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PREFACE
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From 1820 to 1830, Joseph Smith, Jr., the young son of a farmer living in Manchester Township in rural upstate New York, experienced a series of remarkable visionary experiences. In April of the latter year, at age twenty-five, he organized a new religion. This frontier faith has come to be formally known as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and is colloquially called Mormonism, named for the Book of Mormon, a new work of scripture Joseph Smith claimed to have translated by the gift and power of God from golden plates an angel gave him. Driven at sword’s point from Kirtland, Ohio, in 1838, from Far West, Missouri, in 1839, and from Nauvoo, Illinois, in 1846, the Mormons fled angry dissenters, hostile mobs, and the stern power of state and federal governments to the Great Basin, where in 1847 they began to build their own society and hoped to practice their faith in peace. Forty years later, determined to stamp out the Mormons’ de facto theocracy, their economic communalism, and their practice of polygamy, Congress sent federal marshals to Salt Lake City. After half a decade of struggle, the Mormons capitulated and Utah became a state.

Something curious happened over the next century. The Mormons, once radical utopians, social revolutionaries, and, in the eyes of many Protestant Americans, determined heretics, found a way to become fully American as well. In the twentieth century the Mormons embraced patriotism, the Protestant work ethic, and the mores and respectability of the American middle class. By the 1960s and 1970s, the Mormon Tabernacle Choir routinely sang at presidential inaugurations and Mormons were rising in the ranks of American business, government, and arts. To them, this was no compromise; rather, they had found a way to integrate their theology with their nation.

But to many other Americans, Mormonism remains a faith on the fringe. The cheerful and successful Mormons in the American public eye still believe, after all, that Joseph Smith conversed with God and received revelation from the hands of angels. Today, at the beginning of the second decade of the twenty-first century, Mormonism looms large in presidential politics and pop culture, and seems poised to undergo the most intense examination it has faced in a century or more. This book is intended as an introduction to the faith of presidential contender Mitt Romney and bestselling author Stephenie Meyer, the faith of basketball star Jimmer Fredette and businessman Stephen Covey. The story of Mormonism is not merely the story of these believers and their ancestors, but the story of America itself. Mormonism has been called the most American of all religions, and this is true in a deeply paradoxical way. While Mormonism’s struggles with the nation throw into sharp relief what Americans believe about themselves, its aspirations and ideals no less reflect the dreams of the republic itself.


INTRODUCTION
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In the late summer of 1830, a twenty-three-year-old farmer left his home in northern Ohio bound for upstate New York, where he had been born. He had sold his farm and was determined to make a new living as an evangelical preacher. His name was Parley Pratt, and he had always been interested in religion. One August night he slept at the home of an old Baptist who gave him a copy of the Book of Mormon, a puzzling new scripture that had been published earlier that very year in the nearby village of Palmyra. Pratt devoured the six hundred pages of the book in two days, finding in it, as he said later, the “fulness of the gospel of a crucified and risen Redeemer.”1

The next day he walked ten miles to Palmyra in search of the man who had produced the book, a farmer’s son named Joseph Smith only two years older than Parley himself. He did not find Joseph, who was in Pennsylvania with his wife’s family. Instead, he found a new church of a few dozen members called the Church of Christ flourishing under the guidance of Joseph’s brother Hyrum and his friend Oliver Cowdery, a schoolteacher who had served as scribe during the translation of the Book of Mormon. They told Pratt that their faith was based on far more than the book alone. God had chosen this time and this place, upstate New York in the wake of the American Revolution, to restore to earth the true church of Jesus Christ, whose priestly authority had been lost to humanity for more than a millennium. Parley Pratt believed every word, and Cowdery baptized him and ordained him an elder.

Only a few days after Pratt himself read the Book of Mormon—and without meeting Joseph Smith—Pratt left Palmyra as a missionary for the new religion with a bag full of copies of the new work of scripture. Before his death in May 1857, Parley Pratt would travel to Canada, England, the Pacific Islands, and Chile, convert thousands, write books, tracts, and hymns in celebration of the new faith, claim by ordination the mantle of an apostle of Jesus Christ, suffer arrest and escape from prison in Missouri, abandon the United States to join the Mormon Zion in the Salt Lake Valley, and marry eleven more wives—the last of whom had an angry ex-husband who stabbed Pratt to death on a farm in Arkansas. Despite his dreams of the pulpit, this was hardly the life that Pratt had imagined for himself when he sold his farm in Ohio.

Eight years after Pratt’s conversion, Joseph Smith changed the name of his church to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Only months after its organization, journalists, bemused Protestant ministers, and other curious or hostile people labeled the new church “Mormonites.” As one minister wrote, the term applied to those “affected with the Mormon delusion.”2 Soon the epithet shortened to “Mormon,” and the Saints themselves adopted it, gladly embracing the nation’s scorn. For many years, at least until the 1890s, when they abandoned the practice of plural marriage and embraced statehood for Utah, to which they had fled after Joseph Smith was killed in 1844, their acceptance of the name “Mormon” signified their proud separatism, their confidence that their society would ultimately surpass what the United States might have to offer.

There are a number of different churches derived from Joseph Smith’s religious experiments. Most claim the title “Mormon,” signifying their inheritance from Joseph Smith, the religious practices he developed, the doctrine he taught, and, more generally, the deep cultural and religious impulses he felt: a profound optimism about human potential, an urge to close the gap between the human and the divine, a preoccupation with familial relationships. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, headquartered in Salt Lake City, Utah, is by far the largest of these churches, and it is the one I mean in this book when I use the terms “Mormon” or “the church.” Recently, in an effort to bolster its Christian credentials, the leadership of the church has urged the media to use its full name on first reference and to refer to its members as “Saints” or “Latter-day Saints”—a sign either of the church’s desire for greater inclusion in mainstream culture or of its reach for identification beyond its American nickname and origins to the sacred history of Christianity more generally. By the time of Joseph Smith’s death in 1844, he had about fifteen thousand followers; today there are some fourteen million Mormons on the globe. Roughly six million of those are in the United States—many in Utah, but more outside the state than in it.

