
for his journey. He was assigned a companion to accompany him, the
newly ordained Apostle John E. Page. They left Nauvoo on 15 April
1840. The Apostles had calculated that they would need a thousand
dollars each for their trip to the Holy Land and back, so they tried to
solicit funds from members on their trip. They thought it might take
up to two years to reach their monetary goal. They separated from
time to time for this purpose. While near Leechburg, Pennsylvania,
Orson had a heavenly manifestation that he described as “the most
remarkable phenomenon . . . in the heavens that I ever witnessed.”
He further stated, “There appeared two bright and luminous bodies,
one on the north and the other on the south of the sun; in length about
ten yards, inclining to a circle resembling a rainbow, about fifty yards,
distant from the sun; apparently east about twenty-five yards, was a
body of light as brilliant almost as the sun itself; and on the west, a
great distance from the sun, appeared a white semi-circle passing
halfway round the horizon, and another crossing it at right angles,
exhibiting a scene of the sublimest kind.”22
Other passengers on the boat on which Orson was sailing at
the time were privy to this scene, as many of them commented on it
to each other. Orson felt that this was one of the signs of the times
associated with his mission to the Holy Land and the gathering of
the Jews. From Leechburg, Orson made his way to New York City.
There he was to meet his fellow Apostle and companion. Elder Page
delayed his coming, and this annoyed Orson. When the Prophet
Joseph sent a stinging rebuke to the elders for delaying their mission, Orson felt justified in leaving behind his companion and continuing his journey toward Jerusalem. A sad note at this juncture is
the fact that John E. Page faltered and left the Church soon after the
Prophet Joseph’s and Hyrum’s martyrdom.
One final story of interest before Orson made his trip to England
occurred in Philadelphia. He had requested funds from the Saints,
and a stranger came forth with a bag of gold that he gave to Orson.
He asked only that Orson remember him in his prayer that he would
make in Jerusalem. Orson did not even know the donor’s name. It
was not known outside the family until 1924, when the descendants
of Joseph Ellison Beck claimed that he was the anonymous donor.
Orson thought the money came from a wealthy Jew, and the funds
amounted to about $200, which was a small fortune at the time.
Orson boarded a ship to England and arrived there in March 1841.
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He was with his fellow Apostles at the April conference since nine
of the Twelve were serving in England. Soon, seven of that number
would return to Nauvoo and Orson would continue on his mission,
leaving only Parley P. Pratt to remain in England to oversee the
work there and help with the printing of Church materials.
Acquisition of German Language Skills in Eight Days
Orson made his way through the cities of London, England, and
Rotterdam, Holland, where he tried to meet with the Jewish leaders
in those cities. He then continued through Germany up the Rhine
River. He was delayed with passport problems in Regensburg. This
was at first quite frustrating for the Apostle, but he soon realized that
it was quite a blessing in disguise. Orson loved to learn languages
and felt that the German language was the dominant language
in Europe. He believed that if he could learn that language, he
could communicate with most Europeans. He wrote to the Prophet
Joseph after two weeks in the country, saying that he found a lady
who spoke French and German and wanted to learn English. They
worked out an agreement where Orson would teach her English and
she, in turn, would teach him German. After only eight days learning
the language, he had “read one book through and part of another,
and [had] translated and written considerable. I can speak and write
considerable German already, and the lady tells me that I make
astonishing progress.” He added, “The people will hardly believe but
that I have spoken German before; but I tell them nein, (no).”23 Orson
attributed the ability to learn German so quickly to the Spirit of the
Lord.
Orson then began to travel on the Danube River toward the
Black Sea. He arrived at Constantinople as he had seen in his vision
and after a few days continued toward Palestine. Another interesting heavenly manifestation occurred on 18 October 1841 after his
ship left Beirut, Syria, for Jaffa, Palestine. Howard H. Barron, who
wrote a biography on Elder Hyde, includes a remarkable vision that
Elder Hyde had. While on the deck of the ship at one o’clock in the
morning, all the passengers beheld “a very bright glittering sword
appeared in the heavens, about two yards in length, with a beautiful
hilt, as plain and complete as any cut you ever saw. And, what is
still more remarkable, an arm, with a perfect hand, stretched itself
out and took hold of the hilt of the sword.” The sight moved Orson
enough to make his hair stand up and “the flesh, as it were, to crawl
on my bones.” While all the Arabs on the ship thought the manifestation was from their Allah, Orson attributed it to his special blessing
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to see the signs of the times and of Christ’s second coming.24
Elder Hyde also wrote a letter to fellow Apostle Parley P. Pratt
in England about the difficulties of the last part of his voyage to the
Holy Land. The trip from Smyrna, Turkey, to Beirut, Syria, normally
took four days by boat. The crew packed seven days’ worth of supplies to be safe. What they had not counted on was lack of sufficient
wind to carry them on their journey. The trip lasted nineteen days.
The passengers nearly starved to death, as reported in his letter:
“A number of days I ate snails gathered from the rocks, while our
vessel was becalmed in the midst of several small and uninhabited
islands, but the greatest difficulty was, I could not get enough of
them. I was so weak and exhausted that I could not go on shore
after the slight exertion of drawing on my boots. But that is past; I
am now strong and well and have plenty to eat.”25
Upon arriving in Palestine, Orson took up with a group of
English gentlemen for the remaining thirty-five miles to Jerusalem.
This group was heavily armed, which was necessary to combat
the land pirates who lay in wait for travelers in the hill country
near Jerusalem. They welcomed Orson because he could handle
another weapon in their defense. Orson reached the top of the hill
from Jaffa on 21 October 1841 and for the first time beheld the
city that had preoccupied him for almost a decade and that he had
traveled for nineteen months to reach. He remarked that Jerusalem
was just as he had seen it in the vision. He burst forth with tears as
he finally saw the object of his desire and considered all the events
that had happened there throughout the history of the world. In the
next couple of days, he met with other Christian missionaries, but
they had little interest in Orson’s mission, so he decided to fulfill his
purpose for being there.
Dedication of the Holy Land for the Return of the Jews
In the letter Elder Hyde wrote to Elder Pratt, Orson said, “I have
only time to say that I have seen Jerusalem precisely according
to the vision which I had. I saw no one with me in the vision; and
although Elder Page was appointed to accompany me there, yet I
found myself there alone.”26 Orson then related what happened the
day he dedicated the land for the return of the Jews:
“On Sunday morning, October 24, a good while before day, I
arose from sleep, and went out of the city as soon as the gates
were opened, crossed the brook Kedron, and went upon the Mount
of Olives, and there, in solemn silence, with pen, ink, and paper,
just as I saw in the vision, offered up the following prayer to Him
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who lives forever and ever.”27 Elder Hyde then wrote the prayer
he delivered on the Mount of Olives as he looked to the Temple
Mount where Solomon’s and Herod’s temples stood. He included in
his prayer a blessing on the land to remove the barrenness of the
land and to bless the nations of the world to help the Jews return
to their homeland. He also asked a blessing on his family and on
the Presidency of the Church. He even asked a blessing on all
those who aided him on his journey: “Particularly do Thou bless the
stranger in Philadelphia, whom I never saw, but who sent me gold,
with a request that I should pray for him in Jerusalem. Now, O Lord,
let blessings come upon him from an unexpected quarter, and let his
basket be filled, and his storehouse abound with plenty, and let not
the good things of the earth be his only portion, but let him be found
among those to whom it shall be said, ‘Thou hast been faithful over
a few things and I will make thee ruler over many.’”28
The gentleman previously mentioned as Joseph Ellison Beck
was the stranger in Philadelphia who gave the money to Orson.
True to his word, Orson blessed this man and his family. Years later,
a descendant of Joseph Beck named John F. Beck commented that