If God indeed selected frontier America in the early nineteenth century for the restoration of his church, he could hardly have chosen better. Many scholars have called Mormonism the quintessential American faith. For many Americans of Pratt’s generation, faith in God and confidence in American democracy went hand in hand. Protestant evangelicals, who insisted that no soul needed a priest to guide it to heaven or to interpret the Bible, found the culture of American individualism particularly congenial. And, for a time, so did the Mormons. The audacity of Joseph Smith’s new scripture, dialogues with God, and claim to Christ’s ancient priesthood authority had a particularly American flavor—a confident amateurism, an affinity for re-creation, renewal, and resurrection, excitement at the possibilities that religious liberty, nearly unlimited land, and economic prosperity might bring. The Mormons knew it. They often spoke reverently about the Constitution, praising in particular its defense of religious freedom and the principles of liberty it espoused. In December 1833, when Mormons in Missouri were facing great hostility from their neighbors, Joseph Smith dictated a revelation from God declaring that the Mormons should seek government protection. “According to the laws and constitution of the people, which I have suffered to be established,” ran the revelation, “every man may act in doctrine and principle pertaining to futurity, according to the moral agency which I have given unto him. For this purpose have I established the Constitution of this land, by the hands of wise men whom I raised up.”3 As they would do in so many different areas, the Mormons here formalized and sacralized what many other believers did merely by implication. Evangelicals might believe that the Constitution was godly, but the Mormons heard a divine voice formally claiming parentage of their nation.

The same totalizing vision that allowed the Mormons to sacralize the Constitution also drove them away from the main currents of American culture, for they sought not merely to create a new faith but to build a new society. Although the Mormons valued many elements of American political culture, they were committed to other visions as well. The struggle in Missouri was not a conventional conflict over property rights, because Joseph Smith had named Jackson County, Missouri, the literal location of the millennial Zion, the New Jerusalem, seat of the coming Kingdom of God on earth. In the early 1830s, hundreds of Mormons flocked there, advocating prophecy, millennialism, spiritual gifts, and the transformation of the frontier into a utopian society. Joseph Smith introduced to his people the United Order, a form of utopian socialism that required all Saints to turn over ownership of their property to an increasingly elaborate priesthood hierarchy.

Mormon religious life was based on the construction of and participation in communities that often drew them away from the mores and values of American democratic culture. It is little wonder that their neighbors grew uneasy. For those Americans who feared the Mormons, they were, as the Presbyterian minister Jonathan Turner claimed a few years after the Missouri conflict, “in truth, the most dangerous and virulent enemies to our political and religious purity, and our social and civil peace, that now exist in the Union.”4 The litany of protests grew from there: the Mormons were fanatics; they were authoritarian; they were heretics. And when they moved to Utah and their polygamy became widely known, the accusations grew harsher. Dime novels like Arthur Conan Doyle’s A Study in Scarlet and Zane Grey’s The Riders of the Purple Sage presented a Mormon kingdom in Utah built on assassination, the enslavement of polygamous wives, and cultish worship of Brigham Young. And just like that, the Mormons reached the limits of what American culture would tolerate.

[image: ]

Mormons consider themselves Christian, but they have consistently encountered the same ambivalent struggle with others who claim that term as they have with other Americans. They believe in a creator God, a supreme deity, God the Father, whom they often call Heavenly Father. They believe that his son, Jesus Christ, was born to a virgin on the earth and was crucified and resurrected to redeem the world from sin. They also believe in the Holy Spirit. But they reject the orthodox theology of the Trinity to which virtually all other Christians subscribe; Mormons teach that God the Father and Jesus Christ both possess bodies of flesh and bone and thus are separate beings bound into the Trinity by mind, will, and purpose rather than being, as the Nicene Creed puts it, of one substance. Mormons believe in the Bible, though Joseph Smith taught that errors and mistranslations might sometimes compromise its text. They also use three other works of scripture: the Book of Mormon, the record of an ancient American civilization the resurrected Christ visited; the Doctrine and Covenants, a collection of revelations given to Joseph Smith; and the Pearl of Great Price, a collection of inspired texts mostly produced by Joseph Smith.

Mormons believe that Christ established a church before his crucifixion, placed Peter at its head, and gave that church priesthood authority to perform the sacraments of salvation: baptism, confirmation, the Lord’s Supper, and other ordinances. But this authority and this church were lost in the intervening centuries, and Mormons believe that God chose Joseph Smith to restore them and, providentially, the United States of America as the place where they could be restored. They combine a sacramentalism and priesthood reminiscent of Catholicism with a decidedly Protestant devotion to scripture and suspicion of trained clergy.

In the strictest sense, Mormons do not believe that Joseph Smith established a “new” church at all. For Mormons, the history of humanity is much like the history of the Israelites in the Bible writ large: a cycle in which God blesses his people with prosperity, followed by a period of corruption, wickedness, and collapse, after which God reaches out to offer a second chance, a redemption, a restoration. This is the form of history the civilizations in the Book of Mormon experience. It is also the history of God’s true church, which Mormons believe was given first to Adam, whom angels baptized and taught of Jesus Christ, before his descendants collapsed into the wickedness from which Noah was sent to save them. As was Abraham, as was Moses, as was, eventually, Joseph Smith himself. Each time humanity fell, God sent a priestly prophet to reorganize true worship and teach true doctrine.

Mormons share with Protestants the belief that the centuries after Christ’s death saw this sort of corruption; the Mormons call this period “the Great Apostasy.” Unlike those Protestants, Mormons believe that purity was not regained until Joseph Smith appeared on the American frontier. The name of the church, then—the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints—possesses the modifier “Latter-day” to distinguish it from its other manifestations in history as well as from the churches of the present day. Joseph Smith’s church is the last incarnation—or, to use Mormon parlance, the last dispensation—before Christ’s Second Coming. Mormons believe that this time God has established his kingdom so firmly, and in such fertile ground, that it will not fall again.

Mormons believe that their church has been given not only the gift of the restored gospel, but also the mandate to prepare the earth for the Second Coming of Jesus Christ, and this means that they still, to a considerable extent, perceive a strong sense of difference from the world around them. They have always insisted on defining their own community on their own terms, whether that be the theocratic kingdom Brigham Young built in the West or the Mormons in contemporary America who avoid cocktails at company parties. Years after violence broke out in Missouri and the Mormons were driven from the state, eventually fleeing to the Utah Territory, Parley Pratt would write with bitterness, “The struggle was now over, our liberties were gone, our homes to be deserted and possessed by a lawless banditti; and all this in the United States of America.”5 For many Mormons in the nineteenth century, the true hope for those virtues they valued in the Constitution lay not in the United States but among the Mormons themselves.

Pratt illustrated that conviction when he imagined a future in which the United States had collapsed and only the Mormons, “the remnant who fled into the wilderness and rallied to the standard of liberty,” survived to erect “the foundation of the perfect form of government.”6 As Brigham Young declared, “The exodus of the nation of the only true Israel from these United States to a far distant region of the West, where bigotry, intolerance and insatiable oppression lose their power over them—forms a new epoch.”7 In Brigham Young’s language, the making of the Mormon people found expression: they were no longer merely another denomination, a Christian sect, but a nation, a new Israel, a people bound as much by heritage and identity as belief. As the scholar Jan Shipps has suggested, the Mormons’ abandonment of the United States and trek to the Salt Lake Valley made them more than a denomination; it made them a “faith tradition,” rooted in common faith but encompassing as well a shared language, history, culture, and folkways. In response to the persecution they faced in the United States, the Mormons made of themselves a people.

One hundred and fifty years after the death of his ancestor, Parley Pratt’s great-great-grandson Mitt Romney announced his bid for the Republican Party’s nomination for the presidency of the United States. While Parley Pratt struggled to reconcile his loyalty to his nation with his religious beliefs, Mitt Romney, a fourth-generation Mormon, seemed to see no struggle at all. He had served as governor of Massachusetts, and his father, George, as governor of Michigan. Both Romneys had remarkable success as businessmen in archetypically American industries: the elder Romney in automobiles in the 1940s and 1950s, the younger in the financial and capital markets in the 1980s and 1990s. And both were lifelong practicing Latter-day Saints. Like their ancestor, both served missions: George to the British Isles, Mitt to France. Both served in high offices in the church: as bishops (leaders of a single congregation called a ward and thus comparable to a pastor or Catholic priest) and stake presidents (presiding over a stake, a collection of several wards, comparable to a Catholic diocese).

Neither George nor his son Mitt seemed troubled by the fierce, combative tension between their faith and American culture that had so plagued their ancestor. By their time, Mormonism had self-consciously surrendered its attempt to build an independent kingdom of God in the West and had instead found ways to articulate its values in the language of American virtue. Indeed, to the younger Romney, his religion enriched his decision to seek the presidency. Invoking traditional Mormon praise for the Constitution’s defense of religious freedom, which he called “fundamental to America’s greatness,” Romney argued that “freedom requires religion, just as religion requires freedom.”8 Placing his own faith alongside Catholicism, Protestantism, and Judaism, Romney argued that Mormonism could buttress the American civic religion as well as any other faith, that it upheld the values of individual responsibility, character, and democracy that Americans judged essential in any aspirant to the presidency.

He dismissed those who voiced suspicion of his faith as pedants quibbling over theology, matters he believed should not influence a voter’s choice. So it was perhaps a surprise to Romney when he became the target of salvos that had been lobbed at the Mormons since Pratt’s time. In The New Republic Damon Linker warned that the Mormons were subject to the potentially arbitrary command of a prophetic leader. Slate’s Jacob Weisberg argued that Mormons were credulous dupes obeying con men.9 The Florida evangelist Bill Keller labeled the Mormons clannish, secretive, and heretical, cardinal sins in the rambunctious public square of American culture and politics. Mitt Romney, whose family for two generations had been archetypical American success stories, whose happy marriage and large family seemed almost too perfectly American, found himself in the role of defender for a faith that, it turned out, many Americans still found rather odd.

The extent to which Romney’s Mormonism cost him the Republican nomination in 2008 is hard to judge. But his experience, particularly when seen in the light of the Mormon past, illuminates the tumultuous relationship between the Mormon faith and the nation with which it is so often identified. Over the course of its (by now) nearly two centuries of history, Americans have admired Mormons for their diligence, their rectitude, their faith, and their honesty; they have feared them for their zealotry, their polygamy, and their heresy. Mormons have been the model minority and a dangerous cancer on the republic—and sometimes both at the same time. From prophecy to polygamy to debates over gay marriage, Mormonism has frequently—incongruously—lain at the center of America’s debate over what sort of nation it wishes to be.

Similarly, Mormons have found in the United States inspiration and repression, each in a multitude of forms. Mormons have made American culture a mirror for their own aspirations, embracing its democratic culture and bootstrap ideology as expressions of their own profoundly optimistic theology. But Mormonism also began as a radical movement with a profoundly transformative vision of what American society might become. And despite its transformation into the all-American religion of the Romneys, that is still what it is; it presses at the boundaries of American life in a number of ways, challenging its norms as any prophetic religion must. From a faith with such a powerful sense of identity, such a vivid and compelling story of origin, such a profound hold on the spiritual life of its followers, anything less would be disappointing.