he was a witness that Elder Hyde’s blessing on his father was fulfilled in every particular. Joseph Beck had fourteen children, and
they never wanted for material things. Brother Beck remarked that
he knew of no apostates among his family.29
It is interesting that Elder Hyde did not bless the land for missionary work. He blessed it for the return of the Jewish nation. He
blessed the nations that would help the Jews return. His prayer
was given in 1841 when there were only seven thousand Jews in
Jerusalem by his estimate. Elder Hyde then erected a pile of stones
on the Mount of Olives as a witness of this event, “according to
ancient custom.”30 Later that day, he erected another altar of stones
on the Temple Mount.
After finishing the main purpose of his trip, Elder Hyde left the
Holy Land for Egypt, went to Italy, and then traveled back through
Germany on his way home. In Regensburg, he wrote a pamphlet
entitled A Cry from the Wilderness, which included an account of the
Prophet’s First Vision and the rise of The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints. This became the first foreign language account of
the First Vision. He remained in Germany for seven months to complete his treatise. He then traveled back through England before
taking passage back to America and up the Mississippi to Nauvoo.
Notably, a group of men plotted to take Orson’s life while he was on
a steamer traveling up the Mississippi. A Church member overheard
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their plans and informed Elder Hyde, who spoke with the ship’s captain, who took precautions to protect the Apostle.31
He arrived back in Nauvoo on 7 December 1842, having been
away from his family for 967 days and traveling over twenty thousand miles. To that point, this was the longest missionary journey of
any Apostle ever recorded. He was grateful to be home, although he
had no house. He was thankful to find out that the Prophet Joseph
received a revelation in behalf of Orson’s wife, Marinda, counseling
the Ebenezer Robinson family to take care of the Hydes in Orson’s
absence. Orson saw the date of the revelation, which was only weeks
after Orson prayed on the Mount of Olives that his family would be
taken care of.32 Having been gone for so long and having very little
means, Orson solicited funds for the building of a house in Nauvoo.
He was not very successful until the Prophet Joseph intervened and
told the Saints they should assist the Apostle in obtaining money to
build a house.
Orson’s Subsequent Growth in the Twelve
Elder Hyde’s faithfulness, as well as the faith the Brethren
placed in Orson’s abilities, became evident upon his return from
his mission to the Holy Land. He was elected as a Nauvoo city
councilman in February 1843. He was called on a mission to St.
Petersburg, Russia, in June 1843. (Orson never completed this mission.) He was asked by the Prophet Joseph Smith to take a petition
to Congress and the president of the United States in December
1843. After the Martyrdom, he was left in charge of Nauvoo and
the temple when the other leaders embarked on their journey with
the Saints across the plains. He was also called with fellow Apostle
John Taylor to return to England and put in order the Church there
that began to suffer from poor leadership. Later, he was left in
charge of Kanesville, Iowa, while the other members of his quorum
traveled on to the valley of the Great Salt Lake. Even later, he was
charged with taking care of settlements at Fort Supply, in Wyoming,
settling Carson Valley in Nevada, and, finally, presiding over the
Sanpete-Sevier district in south-central Utah.
Elder Hyde learned the important lesson of receiving counsel.
On 2 April 1843 in Ramus, Illinois, he commented on the coming
of the Lord who would be riding on a white horse as a warrior. He
commented also that it was the privilege of the Saints to have the
Father and the Son dwell in their hearts. At dinner, the Prophet said
he would like to offer some corrections to Elder Hyde’s remarks
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that morning, to which Elder Hyde replied, “They shall be thankfully
received.”33 The Prophet spent the day with Orson, publicly and
privately, teaching him the wonderful truths of the gospel because
Orson was humble enough and prepared enough to receive them.
Most of the revelation given in Doctrine and Covenants 130 was
given in those meetings. That evening, after the Prophet had finished
his sermon, he told the congregation that Brother Hyde would speak
for three-quarters of an hour, “otherwise I would give him a good
whipping.”34
Along the same lines of receiving counsel, Elder Hyde learned
the difficult lesson of remaining true to his testimony of the restored
gospel. After the Martyrdom, when Sidney Rigdon claimed to be the
guardian of the Church, the Twelve commissioned Elder Hyde to
try to bring Sidney back into the true fold. This man was once Elder
Hyde’s mentor. Sidney allowed Orson to stay in his home while he
began preaching the Reformed Baptist faith that Sidney espoused.
Sidney had even baptized Orson into the Mormon faith. Now, over
twelve years later, the roles were switched as Orson tried to reason
with Sidney and help him come to realize what Orson knew to be
true. Four years later, while Orson was presiding over the Saints in
Kanesville, Oliver Cowdery sought for rebaptism into the Church.
This was the man who called, ordained, and commissioned Orson
Hyde in his duties as a newly called Apostle. Once again the roles
were reversed.
Like other members of the Twelve, Elder Hyde had an extraordinary experience upon the death of the Prophet Joseph Smith and
his brother Hyrum. Upon learning of the deaths of the prophets,
Elder Hyde lay on a couch with a newspaper over his face. He then
sensed hands pressing on his face through the newspaper. With his
spiritual eyes, he perceived the Prophet Joseph Smith and Hyrum
giving him a blessing, standing over him majestic and peaceful.35
At this, Elder Hyde knew the Prophet and his brother were with the
Lord and felt no more disposition to worry about the plight of the
Saints’ ability to succeed without their beloved Prophet.
Elder Hyde experienced another test as a member of the
Quorum of the Twelve. In December 1847, upon President Young’s
return in Kanesville from the initial trip to the Salt Lake Valley, the
Twelve Apostles met in Orson’s home for counsel. The Lord spoke
to them, and Orson then submitted Brigham Young’s name to preside over the Church and to organize the First Presidency. Three
and a half years had passed since the Prophet Joseph Smith’s
death, and the Twelve, under the direction of President Young, had
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led the Church since that time. At the next general conference in
April 1848, Orson Hyde was chosen to preside over the Quorum
of the Twelve. He held that position for twenty-eight years, serving
longer than any other man in our dispensation. Two years before
Brigham Young’s death in 1875, President Young reordered the
seniority among the Twelve to reflect their entry into that quorum at
the time of each member’s ordination or reinstatement. In the case
of Elder Hyde, John Taylor and Wilford Woodruff were placed ahead
of him in the quorum, and thus John Taylor became the President
of the Quorum of the Twelve, and, in August 1877, President of the
Church. If the reordering of the Twelve had not occurred, Orson
Hyde would have become the next President of the Church. Susan
Easton Black wrote, “If Orson felt any disappointment or resentment
at the change, it is not recorded.”36 Orson died on Thanksgiving
day, 28 November 1878, in Spring City, Utah, in full fellowship.
Thus ended the life of a great Apostle, colonizer, and missionary. Orson grew up in very humble circumstances. He overcame
weaknesses to become a powerful orator and leader and staunch
defendant of the Prophet Joseph Smith and of Mormonism. Indeed,
his was a life of lessons learned, from which we can each take comfort that we too can overcome great obstacles to being faithful to the
kingdom and make a lasting impression in our own field of labors.
Notes
1. Marvin S. Hill, “An Historical Study of the Life of Orson Hyde, Early
Mormon Missionary and Apostle from 1805–1852” (master’s thesis, Brigham
Young University, Provo, Utah, 1955), 9.
2. Myrtle Stevens Hyde, Orson Hyde: The Olive Branch of Israel (Salt
Lake City: Agreka Books, 2000), 23.
3. Orson Hyde, in Journal of Discourses (London: Latter-day Saints’ Book
Depot, 1854–86), 2:81–82.
4. Susan Easton Black, Who’s Who in the Doctrine and Covenants (Salt
Lake City: Bookcraft, 1997), 142.
5. Hyde, Olive Branch, 254–55.
6. Joseph Smith, History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, ed. B. H. Roberts, 2d ed., rev. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1974), 2:
72.
7. Smith, History of the Church, 189–90.
8. Hyde, Olive Branch, 72–73.
9. Hyde, Olive Branch, 73.
10. Milton V. Backman Jr., The Heavens Resound: A History of the Latterday Saints in Ohio, 1830–1838 (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1983), 328.
11. Church History in the Fulness of Times (Salt Lake City: The Church of