This book is a work of synthesis. Over the past forty years Mormon history has enjoyed a renaissance of sorts. In the 1970s and 1980s Mormons themselves began seeking graduate training in history, sociology, religious studies, and other disciplines, and these academics, together with an enthusiastic and remarkably diligent cadre of amateur Mormon scholars, turned the tools of their training on their own past. More recently, in the 1990s and 2000s, non-Mormon academics have taken an interest in what the Mormon experience might say about American life in general. These three groups have produced a remarkable amount of scholarship, and it is my aim to weave it into a coherent narrative, finding in this astonishing amount of timber something like the unity of a forest. Though I cite only primary quotations in the text, the bibliographic essay at the end of the book discusses the scholarship on which I relied in further detail.
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JOSEPH SMITH AND THE FIRST MORMONS

To 1831

On a Monday morning in November 1835 a slender man in his middle forties, curiously dressed in a sea-green coat and pants and sporting a curling grey beard, picked his way into the muddy frontier town of Kirtland, Ohio, twenty miles northeast of Cleveland along the Chagrin River. He had come from New York City to visit Joseph Smith, Jr.: a national curiosity, twenty-nine years old, a self-declared prophet of God and leader of a people most often called the Mormons. Shortly after ten in the morning, Joseph’s visitor found the prophet in his home in a row of cabins that lined a dirt road for perhaps a mile as it wound up a hillside from the river and toward an impressively large, if still incomplete, sandstone and lumber hall. The Mormons were building a temple, and the man, who rather evasively identified himself only as “Joshua the Jewish minister,” must have gazed on it with awe and perhaps a little bit of envy. Joseph Smith, rarely humble, could not resist his visitor’s apparent desire to discuss religion. The two spent the afternoon and evening together. Joseph told his visitor of his own visions of God, of the angel Moroni that had given him charge of golden plates that bore an ancient Christian scripture, and of his divine mandate to restore the Biblical church of Christ to the earth.

Joseph’s scribe reported that the visitor seemed “highly entertained” at these stories, and well might he have been. After preaching to the prophet and some other Mormons on the impending degradation and collapse of American society, which he likened to the satanic Babylon of scripture, the man confirmed that he was in fact Robert Matthews, infamous in the press as “the Prophet Matthias.” He claimed to be a true Israelite, the New Testament apostle Matthias reborn, divinely ordained to the “priestly” office that the Biblical name Joshua, with its echo of Mount Sinai and the Exodus, implied, and the embodied “spirit of truth.”1 Three years earlier, Matthews had converted a handful of well-off New Yorkers, rearranged their marriages, squandered their money, introduced a version of Jewish dietary codes, and prophesied that his child would be the Messiah. His small urban kingdom had crashed to the ground when he was indicted for the murder of one of his followers. Though not convicted of that crime, Matthews served several months for beating his daughter and for contempt of court, as he routinely shouted and preached during his trial. When he surveyed the town of Kirtland several months after his release, friendless and destitute, Matthews no doubt envied the younger prophet. Joseph Smith had produced scripture and attracted hundreds of followers, and his temple was rising yards from his front door. The town of Kirtland had itself become a projection of his vision and his will. Matthews came as a supplicant.

Despite their differences, the two prophets sprang from similar cultures and impulses. The young American nation fostered prophets. Life in the early republic was quite different from that of the small kingdoms of the British emigrants who had settled the land a century and a half before. The Puritans had dreamed of spiritually united communities in which both church and state served the righteous desires of God’s elect, a society orderly, regular, and clear-eyed in its devotions. But two centuries after the first Puritans had waded to the shores of Massachusetts, the vision had come unraveled. The surge of individualism that followed the American Revolution and the Constitution’s disestablishment of religion upset the old structures of authority. Such excitement for the experiment in self-government joined with a booming market economy growing through the eighteen century to produce a peculiar democratic tide that washed over the culture, society, and industry of early-nineteenth-century America. It offered Americans the opportunity to master their own lives rather than subordinate themselves to the collective. It trained them in individualism, in self-reliance, in risk-taking, and in the pursuit of opportunity. It fostered respect for refinement, for culture, for economic success. It taught that these qualities would come through rectitude, discipline, and hard work, and its way of life spread across the nation.

The prophets were children of this age. Their grand religious experiments were possible only in the chaotic freedom of the time. But each man in Kirtland that November morning longed for a cosmos ordered in ways far more permanent than the ceaseless whirl of democracy and trade seemed capable of offering, and each seemed to find such rest in marriage, family, and community. They preached salvation, the coming millennium, the great judgment of Christ on the chaos of their time, and they warned that only in their own ranks could salvation be found.

When Matthews claimed to be the product of reincarnation, Joseph Smith decided he had heard enough; he accused the older man of being possessed of a devil and cast him from Kirtland. Today, nearly two hundred years after their meeting, Robert Matthews lies buried and forgotten; even the date of his death remains uncertain.

Joseph Smith’s grave, however, has become a pilgrimage site, his name recited and blessed in sermon and testimony by millions, the scripture he spoke and the rituals he taught cherished across the globe as the true and ordained way to God. His triumph sprang in part from the force and creativity of his religious imagination, his unswerving faith in his own capacities as a conduit for divine revelation, and his will to see his dreams made reality. But it grew also from the vision and dedication of those who chose to follow him: those who accepted and interpreted his ideas, who built in wood and stone the cities he saw in vision, and who, most of all, embodied in a holy community the divine experiences he craved. Men such as Joseph and the prophet Matthias were often assailed for theocracy, for rejecting democracy and establishing religious tyranny. But Mormonism was as much the construction of Joseph Smith’s followers as of Smith himself. It was a sacramental community bound together through ritual, priesthood, and ordinance, and his people became the society of which Joseph had dreamed: a firm rock in an unreliable world, a faithful community that itself became, in a way, the salvation its followers sought.

In 1816 Joseph Smith, Sr., and his wife, Lucy Mack Smith, gathered their children, including ten-year-old Joseph Jr., and left their home in Vermont to chase opportunity west. They were part of a New England exodus across the Great Lakes region in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, children of the decaying utopia of Puritan New England following paths since wrenched askew from those of their ancestors. There had been Smiths in Massachusetts and Macks in Connecticut since the seventeenth century, farmers and small merchants, though by the generation of Joseph and Lucy both families seemed interested in trying something new. Joseph Sr.’s father, Asael, took his family from urban Massachusetts to eighty-three acres of raw land in Tunbridge, Vermont, in 1791, while Lucy’s father, Solomon Mack, and brother Stephen found prosperity as merchants in the burgeoning towns of Vermont. When Lucy and Joseph were wed, they received its fruits: part ownership of the farm from Asael and a thousand dollars for Lucy from Stephen.

Though Vermont might once have been isolated, in the first years of the nineteenth century the arteries of trade had reached its mountains: a weekly stage line to Boston in 1801, a canal reaching Connecticut a year later. The pulse of commerce began to move back and forth, and Joseph Smith, Sr., sought to ride it. He bought a host of goods on credit from Boston and opened a small general store in Tunbridge. For a time he was successful, enough so that in 1803 he banked his career on ginseng, an herb whose popularity in China was making American merchants rich. But when the ship that carried Joseph Sr.’s investment in the East returned, word that his shipment had earned only the price of a case of tea came with it. Outraged, Stephen Mack hunted down a merchant who admitted that he had stolen Joseph’s due before fleeing to Canada. Joseph Sr. was left with nothing but debt to his Boston creditors, and he and Lucy sacrificed their wedding gifts to pay it: Joseph sold his share of the farm, and Lucy surrendered the thousand dollars of her dowry.

Joseph Smith, Sr., had glimpsed the fantastic possibilities this new society offered—he, the son of a farmer, trading with such an exotic locale as China, growing wealthy because of his acumen and confidence. But through no fault of his own, save perhaps desire and ambition, he instead fell through its cracks. The Smiths sank from the respectable upwardly mobile middle class into which Joseph and Lucy were born to the desperate lives of tenant farmers. Economic insecurity and social anxiety would plague them and their children for the rest of their lives. As Lucy stiffly described the choice to pay off her husband’s debt, “This was considerable of a trial to us for it deprived us at once not only of the comforts and conveiniences of life but also of a home of any discription.”2 It was a bitter lesson that Joseph’s children would have to learn vicariously, for the oldest living, Alvin, was barely five, with a younger brother, Hyrum, and an infant sister, Sophronia. The Smith child who worked hardest to overturn the systems of the world his parents struggled with, Joseph Jr., would not be born for another two years.

For a dozen years following the disaster, the Smith family drifted from farm to farm, from state to state. They lived in New Hampshire, Vermont, and Connecticut. Joseph Sr. worked variously as a schoolteacher, a day laborer, and a tenant farmer, cultivating land rented from other men. And they had more children: four sons, and another daughter. The oldest of these, born on December 23, 1805, was named Joseph Jr. He entered the world in a small cabin on a cold, windswept hill in Sharon, Vermont, on land rented from Lucy’s father. A hundred years later, a group of well-dressed Mormons would travel there by train to erect a granite monument to the boy’s life, but before he was two years old his ragged family left Sharon carrying their possessions on their backs, doggedly pursuing a stability that would never come.

Later, in her memoirs, Lucy devoted an entire chapter to her son Joseph Jr.’s bout with typhoid in 1813. The Smiths were then in New Hampshire, and the disease had killed thousands all across New England that year. Young Hyrum brought it home from his school, and the Smith parents prayed hand in hand through the night at the bedsides of their children who fell ill and recovered in turn. Just as the exhaustion and fear had passed, seven-year-old Joseph, seemingly recovered, complained of pain in his armpit and leg. Infection had set in. He was bled and lanced, but the disease had crept into his bone. Lucy recalled Hyrum sitting for hours with his brother’s leg in his hands, applying pressure that allowed Joseph to sleep, and when doctors recommended that Joseph’s leg be amputated, she refused to allow them into the boy’s room. They instead agreed to peel back the flesh and chip away the diseased bone, which came off in three large chunks. As Lucy told the story, her seven-year-old son exhibited preternatural poise and compassion, ordering his mother to leave the room rather than to see her child in such pain and declaring that he would take no alcohol to numb his senses but instead should be held in the steady embrace of his father, who, he insisted, could “stand it” when his son screamed in his arms. And Joseph Sr., white-faced, did just that, while his wife agonized on the stoop, clinging to her son’s declaration that “the Lord will help me, and I shall get through with it.”3

Lucy’s memories taught her readers of the Smith family religion. Neither she nor her husband was a member of any church, but this was not due to lack of faith or longing. The Smiths had a strong sense of the power of God’s providence in their lives, and they measured it by the strong bonds that held the family together. Her son’s prodigious spiritual insights and firm confidence in God’s will was to Lucy an example to them all. She explained that during Joseph’s recovery “we felt to acknowledge the hand of God, more in preserving our lives through such a tremendous scene of affliction, than if we had, during this time, seen nothing but health and prosperity.” Lucy’s mother, Lydia, a dutiful Congregationalist, had imparted to her daughter her stern piety: Lucy passionately prayed and studied scripture throughout her life and taught her children to do so as well. She was firmly convinced that direct appeals to God had saved various family members from a plague of consumption in her youth. While herself deathly ill several years into her marriage she pled that God would “let me live, if I am faithful to the promise which I made to him, to be a comfort to my mother, my husband, and my children.”4 Upon recovery she sought and found a minister who would baptize her without a subsequent obligation to join any congregation: though she longed for guidance and instruction, her church was her family.

She found her husband to be like her a seeker, but somewhat less orthodox. Joseph Sr.’s father, Asael, had abandoned Congregationalism for Universalism, the doctrine that Christ’s crucifixion saved all humanity, without exception. To Calvinists this was heresy. But by 1797, the Tunbridge Universalist Society recorded among its members Asael, his brother Jesse—and Asael’s son Joseph. As Asael insisted to his children late in his life, Christ “can as well Save all, as aney.”5 In Tunbridge, Lucy prevailed upon her husband to attend a Methodist service, which proved to be not to his tastes and led to scorn from his father. But he regularly had dreams—dreams like those of Joseph of Egypt, like those of Daniel, like those of Ezekiel. In them he wandered across barren and broken landscapes, guided toward some elusive salvation by ministering spirits but constantly threatened by shadowy forces and terrible beasts. Lucy said that one dream featured “horned cattle, and roaring animals … tearing the earth, tossing their horns, and bellowing most terrifically” that reared up against him when he happened upon salvation. In multiple dreams, he was brought to a door or a gateway, to a garden or a great building where he “prayed earnestly for admittance”—but when the door cracked he always awoke, dissatisfied, before he could enter.6 Joseph Sr. wanted more than anything to walk into that church, but he found no faith in America that satisfied him.