185

The Religious Educator • Vol 3 No 2 • 2002
185

Revelation Attitudes:
The Coming Forth of
Official Declaration 2
Mary Jane Woodger

Mary Jane Woodger is an assistant professor of Church history and doctrine

“There are some events in life so significant that we retain an
indelible memory of where we were when they happened.”1 For my
parents’ generation, one indelible memory may be where they were
when President John F. Kennedy was shot. For my grandparents,
a fixed memory was associated with the bombing of Pearl Harbor.
For my generation, a question to be asked, remembered, and contemplated is, “Where were you and what were you doing when you
heard that President Spencer W. Kimball had received the revelation
that gave all worthy males the priesthood?” Elder Dallin H. Oaks of
the Quorum of the Twelve remembers the joyful news: “I sat down on
a pile of dirt and beckoned to my boys. . . . This is the scene etched
in my memory of this unforgettable event—sitting on a pile of dirt as I
told my boys that all worthy male members of the Church could now
be ordained to the priesthood, and weeping as I spoke.”2

I also remember well 9 June 1978. I was at home on summer
vacation with a plastic bag of hair dye on my head when a news alert
came on the television that The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints was about to make an important announcement. When the
announcement broke, I was so excited I got on the phone and called
everyone I knew. By the time I remembered the dye on my hair, my
summer blonde had turned bright orange. I do not remember that
day simply because of my radical hair color; rather, the day changed
the Church, my life, and the lives of Latter-day Saints forever.
Studying President Kimball’s descriptions of what happened
has also changed my attitudes about revelation. This article is
not intended as a historical reconstruction of the priesthood policy
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prior to June 1978 or a detailed discussion of why there have been
restrictions based on age, gender, and ethnicity. Instead, the focus is
on how we can obtain personal revelation using President Kimball’s
experience as a model.
Though many Latter-day Saints were surprised at the 1978
announcement, prophets had prayed and hoped for years that the
priesthood would be extended to all worthy men. By examining the
events and efforts leading to this revelation, we can identify attitudes
necessary to prepare ourselves and our students to “supplicat[e] the
Lord for divine guidance.”3
Background
As the First Presidency declared in Official Declaration 2,
“Promises [have been] made by the prophets and presidents of the
Church who have preceded us that at some time, in God’s eternal
plan, all of our brethren who are worthy may receive the priesthood.”4 For example, in 1852, Brigham Young prophesied that the
“time will come when they [blacks] will have the privilege of all we
have the privilege of and more.”5 In his journal, President Wilford
Woodruff recorded, “The day will come when all that race (the
blacks) will be redeemed and possess all the blessings.”6
In a letter dated 28 January 1928, President Heber J. Grant,
in referring to African-Americans, related that they cannot hold the
priesthood “until such time as he [the Lord] shall see fit to withdraw
the decree.”7 Two decades later, President David O. McKay, then a
member of the First Presidency, wrote: “Sometime in God’s eternal
plan, the [blacks] will be given the right to hold the priesthood.”8
“In an interview with United Press International in October
1972, President Harold B. Lee said, ‘The [blacks] will achieve full
status. We’re just waiting for that time.’”9 In another press conference on 31 December 1973, President Kimball added: “I’m not sure
that there will be a change, though there could be. We are under
the dictates of our Heavenly Father and this is not my policy or the
Church’s policy—it’s the policy of the Lord who has established it
and I know of no change though we are subject to revelations of the
Lord in case He should ever wish to make a change.”10
Although these prophets yearned for the day the Lord would
extend the priesthood to all worthy males, it was through President
Kimball that the Lord brought that desire to fruition.
Preparation for the Revelation
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Before President Kimball declared that the Lord would be the one
who changed this policy, he was being prepared, along with Church
members of African descent and others, for the revelation in 1978.
Many native Africans became acquainted with the Church and wrote
Church headquarters for more information. Dale LeBaron, who has
done extensive oral history work with African Latter-day Saints, was
presiding over the only African mission in 1978. LeBaron tells us, “It
became evident that the Lord had blessed the people of Africa with
his Spirit similar to when he had poured out his Spirit upon people
about the time of Joseph Smith’s First Vision. Many were prepared
to receive the message of the gospel.”11
President Kimball’s assignments in the Quorum of the Twelve
before he was prophet imbued him with a desire to bless the lives
of all Church members. For instance, after working with the Church
Native American Program, he decided that some Latter-day Saints
needed to be educated and have “their hearts opened, cleansed
and purged . . . [because] racial prejudice is of the devil and of
ignorance.” He was called on seven separate occasions to serve
as the Apostle presiding over South America. On one occasion in
Uruguay when a black member remarked he would not be able to
“even be a doorkeeper” of a temple, President Kimball felt that his
“heart wanted to burst for him.” In Curitiba, Brazil, he met two fulltime black Church builders. One of these men declared to President
Kimball: “[I] would give [my] life for the Lord’s program and [I am]
willing to wait until the millennium if necessary” to receive all the
blessings of the gospel. President Kimball embraced the young man
and “felt impressed to promise him blessings beyond his fondest
imagination if he remained totally true to the Cause.”12
During President Kimball’s apostolic ministry, “his heart had gone
out to faithful priesthood-denied people wherever they resided in the
world.” He was well known among the Genesis Group—a group of
black members of the Church in the Salt Lake Valley. After attending
the Genesis Christmas social in the 1970s, Acting President Boyd K.
Packer of the Quorum of the Twelve remembers President Kimball’s
words, “They need our help, they need our prayers and our blessings
and they need our attention. They really need our attention.”13
Taking his own advice, President Kimball began to earnestly
give members of the Genesis Group and black Latter-day Saints
across the world his attention. The Holy Ghost motivated him to
seek revelation on this matter. He prepared himself in the same
way all who seek revelation and blessings should prepare. He
“began an exhaustive personal study of the scriptures as well as
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statements of Church leaders since Joseph Smith, and asked other
General Authorities to share their personal feelings relative to the
longstanding Church policy.”14 Church leaders discussed the subject “at length on numerous occasions in the preceding weeks and
months.”15 Those seeking inspiration can also increase scripture
study and gospel discussion with others as a way of preparing
themselves for further enlightenment.
President Packer remembers one Saturday afternoon session
where President Kimball invited him to discuss the subject with him.
President Kimball asked President Packer to come to the Church
Office Building.
Elder Packer recalls his [President Kimball] saying that he had
“this thing” on his mind and wanted to talk about it. “There was
no need to explain what this thing was,” Elder Packer recalled.
We both knew how it was weighing upon him.
He handed me his scriptures and said he’d like me to read
to him from the revelations. So we started with the one from
Doctrine and Covenants 124:49 that I had read in the temple.
For a couple of hours we just moved back and forth through the
Doctrine and Covenants, the Book of Mormon, and the Pearl of
Great Price, and then talked about what we read.
The spirit of revelation seemed to be brooding upon the
prophet that day. He asked me, assuming that the revelation
was to come, how it might best be announced to the Church,
and asked that I put something in writing. This I did and handed
it to him a day or two later. He had asked one or two of the others
to do the same.16

On 4 May 1978, more enlightenment came as the Lord was
readying the Quorum of the Twelve for the revelation. At a regular
meeting of General Authorities, members of the Twelve were bearing their testimonies. After each had borne his testimony, Elder
LeGrand Richards related:
“A little while ago, I saw a man seated above the organ there and
he looked just like that.” (He gestured toward President Wilford
Woodruff’s portrait which hangs in the room.) He then added, “I
saw him just as clearly as I see any of you Brethren. . . . He was
dressed in a white suit and was seated in an armchair. I thought
at the time that the reason I was privileged to see him was probably that I was the only one there who had ever seen President
Woodruff while he was upon the earth. I had heard him dedicate
the Salt Lake Temple and I had heard him give his last sermon
in the Salt Lake Tabernacle before he died. I thought it wonderful
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that the Lord could project, without mechanical means, the likeness of a man long since dead.”17

Appearing to Elder Richards that day was the prophet who
almost a hundred years before had wrestled with another critical
problem in the Church, plural marriage. The problem in 1890 was
resolved by revelation in the same way the problem in 1978 would
be solved.
During this time, President Kimball had begun to importune the
Lord for a revelation. As we look at President Kimball’s descriptions of his actions, we can distinguish ten distinctive attitudes he
expressed to the Lord.
On 23 October 1978, he told missionaries in Johannesburg,
South Africa, “I prayed with much fervency. I knew that something
was before us that was extremely important to many of the children
of God.” In addition, President Kimball described to the Church
News on 5 December 1978 his going to the “temple alone, and
especially on Sundays and Saturdays when . . . [he] could have it
alone.” He explains, “It went on for some time as I was searching
for this, because I wanted to be sure.”18 President Kimball’s son
Edward also records another of his father’s descriptions:
I remember very vividly that day after day I walked to the temple
and ascended to the fourth floor where we have our solemn
assemblies and where we have our meetings of the Twelve and
the First Presidency. . . . I knew that we could receive the revelations of the Lord only by being worthy and ready for them and
ready to accept them and put them into place. Day after day I
went alone and with great solemnity and seriousness in the upper
rooms of the temple, and there I offered my soul and offered my
efforts to go forward with the program. I wanted to do what he
wanted. I talked about it to him and said, Lord, I want only what
is right. We are not making any plans to be spectacularly moving.
We want only the thing that thou dost want, and we want it when
you want it and not until.19

Those wanting a personal revelation from their Heavenly Father
should duplicate these same attitudes expressed by President
Kimball. I call them “Revelation Attitudes.”
Attitude One: Praying with Fervency
We have to express to our Heavenly Father the desires of our
hearts. Sometimes in not asking we may forfeit divine blessings. If
President Kimball and the other Brethren had not asked, this great
blessing may not have come into the Church. Elder McConkie
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explains: “The Brethren have had great anxiety and concern about
this problem for a long period of time, [but it was] President Spencer
Kimball [who had] been exercised and [had] sought the Lord in faith.
When we seek the Lord on a matter, with sufficient faith and devotion, he gives us an answer. You will recall that the Book of Mormon
teaches that if the apostles in Jerusalem had asked the Lord, he
would have told them about the Nephites [see 3 Nephi 15:16–18].
But they didn’t ask, and they didn’t manifest the faith and they didn’t
get an answer.”20
Unlike the Brethren on that day in June 1978, sometimes we
have not because we ask not (see James 4:2). We are given an
instructive concept in the New Testament. The Lord says that He
“knoweth what things ye have need of, before ye ask” (Matthew
6:8). If He already knows what I need, why does He require that I
still ask? The entry for prayer in the Bible Dictionary answers that
question: “Prayer is the act by which the will of the Father and the
will of the child are brought into correspondence with each other.”
Virginia Pearce recently suggested that prayer protects our agency:
“Prayer becomes the simple everyday work we do which allows
God to grant the blessings that he is already willing to grant us but
are conditional on our willingness to ask. . . . He respects my will
so profoundly that He wants me to exercise it whenever possible.
No one requires me to pour out my soul; no one requires me to ask
for certain blessings; no one insists that I kneel in reverence.”21
Therefore, prayer becomes an expression of agency.
However, in our using of prayer as an expression of agency,
there is a difference between being obsessed about something
and praying fervently about a righteous desire. Though President
Kimball fervently, intensely, and passionately prayed for this blessing
to come to the Church, he still carried on the work of the Lord. His
ardent prayers were private and did not distract from his other activities. Most Church members were unaware of his prayerful efforts,
though he went to the upper rooms of the temple by himself “on
some days several times.”22
The Lord does expect fervency and intensity in our prayers.
Many of our students do not understand that asking for a revelation
is work. The Lord knows when we deeply desire something and are
willing to put forth the necessary spiritual energy to receive His blessings and have His will revealed. Many are so caught up with other
good things they do not spend the time and energy that receiving
revelation requires. Other priorities clutter time, prayers, and efforts.
Elder Richard G. Scott has observed: “Satan and his hosts will do all
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in their power to distract people. . . . When things of the world crowd
in, all too often the wrong things take highest priorities. Then it is easy
to forget the fundamental purposes of life. Satan has a powerful tool
to use against good people. It is distraction. He would have good
people fill life with good things so there is no room for the essential
ones.”23 Careers, callings, and social activities can interfere with
essential experiences. What we must really ask for is a miracle. “A
change of heart, including new attitudes, priorities, and desires, is a
greater miracle.”24
Attitude Two: Know You Can Receive a Revelation or Blessing
Praying to receive blessings of any magnitude must include
knowledge. To receive inspiration, we must first know it is possible
for the Lord to reveal His will to each one of us. As Elder Henry B.
Eyring explains, “Faith is not simply to know God could do something. Faith is to know He will.”25 An absolutely necessary component in receiving revelation is the knowledge that personal revelation
is possible. The stripling warriors of the Book of Mormon were able
to receive the wonderful blessing of divine protection because they
did not doubt (see Alma 56:48). If we doubt the Lord will reveal His
will to us, we are probably right. The Lord has promised us in modern revelation that He does hear and will answer prayer. Notice the
powerful words the Lord uses that give us that assurance: “Verily I
say unto you my friends, fear not, let your hearts be comforted; yea,
rejoice evermore, and in everything give thanks; waiting patiently on
the Lord, for your prayers have entered into the ears of the Lord of
Sabaoth, and are recorded with this seal and testament—the Lord
hath sworn and decreed that they shall be granted. Therefore, he
giveth this promise unto you, with an immutable covenant that they
shall all be fulfilled” (D&C 98:1–3).
The Lord seals and testifies, decrees, and gives immutable
covenants that He will answer our fervent requests.
Attitude Three: Know That You Are Worthy
Knowledge that we can receive revelation requires certain standards of behavior. Joseph Smith gave three conditions necessary
for faith to be a powerful force in our lives. One of those conditions is
“an actual knowledge that the course of life which [we are] pursuing
is according to his will.”26 In President Kimball’s language, he said
he knew he was worthy to receive revelation.27 Some might confuse being worthy with being perfect. Worthiness can be easily dis-
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tinguished; if a Latter-day Saint can answer the temple recommend
questions affirmatively, he or she is worthy of the Lord’s blessings.
Still, if we are anxious to have specific revelation and new blessings
come into our lives, we can prove our worthiness to the Lord by
keeping His commandments with exactness. The stripling warriors
“did obey and observe to perform every word of command with
exactness; yea, and even according to their faith it was done unto
them” (Alma 57:21). If we obey and observe with exactness every
commandment, including those given to us by local leaders, the
Lord will do unto us according to our faith also. As we importune the
Lord for special blessings, we can establish our worthiness in two
ways: we can remind the Lord of our obedience or righteousness,
and we can increase our efforts to repent or to be more exacting in
keeping commandments.
These two elements of righteousness and repentance are fundamental in the brother of Jared’s plea with the Lord to light stones
for the barges. I have adapted this scriptural passage in my own
prayers as I importune with righteousness and repentance:
Behold, O Lord, and do not be angry with thy servant because
of his weakness before thee; for we know that thou art holy and
dwellest in the heavens, and that we are unworthy before thee;
because of the fall our natures have become evil continually;
nevertheless, O Lord, thou hast given us a commandment that
we must call upon thee, that from thee we may receive according
to our desires.
Behold, O Lord, . . . for these many years we have been in
the wilderness; nevertheless, thou hast been merciful unto us. O
Lord, look upon me in pity, and turn away thine anger from this thy
people, and suffer not that they shall go forth across this raging
deep in darkness; but behold these things which I have molten out
of the rock.
And I know, O Lord, that thou hast all power, and can do
whatsoever thou wilt for the benefit of man; therefore touch these
stones, O Lord, with the finger, and prepare them that . . . they
shall shine forth unto us in the vessels which we have prepared,
that we may have light while we shall cross the sea.
Behold, O Lord, thou canst do this. We know that thou art
able to show forth great power, which looks small unto the understanding of men. (Ether 3:2–6)

Attitude Four: You Are Ready for Revelation and Ready to Accept
the Revelation
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As we importune with righteousness and repentance, we must
also be ready to accept the Spirit’s guidance. However, one emotion
often stands in the way of our being ready to receive and accept
revelation from the Lord: fear. Fear is the cement wall that dams the
stream of communication from the Spirit. Fear seems to paralyze
us, making us resistant to receiving the Lord’s direction. Especially
in the area of courtship, fear seems to immobilize. Ironically, some
mistake the fear they might feel for a signal from our Father in
Heaven that the path or person they are pursuing is not right. One
time when I came close to marriage, fear was a constant, gnawing companion. My intended mistakenly told me if we were both so
scared, things must not be right.
In making important decisions, fear does not play a helpful role,
except as a warning when we are in a physically threatening situation. If we are feeling fear, it is a great sign that we are on the right
track because “Old Scratch” is trying to overturn our progress (see
2 Timothy 1:7). So many of us would never let Satan influence us
through serious sin, but we more easily let the adversary immobilize us by letting him place fear in our hearts. Elder Scott concurs,
“Satan can have no influence over a righteous individual unless
that person yields to temptation or allows fear to overcome faith.”28
President Howard W. Hunter also tells us that the adversary is the
author of fear: “Fear, which can come upon people in difficult days,
is a principal weapon in the arsenal which Satan uses to make mankind unhappy. He who fears loses strength for the combat of life in
the fight against evil. Therefore, the power of the evil one always
tries to generate fear in human hearts. In every age and in every era
fear has faced mankind.”29
Fear is the opposite of faith. Joseph Smith tells us that doubt and
fear cannot reside in a person’s mind at the same time as faith. One
or the other will leave.30 We must plead to have the Lord give us the
spiritual gift of faith so our confidence can wax strong and become a
sure foundation.
Another way we can be ready to accept revelation is to make
sure we are humble. Humility comes as we admit our weaknesses
before the Lord, and a unifying spirit must be present when individuals or families are seeking the same blessings and answers. Elder
McConkie tells us that as disciples of the Lord, we must be perfectly
united, every heart must beat as one, and the same Spirit must burn
in every bosom for the revelation to be received by all involved.31
Attitude Five: You Are Willing to Put the Revelation in Place
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The Lord does not believe in imposing where His help is not
welcomed. He is not willing to give revelation when He knows someone will be unwilling to act on that inspiration. If we go to the Lord
and tell Him we are willing to be directed, we are also saying we are
willing to act on our faith. On the day the revelation was received,
President Kimball asked the Lord that “he might receive a clear
answer one way or the other so the matter might be laid to rest.”32