A wistful seeker’s faith followed the Smith family over the next ten years, even as they struggled toward some measure of economic stability. In 1816, the infamous year without a summer (also called “Eighteen Hundred and Froze to Death”), frost persisted into June and July and rivers remained icy all summer as far south as Pennsylvania. Like thousands of others, the Smith family lost their crops. By the end of that year they had followed Joseph Sr.’s brother Jesse to western New York. They settled just east of Rochester in a bustling village called. Palmyra, a series of farms scattered around a small crossroads, where sat a Presbyterian church, a printing shop, and a handful of other commercial businesses. There, they once again began to plant roots: Joseph Sr. and his older sons hired out as laborers, and they gradually earned enough to purchase a farm a mile or two from town in 1819. They routinely struggled to meet their mortgage payments, but Lucy spoke with relief of their “snug comfortable though humble habitation built and neatly furnished by our own industry.”7

The Smiths had unwittingly moved into an ideal location for a family with unresolved spiritual yearnings, the center of what one historian has called “the antebellum spiritual hothouse” and another “the burned-over district.” Work began on the Erie Canal, which passed through Palmyra, in 1817 and concluded in 1825, but even before it was completed the canal made upstate New York the bustling highway of American commerce: farmers shipped their grain down the canal east; merchants sent the luxuries of Boston and New York back. Through its connection to the Great Lakes, the canal became a major thoroughfare to the western settlements in Illinois and Indiana, and along its banks boomtowns such as Palmyra thrived. Canal workers, settlers, and farmers traveled back and forth, beginning a great age of American migration, and so did the prophets.

The optimism, instability, and freedom of the New York frontier were life’s blood to the eclecticism and experimentation always to be found at the margins of mainstream Christianity. The Shakers, for instance, so named for their physical worship services, had fled to America from a disapproving Britain under the leadership of Ann Lee, whom they believed to be Christ reincarnated. In the United States they found fertile ground for both converts and settlement, and in 1826 they established a colony less than thirty miles from Palmyra. Another reincarnated Jesus, the ex-Quaker Jemima Wilkinson, founded her own community in Jerusalem, New York. Farther east along the canal lay Oneida, where John Humphrey Noyes taught that as the Second Coming had already occurred, it now fell to the elect to build sanctuaries of “Bible communism,” where the conventions of marriage and commercial capitalism that ruled the rest of the country would be set aside. North of Albany, the farmer William Miller sat by the fire in his home in Low Hampton, New York, feverishly working out the precise date of the Second Coming from the book of Daniel for his thousands of followers, who were convinced that they needed no trained pastors to interpret scripture for them.

But the Smiths had always been drawn—particularly Lucy—not to such visionaries but to the more mainstream ecstasies of evangelical revivalism. The force behind revivalism was the Methodists, who rejected the Calvinist teaching that God had already selected those who would be saved and instead urged potential converts to embrace Christ in a personal divine encounter. At Methodist camp meetings, itinerant preachers, though frequently uneducated and even unlettered, learned how to rouse the Holy Spirit among their listeners. Between rousing and sometimes raucous gospel hymns, they offered not prepared sermons on doctrinal topics but emotional appeals, promising forgiveness, warning of hell, reaching their hands to the heavens, and pleading with the crowd to leave sin behind and walk forward to be saved in the arms of Christ. Speakers, some lay, some ordained, would rotate on the platform for days at a time, and masses of unchurched farmers, laborers, and the poor would gather to learn of their eternal fate. “Men are so spiritually sluggish,” declared Charles Grandison Finney, the great revivalist of the age, “that they must be so excited that they will break over their countervailing influences before they will obey God.”8 Finney’s talents shone in a months-long revival in 1830–31 in Rochester, a few miles from Palmyra, in which he converted hundreds. When Finney learned after years of successful revivalism throughout New York and New England that his denomination officially embraced Calvinist predestination theologies, he abandoned Presbyterianism in horror.

The sort of spiritual manifestations the Smith family had already experienced were not new to most revivalists. Portentous dreams were common particularly among itinerant Methodist preachers, as were the type of healings and providential manifestations Lucy had experienced. At some Methodist camp meetings many spoke in tongues, had visions of Christ, and experienced bodily convulsions, dreams, and trances. When the Smiths arrived in Palmyra in the midst of a revival that stretched from 1816 to 1817, they were naturally interested. The number of Presbyterians in the town doubled over those years, and Lucy herself joined the church, frequently taking her sons Hyrum and Samuel and daughter Sophronia with her.

It was in this atmosphere that Joseph Jr., then a young teenager, began thinking about religion. Lucy was curious about her third son. She recalled him “much less inclined to the perusal of books than any of the rest of our children, but far more given to meditation and deep study,” though from his later writings it seems clear that his mind and language were drenched in the rhythms, phrases, and ideas of the Bible.9 The young man seemed fascinated with the revival. As he said later, he was “somewhat partial to the Methodist sect.” But even though he wanted “to get Religion too wanted to feel & shout like the Rest,” he could “feel nothing.”10 Though the revivalists promised a personal encounter with Christ, to Joseph the spiritual “feelings” that he craved “were entirely lost in a strife of words and a contest about opinions.”11 The boy who had learned from his dreaming father and faithful mother to value spiritual community above all saw it dissolved in the tumult of the revival, where individual experience trumped all. Mormons today, confident in the importance of membership in their church, interpret Joseph’s confusion as distress over which denomination he should join. Joseph does mention this, but it seems clear that his spiritual anxiety went deeper: like his parents, he was disturbed by the chaos and uncertainty in the world around him. From God he wanted security, not dramatics. And so, after encountering the verses in the First Epistle of James which direct the faithful that “If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God,” Joseph decided to ask. Like Thoreau or Muhammad or Moses, Joseph Smith sought God in the wilderness. Probably at age fourteen, in the spring of 1820, he went to the woods behind his father’s farm to pray.