Preconceived ideas were then set aside. Elder McConkie had
earlier written that blacks would have to wait until the eternities to
receive priesthood blessings.33 After accepting the revelation, he
rescinded: “It doesn’t make a particle of difference what anybody
ever said about the . . . matter before the first day of June 1978. It
is a new day and a new arrangement, and the Lord has now given
the revelation that sheds light out onto the world on this subject. As
to any slivers of light or any particles of darkness of the past, we
forget all the statements.”34 We too must make new arrangements
and act on that which the Lord gives through the Holy Ghost after
we receive new inspiration.
Attitude Six: You Are Persistent
President Kimball often went to the temple several times a day
to plead with our Heavenly Father. President Gordon B. Hinckley
relates that President Kimball was “bold in petitioning. . . . He
wrestled over it. He worked at it. He went to the Lord again and
again.”35 As President Kimball knew, the Lord honors persistence.
A scriptural example of persistence is found in the parable of the
unjust judge. This parable, which is repeated twice in the standard
works, demonstrates that persistence is expected and rewarded by
the Lord:
There was in a city a judge, which feared not God, neither
regarded man:
And there was a widow in that city; and she came unto him,
saying Avenge me of mine adversary.
And he would not for a while: but afterward he said within
himself, Though I fear not God, nor regard man;
Yet because this widow troubleth me, I will avenge her, lest
by her continual coming she weary me.
And the Lord said, Hear what the unjust judge saith.
And shall not God avenge his own elect, which cry day and
night unto him, though he bear long with them?
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I tell you that he will avenge them speedily. (Luke 18:2–8;
see also D&C 101:82–84)

The Lord will not only avenge speedily His own elect who cry
to Him day and night but also will grant them their hearts’ desires.
The Lord wants us to come to Him continually, but unlike the unjust
judge, He is never weary of our petitions or of us. Unfortunately, most
of us grow tired of our own petitions long before they are granted.
Persistence is necessary to gain the Lord’s blessings from personal
revelation.
Attitude Seven: You Want Only What the Lord Wants
Though President Kimball desired that the priesthood blessing
come to the entire Church, he was willing to bend to the Father’s will.
President Hunter recalled that he could “feel [President Kimball’s]
deep concern and his desire to follow strictly the will of the Lord.” We
must also be willing to submit to His will in all things. The offering He
requires is always a broken heart and a contrite spirit. When that offering is in place, the Spirit will temper our desires, and we will not ask
amiss.
Section 132 of the Doctrine and Covenants contains the definition for the new and everlasting covenant. You may not have noticed
three less-conspicuous words found in that definition:
The conditions of this law [the new and everlasting covenant] are
these: All covenants, contracts, bonds, obligations, oaths, vows,
performances, connections, associations, or expectations, that
are not made and entered into and sealed by the Holy Spirit of
promise, of him who is anointed, both as well for time and for all
eternity, and that too most holy, by revelation and commandment
through the medium of mine anointed, whom I have appointed on
the earth to hold this power . . . are of no efficacy, virtue, or force
in and after the resurrection from the dead; for all contracts that
are not made unto this end have an end when men are dead.
(D&C 132:7; emphasis added)

The three words we seldom notice are connections, associations, and expectations. Most Latter-day Saints agree that all covenants, bonds, obligations, oaths, vows, and performances can be
sealed, but this verse also talks about our connections, our associations with each other, and our expectations for the future. If we
are in tune, we will ask for only those things that are in line with the
Father’s will.
Attitude Eight: You Want It Only When the Lord Wants It and Not
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Until
In addition to pledging to the Lord that we want only what is
right, we must also bend to the Father’s timing. We should not try
to force the Lord’s hand. In juxtaposition, during the 1960s, some
individuals were trying to force a change of Church policy. In 1963,
President Kimball addressed such actions: “I believe in the living
prophets as much or almost more than the dead ones. They are
here to clarify and reaffirm. I have served with and under three of
them. The doctrine or policy has not varied in my memory. . . . I
know the Lord could change his policy and release the ban and
forgive the possible error which brought about the deprivation. If the
time comes, that he will do, I am sure.”37
Instead of trying to demand that the Lord do something, we
should importune for a blessing and then say, in effect, “Thy timing be done.”38
Attitude Nine: If It Isn’t Right, You’ll Still Be True
In bending to the Lord’s will, President Kimball made a covenant with the Lord that he did not have to make. He promised that
if it was not the Lord’s will that all worthy males receive the priesthood, he would be true to that policy all the rest of his life. In an
even more dramatic commitment, he said that “he was prepared to
defend the decision to the death.”39 We too must be able to go to
our Heavenly Father and covenant with Him that if for some reason
what we desire is not His will, we will still be true. Being true includes
not becoming angry, bitter, inactive, or disobedient. In essence, we
go to the Lord as did Shadrach, Meshack, and Abednego, saying
this is what I want, but if not, I will be true (see Daniel 3:18).
Attitude Ten: You Have a Good, Warm Feeling about It
Nine days before the unifying revelation in the temple,
President Kimball had already received a feeling about lifting the
restriction. First Presidency secretary Francis M. Gibbons reported:
“On Tuesday, May 30, 1978, President Kimball read to his counselors a tentative statement he had written in longhand removing
all priesthood restrictions from blacks except those restrictions as
to worthiness that rest upon all alike. He said that he had ‘a good,
warm feeling’ about it. There was a lengthy review of the statements
of past leaders about the restrictions on Blacks. It was decided that
this aspect of the matter should be researched in detail. Elder G.
Homer Durham, who was serving as the Church historian, was
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asked to do this.”40
Before President Kimball, his counselors, and the Quorum of
the Twelve had the incredible Pentecostal experience, President
Kimball had already received his personal answer. That first witness from the Spirit was a simple, warm feeling. The witnesses to
the other General Authorities are also explained in terms of feelings. The following Thursday, the normal luncheon in the temple
was canceled. President Kimball had asked the Brethren to come
to the temple in the attitude of fasting and prayer. That Thursday, 1
June 1978, after the regular meeting, President Kimball asked the
First Presidency and the Twelve to stay for a special prayer circle.
Together, the Brethren counseled for two hours about the subject.
Each member of the council expressed himself freely, and President
Kimball offered a prayer. At 2:45 SP , as thirteen men gathered
around the temple altar dressed in temple robes in a prayer circle,
“the Lord confirmed the wishes of the Brethren to rescind the policy
that prohibited African blacks from receiving the priesthood.”41
The feelings among the thirteen men present (Elder Delbert
L. Stapley was in the hospital and Elder Mark E. Petersen was in
South America) were pentecostal in magnitude and feeling but not
pentecostal in manifestation. President Hinckley explains, “There
was not the sound ‘as of a rushing mighty wind,’ there were not ‘cloven tongues like as fire’ as there had been on the Day of Pentecost.
But there was a Pentecostal spirit, for the Holy Ghost was there.
No voice audible to our physical ears was heard. But the voice
of the Spirit whispered with certainty into our minds and our very
souls. . . . Not one of us who was present on that occasion was
ever quite the same after that.”42 President Hunter wrote about “the
feeling shared by all” and the “greater unanimity in the council.”43
President Benson explained the experience as “the sweetest spirit
of unity and conviction that I have ever experienced. . . . We took
each other in our arms, we were so impressed with the sweet spirit
that was in evidence. Our bosoms burned with the righteousness of
the decision we had made.”44
Though these thirteen men talked of feelings rather than of
visions, dreams, or angels, the experience was of unparalleled
poignancy as “every man in that circle, by the power of the Holy
Ghost, knew the same thing.”45 President Kimball and Ezra Taft
Benson both expressed that the feelings they had were of “a spiritual magnitude and power” they had never experienced before.46
Elder Maxwell “wept with joy that day” and asked his wife never to
wash the handkerchief he had used that bore the marks of tears of
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joy.47 Elder Haight expressed that there was such an “outpouring of
the Spirit in that room to such a degree that none of us could speak
afterwards . . . because of the powerful outpouring of the heavenly
spiritual experiences. It is difficult to explain.”48
Likewise, we can have dramatic revelation without visions,
dreams, or voices from heaven. God seldom sends an angel when
a still, small voice will do. Elder McConkie warns Church educators
of not sticking to the factual background in regard to this event:
The Lord could have sent messengers from the other side to
deliver it, but he did not. He gave the revelation by the power of
the Holy Ghost. Latter-day Saints have a complex: many of them
desire to magnify and build upon what has occurred, and they
delight to think of miraculous things. And maybe some of them
would like to believe that the Lord himself was there, or that the
Prophet Joseph Smith came to deliver the revelation, which was
one of the possibilities. Well, these things did not happen. The
stories that go around to the contrary are not factual or realistic or
true, and you as teachers in the Church Educational System will
be in a position to explain and to tell your students that this thing
came by the power of the Holy Ghost, and that all the Brethren
involved, the thirteen who were present, are independent personal witnesses of the truth and divinity of what occurred.49

By teaching about this revelation as suggested above, Church
educators can also teach students about the pattern and process
involved in receiving the revelation that came in June 1978.
Conclusion
In 1978, there were fewer than one thousand African-Americans
among the world’s four million Latter-day Saints.50 “Since the
priesthood revelation of 1978, which was voted as the top story of
the century in a Church News poll, those of black African ancestry
in nations throughout the world have willingly taken their places as
an integral part of the Church. Pioneers in every sense of the word,
these faithful members have accomplished in about twenty years
the number of members that took the entire restored Church multiple generations to reach.”51 Elder Oaks adds: “Whether we look
on the revelation as the end of the beginning of the restoration or
as the beginning of the end of what it portends, . . . it is difficult to
overstate its importance in the fulfillment of divine command that the
gospel must go to every nation, kindred and people.”52
It is also difficult to overstate the importance of having an
appropriate attitude when we seek the Lord. The information pre-
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sented in this article brings us a knowledge of how revelation came
to President Kimball and suggests that it is possible for us and our
students to repeat that pattern in our supplications. If we place the
ten attitudes of fervency, knowledge that we can receive revelation,
worthiness, readiness to accept revelation, willingness to put revelation in place, persistence, acceptance of the Lord’s will and timing,
willingness to stay true, and expectance of feelings rather than dramatic manifestations in our prayers, we too will receive life-changing
revelation. We will be able to declare that “we have pleaded long
and earnestly . . . supplicating the Lord for divine guidance, [and] He
has heard our prayers.” We will be able to stand with those thirteen
men and “declare with soberness that the Lord has . . . made known
His will for the blessing of . . . His children throughout the earth who
will hearken to the voice of His authorized servants and prepare
themselves to receive every blessing of the gospel.”53
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Teaching the Poetry
of Latter-day Saint
Scripture1
Roger G. Baker

Roger G. Baker is an associate professor of English at BYU and emeritus
professor at Snow College in Ephraim, Utah.
Comfort ye,
comfort ye my people. (Isaiah 40:1)

Heaven knows we need the comfort, and so do the students
who come to our classes. Why does God give it to us in the form
of two parallel lines quoted from Isaiah? Why poetry instead of discourse or prose? At least a third of the Old Testament comes to us in
poetic form, and the other standard works are sprinkled with poetry
as lavishly as mountain flowers on a green meadow. Why so much
poetry in scripture? Maybe God gives us His comfort in poetic form
because of this form’s potent effect, because poetry works deeper
and more lastingly than the prescriptive drugs of archaic prose, or
because poetry gets further into our systems and does more ultimate
good.
Poetry is more comforting than other forms of expression. In
using Isaiah’s poetic repetition as the first words of the Messiah,
Handel multiplied the biblical repetition, having the tenor sing the
passage twice in the recitative like a mother soothingly rubbing her
child’s hurt. Poetic repetition works well for other reasons besides
the additional comfort. We remember the poetic because of the
repetition, especially when it includes a crescendo of an idea. In
the first phrase of Isaiah’s poem, we aren’t sure who “ye” is. When
the second line amplifies the idea to “ye people,” it makes “ye” the
people of the speaker, God’s people. Comfort is for His people,
even people who live at different times and in different countries
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and speak different languages. We are the “my people” of this poem
in Isaiah.
So the poetry becomes ours as we read ourselves into it. And
everybody can. Putting the poetry into repetition of an idea, as
Isaiah does, not only makes the idea memorable but also makes the
idea something we feel is translatable into other cultures. Meter and
rhyme can seldom survive the shift to different kindreds, tongues,
and peoples, but the idea of comfort can.
Isaiah’s poem continues:
The voice of him that crieth in the wilderness,
Prepare ye the way of the Lord,
make straight in the desert a highway for our God.
Every valley shall be exalted,
and every mountain and hill shall be made low:
and the crooked shall be made straight,
and the rough places plain:
And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed,
and all flesh shall see it together:
for the mouth of the Lord hath spoken it. (Isaiah 40:3–5)

The voice crying in the wilderness is the voice of John the Baptist
quoting Isaiah (see Matthew 3:1–3). This message offers comfort,
and the poem tells us how to get it: prepare a way for the coming of
the Lord. It even shows us how to do that: make a straight highway for
God in the desert. It gives detailed instructions for that special highway building—the laying out, the leveling, the grading. This straight
highway is wider than a straight and narrow path because it is God’s
highway. It may even foreshadow the way on which Jesus made His
triumphal entry into Jerusalem as prophesied in Zechariah 9:9 (see
Matthew 21:1–11).
These “lines upon lines” follow each other organically, with
lines coupled each to each in natural symmetry. The exalted valley
is followed by the low mountain—two contrasting views of the same
landscape. The crooked is straightened and the rough becomes
smooth—one idea seen from two angles. Finally, when God steps
onto His highway and walks toward us, the fully integrated glory is
revealed, and we all see it together. That natural crescendo from
revelation to actual seeing sums up the miraculous movement of
scriptural poetry.
That conceptual poetry allows all to see it together in our own
language, just as it says in Doctrine and Covenants 90:11:
For it shall come to pass in that day,
that every man shall hear the fulness of the gospel
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in his own tongue,
and in his own language,
through those who are ordained unto this power,
by the administration of the Comforter,
shed forth upon them for the revelation of Jesus Christ.

Our modern technology struggles toward simultaneous translation, but something gets lost in the translation as computers speak
with Fortran tongue. What God tore asunder at the biblical tower we
try to make as one, translating our scriptures so that all the world
will not only hear the message together but experience the same
beauty. The miracle of biblical poetry is that its essential poetic
qualities reach across cultures. Nothing is lost in the translation.
The King James Version
The Bible “is by and large a shaped text. Someone (or some
One) who deeply loved language, cared about form, and was sensitive to literary structure and not averse to the sheer delights of wordplay passed a hand over the text and crafted it in certain ways.”2
Jewish novelist Chaim Potok’s words describe no translation of the
Bible better than the King James Version (KJV). The 1611 translators, steeped in the language of Shakespeare, obviously in love with
words, crafted a remarkably poetic translation.
The KJV is neither the most up-to-date translation nor the most
historically reliable. Joseph Smith thought Martin Luther’s German
translation more accurate than other translations. Nor does the fact
that the KJV remains the most widely used English Bible explain
fully why it is the Bible of Joseph Smith and the Restoration.3 A surprising part of the reason the King James translation has become
the official Bible of Latter-day Saints is that it contains some of the
most important poetry in the world. That literary quality becomes
apparent when we read other translations of Genesis 1:4:4
KJV (1611)
NEB (1946–70)
NAB (1970)
NJB (1985)
NRSV (1989)
REB (1989)

And God saw the light, that it was good.
And God saw that the light was good.
God saw how good the light was.
God saw that light was good.
And God saw that the light was good.
And God saw the light was good.