He recorded the experiences that happened next in at least three later manuscripts, one in 1832, one in 1835 (in his scribe’s record of the story told to Matthias), and one in 1838. Each describes slightly different details. Today Mormons call the event “the First Vision,” seeing in it the inauguration of the restoration of truth, the beginning of the last dispensation of Christ’s church. But for the young Joseph, the event was more likely not so different from the prophetic dreams his father had had or the revelations other revivalists reported. It was a personal vision in a visionary age, the experience that confirmed to him that God was offering him salvation. This is how Joseph recorded the experience in 1832, saying that “a pillar of light above the brightness of the sun at noon day come down from above and rested upon me and I was filled with the spirit of god and the Lord opened the heavens … and he spake to me saying Joseph my Son thy sins are forgiven thee, go thy way walk in my statutes and keep my commandments.”12 Later, he expanded his account. The 1838 version introduces the presence of Christ as well, describing in “a pillar of light … two Personages, whose brightness and glory defy all description,” and follows Joseph’s forgiveness of sins with direction to join no church, “for they were all wrong.” Joseph testified, “The Personage who addressed me said that all their creeds were an abomination in his sight.”13

When the spectacular shaft of light receded, Joseph remembered lying dazed on his back in the quiet grove, no doubt baffled and overwhelmed. He returned to his house and said very little about his experience. He later said that all he told his mother was that he had learned for himself that Presbyterianism was not true. Lucy would later conflate his teenage reluctance to join a church with his later experiences with angels, not with any vision of God the boy might have had. Indeed, to his parents, little seemed changed about their son for several years. As usual, there was work to do, for the Smiths were constantly struggling to afford their mortgage, and, as he frequently did, Joseph Sr. had made an unwise financial choice: to build a relatively extravagant frame house to replace the family cabin. Other than this, the next several years were quiet.

And then, late in the night of September 21, 1823, an angel appeared by Joseph’s bedside while he prayed. “His whole person was glorious beyond description,” Joseph wrote, “and his countenance truly like lightening.” Finally, for the first time, Joseph was told that “God had a work for me to do.” The angel identified himself as “Moroni” and told Joseph that in a hill nearby was “a book deposited, written upon gold plates, giving an account of the former inhabitants of this continent … he also said that the fullness of the everlasting Gospel was contained in it, as delivered by the savior to the ancient inhabitants.”14 Moroni then recited several passages from the Bible—from Malachi, Acts, Joel, and Isaiah—verses familiar to Joseph, who understood their millenarian import: Moroni was advising him that the last days were at hand, that the time had come to repent and prepare for the Second Coming of Christ. Then he vanished, only to reappear shortly thereafter. Moroni appeared to Joseph three times that night, each time repeating all he had said, and again the next day, as the exhausted boy was leaving the fields upon finding himself too weary to work. To his last visit, Moroni appended a command that Joseph should tell his father everything. Joseph Sr., a man comfortable with visions, advised his son to obey.

Mormons today call the hill “Cumorah,” the name of such a site in the Book of Mormon. It sits some three miles south of the Smith homestead, and Joseph probably walked there later that September afternoon. He found the stone Moroni described on the western side and used a log to pry it up, revealing a crude stone box containing both the plates and two stones set in a silver bow attached to a breastplate. Moroni had identified these as a “Urim and Thummim,” a device for translation described in the Bible. Joseph reached for them and was hurled backward. Moroni appeared and informed the boy that he was tempted by the gold of the plates rather than the divine message they contained. He would have to wait four years and prove himself by returning to the hill faithfully each September 22 before he would be allowed to recover them.

That night, Joseph told his family everything, and they believed every word. Lucy recalled the occasion with joy, noting that Joseph’s mission “caused us greatly to rejoice, the sweetest union and happiness pervaded our house, and tranquility reigned in our midst.”15 Lucy remembered that many nights afterward he would gather them together and distract them from their troubles by telling stories of Moroni.

But as so frequently seemed to happen to the Smiths, their short happiness was shattered. Early the next year Alvin, the eldest Smith son, died, either of appendicitis or of accidental calomel poisoning. His last words urged his brother Joseph to recover the lost plates. According to Joseph’s younger brother William, at Alvin’s funeral a minister warned that the dead man, who had never joined a church, might well be suffering in hell, a proposition to which the Smiths reacted violently. But mostly they mourned, Joseph, who had idolized his brother, particularly so. They also faced a hard reality. Alvin had in his early twenties become the family’s financial engine; he had cosigned for the farm with his father and was building his parents’ frame house. By 1825, the family fell behind on their mortgage again, and Joseph Sr., who seemed to have little energy left, managed to save the land only by persuading a friend to purchase it and rent it out to the hapless family.

Perhaps the Smiths found Joseph’s tale easy to believe because Moroni’s behavior would not have seemed so incongruous to Americans accustomed to dramatic religious experience, objects of mysterious power, or even buried treasure. Since the time of the Puritans, who regularly divined omens from the weather, used herbs to heal, and sought protection from rituals and wards, folk practices that ministers angrily labeled “magic” or “superstition” had thrived in America. But despite the clergy’s complaints, many of their flock saw little difference between angels or the miracles of the New Testament and the possibility that dowsers could locate water with a birch rod, as Joseph Sr. sometimes did, or that gazing into a particular stone might show one with the gift visions of lost and hidden objects. The year before his encounter with Moroni, Joseph had found such a stone while digging a well, and he later acquired another. His mother said that with these seerstones he could scry, or see things invisible to the natural eye.