Since “we believe the Bible to be the word of God as far as it is
translated correctly” (eighth article of faith), we should desire to look
closely at the light in these disparate translations for both poetic and
theological differences. When we ask students at Brigham Young
University if they see differences in the translations of this passage,
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they usually tell us that the KJV seems more poetic. The KJV is the
only translation that includes that pause in the middle, the pause
creating a balanced poetic rhythm on each side of the comma. There
was no punctuation in ancient Hebrew, but the King James translators have captured well here the feel of its poetry. The idea after the
pause builds on the previous idea in the same natural crescendo we
saw in Isaiah.
Readers may also discern a theological difference—the King
James translation makes God the principal actor. He sees to it that
light is good. In other versions, He seems rather to notice that it is
good. The NJB has the most passive God, who merely notices that
“light was good.” The NAB translators assume that degrees of goodness exist, writing “God saw how good the light was”; and readers
of the NAB could wonder if there is somewhat good light, good light,
awesome light. The Joseph Smith Translation emphasizes those
differences more emphatically, preserving the poetic pause with a
semicolon and putting the passage in first person so that God is the
speaker. Moses 2:4 puts it: “And I, God, saw the light; and that light
was good.”
Beyond those describable differences, many of us feel something within the phrasing of the King James Version that makes it the
best in our literary ears. An argument can be made that some current, modern language translations may be more accurate because
they use such older sources as the Dead Sea Scrolls.5 But to many
readers, the KJV reads as if it were translated in a time when people
delighted in reading the Bible aloud, and those Renaissance voices
remain as music in our modern ears.
The Essence of Scriptural Poetry6
Italians have a cynical saying that translations are like wives:
the beautiful ones are not faithful, and the faithful ones are not beautiful. The difficulty of translating poetry can be seen in translations
The lightning flashes!

A lightning gleam:

And slashing through the darkness, Into darkness travels
A night-heron’s screech.

A night heron’s scream.
(Matsuo Bash, 1644–94)
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The falling flower
I saw drift back to the branch
Was a butterfly.

Fallen flowers rise
Back to the branch—I watch:
Oh . . . butterflies!
(Moritake, 1452–1540)7

of Japanese haiku. A precise language translation should preserve
both the five-seven-five syllable count and the rhyme of the first line
with the third, but this is impossible if the meaning is to be translated. The translators of the version below on the left, Earl Miner and
Babette Deutsch, try to preserve the syllable count. The translations
on the right, by Harold G. Henderson, preserve the poetic structure
by making the first and third lines rhyme.
When reading these English translations of Japanese poetry, we
might wonder what the original sounded like and how much is lost
in the translation. Now imagine that instead of translating Japanese
poetry, we have the assignment to translate sacred text from its first
language to a second—the most important poetry ever written, scripture.
Luckily, in scripture the essential qualities are translatable. That
process is so natural that as readers we often do not even recognize
we are reading scriptural poetry. Only three of the forty-two chapters
of the book of Job are not poetry. All passages except the first two
chapters and verses 7 through 17 in the last chapter are written in
a poetic form in most modern translations, just as the verses from
Isaiah that began this article are written. But though our Authorized
Version is much more poetic than modern language translations, its
poetry wasn’t printed in poetic form as it is in this article, in some
cases because the translators thought they were translating ideas,
not poetic forms.8
Parallelism
The essence of Hebrew poetry and other ancient sacred poetry
is thought rhyme, two glances at a similar idea. The glances are
usually separated by a pause. Sacred literature that has this parallel thought rhyme includes poetry in the literature of Qumran,
Ugaritic texts, Sumero-Akkadian literature, ancient Greek and Latin
literatures, the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, and
the Bible. There is a good review of this ancient poetry in Chiasmus
in Antiquity, edited by John Welch.9 It seems thoroughly appropri-
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ate that the most translated poetry, biblical poetry, retains its most
important poetic quality in translation.
Parallel poetry was first recognized by Bishop Robert Lowth
in 1753 in his Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews, as
described in The Bible as Literature: “The key to Hebrew poetry . .
. is that it is a structure of thought rather than of external form and
that a Hebrew poem is composed by balancing a series of sense
units against one another according to certain simple principles of
relationship.”10
You can easily experience the effect of parallel thought rhyme in
class or in the privacy of your own home without appearing unduly
stupid. Hold an arm out straight and, with one eye closed, point to a
small object like a light switch, thermostat, or mark on the wall. After
the object is in sight, keep the pointing arm still and change eyes.
It appears your aim is off. Blinking from eye to eye will make it look
as if the aim changes for each eye when, in fact, the aim stays the
same. Each eye takes a slightly different picture from a slightly different angle.
When we look with both eyes open, the two different snapshots are merged into one complete picture. Our brain puts the
two pictures together so we get depth perception. If we had only
one eye, we would lose our sense of depth, our three-dimensional
view of our world. Sacred literature, with its two looks at the same
idea, provides us spiritual depth perception, a good argument for
teaching the poetry of scripture:
The heavens declare the glory of God;
and the firmament showeth his handywork. (Psalm 19:1)

“Heavens” and “firmament” are synonyms. “Declare” and
“showeth” are synonyms. “Glory of God” and “handiwork” are near
synonyms. Both lines look at the same ideas from a slightly different
angle. This most common type of parallelism, synonymous parallelism, is easiest to recognize:
Wash me throughly from mine iniquity,
and cleanse me from my sin. (Psalm 51:2)
He maketh the deep to boil like a pot:
he maketh the sea like a pot of ointment. (Job 41:31)
He that sitteth in the heavens shall laugh:
the Lord shall have them in derision. (Psalm 2:4)

Linguists reinforce the idea that each view from the literary binocular is slightly different by suggesting that no true synonyms are
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possible. No matter how close the meaning of two words, they are
not actually synonyms unless they do not change meaning. In that
nonrepeatability principle lies the craft of parallel poetry. The second
line must parallel the first but at the same time be different from the
first. The second line adds to the idea of the first, amplifying or altering or adding to it.
Obvious as the poetic form of the Bible seems to us, we should
keep in mind that no distinction may have existed between poetry
and prose to the early Bible writers. James L. Kugel points out that
biblical Israelites had no terms corresponding to poetry and prose,
so “there is no indication that they thought of their sacred writings as
falling under one of these two general headings.”11 The idea that the
poetry was not written self-consciously makes the scriptures even
more remarkable, suggesting the hand of some One who inspires
His scribes.
The opposite kind of parallelism from synonymous is antithetical. In this, the second contrasts with the first when the writer presents an opposite thought:
A virtuous woman is a crown to her husband:
but she that maketh ashamed is as rottenness in his bones. (Proverbs
12:4)

Antonyms are less obvious than synonyms, but we can see
that a “virtuous woman” is in some ways the opposite of “she that
maketh ashamed” and that “a crown to her husband” is the opposite
of “rottenness in his bones.” “Chariots” and “horses” aren’t exactly
opposite, but they are different in function, the one pulling, the other
pulled:
Some trust in chariots,
and some in horses. (Psalm 20:7)

Three more examples may make us more aware of the pattern of antithetical parallelism:
He asked water,
and she gave him milk. (Judges 5:25)
For the Lord knoweth the way of the righteous:
but the way of the ungodly shall perish. (Psalm 1:6)
My son, keep thy father’s commandment,
and forsake not the law of thy mother. (Proverbs 6:20)

Climactic and synthetic parallelism are so similar we can group
them as synthetic. Synthetic parallelism, instead of echoing or contrasting, completes:
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The Lord reigneth;
let the earth rejoice. (Psalm 97:1)

line:

In this form, the idea grows with the addition of each parallel
When I consider thy heavens, the work of thy fingers,
the moon and the stars, which thou hast ordained;
What is man, that thou art mindful of him?
and the son of man, that thou visitest him?

For thou hast made him a little lower than the angels,
and hast crowned him with glory and honour.
Thou madest him to have dominion over the works of thy hands;
thou hast put all things under his feet:
All sheep and oxen, yea, and the beasts of the field;
the fowl of the air, and the fish of the sea,
and whatsoever passeth through the paths of the seas. (Psalm 8:
3–8)

The progress is line upon line: after heavens with moon and
stars are ordained, we see man, and the Psalmist asks why Jehovah
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is mindful of man. We then learn that man is only a little lower than
the angels and, in a natural progression of idea, crowned with glory,
with dominion over works of his hands and under his feet. That
dominion is emphasized when the writer specifies that oxen, beasts,
fowls, and fish are under the dominion of man.
The form of parallelism can be seen in Hebrew even by those
of us who do not read Hebrew. Look at the modern Hebrew version
of Proverbs 31:10–31, the virtuous woman:12
Notice that gap in the center of each line, the blank line that
weaves its way vertically down the text? That’s the division between
this list of parallel thoughts. The idea is more obvious in the NRSV
translation that is titled Ode to a Capable Wife.
There is something else poetic in these superb lines. English
borrowed the word alphabet from the first two letters of the
Hebrews, aleph ` and beth a. The first line of the Proverbs poem
begins with aleph, the second with beth, and the poem continues
with each letter of the Hebrew alphabet in order. The use of letters this way in a poem is called an acrostic. It is a poetic form
we use when we write a poem with each line starting the letter of
some name:
M is for the many things she gives me.
O is that she’s only growing old.
T is for the tears she said to save me.
H if for her heart as pure as gold. . . And so on until the students gripe how “cheesy” this is, even for MOTHER.
Parallelism characterizes poetry in all scripture, not just the
Bible. The promise in Doctrine and Covenants 89:18–21 for those
who keep the Word of Wisdom is pure poetry:13
And all saints who remember to keep and do these sayings,
walking in obedience to the commandments,
shall receive health in their navel
and marrow to their bones;
And shall find wisdom and great treasures of knowledge,
even hidden treasures;
And shall run and not be weary,
and shall walk and not faint.
And I, the Lord, give unto them a promise,
that the destroying angel shall pass by them,
as the children of Israel,
and not slay them.

Notice that the first two lines are parallel and that each following
pair is also parallel.
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Chiasmus
After getting used to some of the principles of parallel lines, we
can easily notice a common and elegant pattern in scriptural poetry:
chiasmus. The form is named for the Greek letter chi (χ), which
originally represented the back-and-forth motion of plowing a field.
Like parallelism, it is intimately related to the way we see.
When each eye takes a picture from a slightly different angle, it
projects the image on the retina at the back of the eyeball. Nerves
from the retina separate, some from each eye going to each side
of the brain. The point at which the nerves cross is called the optic
chiasm, a suggestion that our eyes and brain may be hardwired
for this chiastic form.
The chiasm of scriptural poetry is like the refreshing reflection
of the mountain in the lake. The reflection and the mountain converge at the base. The summit of the mountain and the summit of
the reflection are parallel ideas. The lake is never perfectly still, so
the real image and the reflected image are always a little different;
but on a still day, we have difficulty telling which image is which.
The dual view offers depth.
The structure of the chiasm is A/B/C/D/C’/B’/A’: it looks like a
reflection of itself and also suggests the shape of a chi, χ:
A
B
C
D
E
D’
C’
B’
A’

Two obvious examples occur in the first two verses of
Psalm 76:
1

2

In Judah is God known: his name is great in Israel.
A
In Judah
B Is God known
B’ his name is great
A’ in Israel
In Salem also is his tabernacle, and his dwelling place in Zion.
A
In Salem also
B is his tabernacle,
B’ and his dwelling place
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A’

In Zion

It gets a bit more complex in Jeremiah 2:27–28:
A

A’

but in the time of their trouble they will say,
B Arise, and save us.
C But where are thy gods
C’ that thou hast made thee?
B’ let them arise, if they can save thee
in the time of thy trouble.

We might more easily visualize the χ form if it is shown graphically the way Lynn Johnson proposes for the scripture that states
the chiastic form. “But many that are first shall be last; and the last
shall be first” (Matthew 19:30):
But many that are first shall be last;
and the last shall be first.14

Following is an extended example from Jeremiah 2:5–9 in
which bold italics have been added to make the structure look
more obvious:
Thus saith the Lord,
A
What iniquity have your fathers found in me,
that they are gone far from me
B and have walked after vanity, and are become vain?
C Neither said they,
Where is the Lord
D that brought us up out of the land of Egypt,
that led us through the wilderness,
through a land of deserts and of pits,
through a land of drought,
and of the shadow of death,
through a land that no man passed through,
and where no man dwelt?
E
And I brought you into a plentiful country,
to eat the fruit thereof
and the goodness thereof;
D’ but when ye entered, ye defiled my land,
and made mine heritage an abomination.
C’ The priests said not,
Where is the Lord?
And they that handle the law knew me not:
the pastors also transgressed against me,
B’ and the prophets prophesied by Baal,
and walked after things that do not profit.
A’ Wherefore I will yet plead with you,
saith the Lord,
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and with your children’s children will I plead.15

Klein and Blomberg offer helpful commentary on this example.
They note that C’ repeats the wording of C while D’ recalls the
emphasis on land in D and that B’ clarifies the vanity in B as a
reference to the prophecies of Baal’s prophets. “The terms ‘fathers’
(A) and ‘grandchildren’ [children’s children] (A’) parallel each other.”
The center E line is the “structural hinge and states the text’s main
point. . . . The frames, A/A’ state that Yahweh [the Lord] condemns
all Israel, both ancestors and descendants. Obviously, an understanding of the structure provides a key starting point for interpreting
passages such as this.”16
Chiasmus, like parallelism, appears in all scripture. This form
holds in translation and should not be thought of as just a biblical
form. It is scriptural. It is found in all the standard works, as noted
by John W. Welch, editor of Chiasmus in Antiquity. One example
from the Book of Mormon noted by Welch is perhaps a model of the
form.
As an old man blessing his firstborn son Helaman, Alma relives
his conversion, but now he retells and reshapes it within a meticulous
chiastic framework that not only contrasts the intense agony of his
conversion with its exuberant joy but also frames that conversion with
twelve precisely flanking elements that surround the focal point of that
conversion, namely Alma’s reliance on “one Jesus Christ, a Son of
God.”17
a) My son give ear to my words (1)
b) Keep the commandments and ye shall prosper in the land (1)
c) Do as I have done (2)
d) Remember the captivity of our fathers (2)
e) They were in bondage (2)
f) He surely did deliver them (2)
g) Trust in God (3)
h) Supported in trials, troubles, and afflictions (3)
i) I know this not of myself but of God (4)
j) Born of God (5)
k) I sought to destroy the church (6–9)
l) My limbs were paralyzed (10)
m) Fear of being in the presence of God (14–15)
n) Pains of a damned soul (16)
o) harrowed up by the memory of sins (17)
p) I remembered Jesus, Christ, as son of God
(17)
p’) I cried, Jesus, son of God (18)
o’) Harrowed up by the memory of sins no more
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(19)

n’) Joy as exceeding as was the pain (20)
m’) Long to be in the presence of God (22)
l’) My limbs received strength again (23)
k’) I labored to bring souls to repentance (24)
j’) Born of God (26)
i’) Therefore my knowledge is of God (26)
h’) Supported under trials, troubles, and afflictions (27)
g’) Trust in him (27)
f’) He will deliver me (27)
e’) As God brought our fathers out of bondage (28–29)
d’) Retain in remembrance their captivity (28–29)
c’) Know as I do know (30)
b’) Keep the commandments and ye shall prosper in the land (30)
a’) This according to his word (30)18

Many other genres appear in scripture poetry. About 40 percent
of biblical psalms are “laments,” a form that overlays parallel lines.
These poems follow a five-stage format of addressing God, describing a problem, asserting faith, asking for help, and then thanking
God. Many more forms of the psalm alone are evident—praise
psalms, petitions, supplications, vows, and even love psalms. All
those forms, like chiasm, are built upon the thought echoes of parallelism.
Though parallelism is its basic form, the poetry is not only in
the parallels. The poetry is in the symbols—in the shepherd, the
bread, the water. The poetry is in the meanings, the implications of
psalm and parable. Most of all, the poetry is in the feelings, ultimately
the spiritual feelings scriptural poetry evokes. The poetry makes us
experience, makes us remember, or makes us feel. At the heart of
those feelings we experience what we need most—comfort, divine
comfort:
Comfort ye,
comfort ye my people.
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