Joseph was not alone; a neighbor named Sally Chase, a member of a respectable Methodist family, could find money and other lost objects with a stone of her own. Her brother Willard was there when Joseph found his stone, and the two seers developed something of a rivalry. Other neighbors consulted various means of fortune-telling, drew magical symbols on parchment to guard their sleep, and sought charms to ward off disease.

Particularly appealing to these magicians was the quest for buried treasure. Stories of lost riches in the hills of New York, left by pirates or Spanish conquistadores or lost native civilizations and guarded by the spirits of the dead, were popular in Palmyra. The spirits were said to have demands for any who sought it, and scryers and magicians hoped they possessed the talents to meet these challenges. Surrounding Palmyra were the burial sites of a number of Native American tribes, and it was quite common for children to come home with beads, carvings, and other artwork. It is hard not to see Moroni fitting into young Joseph’s world, hard not to imagine Joseph pointing to the tumuli standing silently out in the night as he told his gathered family stories of Moroni and his ancient civilization.

In 1825 a man named Josiah Stowall, a middle-aged Presbyterian businessman and farmer, heard of Joseph Smith, Jr.’s talents and hired the young man and his father to come to Harmony, Pennsylvania, some 150 miles south of Palmyra. Stowall was convinced that an ancient Spanish silver mine lay near his land there, and he wanted Joseph to find it. To Stowall, an American in a world where business and magic existed side by side, this was an investment as sure as his farm. Quite aware of what Stowall’s money—and perhaps Spanish silver—would mean to his parents, Joseph Smith spent most of 1825 and 1826 in Pennsylvania, digging and scrying. He found no silver. In 1826 Stowall’s nephew, believing Joseph to be a swindler, brought a complaint against the Smiths in court. Stowall himself testified to his confidence in the young man’s gifts. Joseph had, it seemed, proved able to find lost objects and help neighbors locate cattle; the old farmer seemed sure that it would only be a matter of time before the silver came to light. Joseph appears to have been released with virtually no sentence.

He did seem increasingly embarrassed by his association with the treasure diggers. While in Harmony he met and courted Emma Hale, the twenty-two-year-old daughter of a local farmer named Isaac Hale, whose solid prosperity as much as his strict Methodism led him to doubt the young seer’s petitions for his daughter. Hale was a man of the marketplace, and he immediately recognized that Joseph Smith, Jr., was not of his persuasion. He seemed largely uninterested in the young man’s heresies. Rather, Isaac’s concerns about Joseph were roused when he considered his would-be son-in-law’s capacity for supporting Emma. He complained that though the Smiths boarded at his home, they never paid their rent and later said that he rejected Joseph’s request for Emma’s hand because the young man “followed a business I could not approve.”16 A few years later, after Joseph had recovered the golden plates, Isaac wanted to heft the chest that held them, but he quickly lost interest when told he was not allowed to look inside, counseling Joseph to remove it from the house so that curious neighbors would not come looking for a glimpse.

Emma, tall, with a serious face and dark hair, had a firmness in her. In January 1827, she visited Joseph at the Stowall home, and he pled with her to elope with him. Exhibiting the steady tenacity that later trials would require of her, she concluded that though “my folks were bitterly opposed to him … preferring to marry him to any other man I knew, I consented.”17 The two were married in the living room of one of Stowall’s friends and immediately traveled to Palmyra. It was just after Joseph’s twenty-first birthday, but the young man was already tall and barrel-chested, with a prominent nose and light brown hair and an intensity in his gaze that captivated many he encountered.

In the summer of 1827 the couple returned to Harmony to claim some of Emma’s possessions. During this visit they had a tense encounter with Isaac Hale. Joseph assured his father-in-law that “he expected to work hard for a living and was willing to do so,” promising that his days as a treasure seeker were over.18 This was precisely the thing to say. Isaac proved to possess a capacity for tolerance, and offered his new son-in-law work and the couple a place to stay on the Hale family property. But soon—and likely to Isaac’s chagrin—Joseph and Emma left for Palmyra again. September 22, 1827, the fourth anniversary of Joseph’s visit to the hill, was approaching.

The events from the fall of 1827 through early 1829 appear in retrospect archetypal. These first patterns of behavior, reaction, and preoccupation left their imprint on the burgeoning Mormon movement, and it would bear their mark for decades thereafter. That September, Joseph retrieved the plates and seemed dismayed that he was met not with praise and awe but skepticism and hostility. That reception forced him to desperation and flight, to reliance on his own people. If there is a point at which the Mormon sense of otherness, its conviction that its own identity was formed in the fires of persecution, was born, this may be it. Joseph found that the message, which seemed to him so glorious and essential, was met with doubt and scorn. Late on September 21, 1827, most of the Smith household seemed to be awake and tense with anticipation. Joseph found his mother and asked if she had a chest with a sturdy lock. She did not. Joseph instead located Emma, and the two left for the hill shortly after midnight in a borrowed wagon. They did not return till late the next morning—and they did not have the plates.

Joseph had not been shy about sharing the story of Moroni. Josiah Stowall and Joseph Knight, another friend of Joseph’s from his time in Harmony, had come to Palmyra to witness whatever might occur that night. Moreover, Joseph’s fellow treasure seekers seemed to believe they had finally struck gold. Upon returning to Palmyra Joseph found Willard Chase and others eager to claim a share of whatever their former compatriot may have found, and he warned his parents to avoid certain neighbors. When he returned home, Joseph reported that he had concealed the plates in a hollow log to hide them from the treasure diggers and that he was to show them to no one. He instead showed his mother the breastplate and handed her what felt rather like “old fashioned spectacles” wrapped in a handkerchief, but with a longer bow and strangely thick and round lenses: the Urim and Thummim.19 Joseph moved the plates several times over the next few days, but Willard Chase and the other money diggers were persistent, even violent. One night Joseph arrived home with a dislocated finger, bruised and battered, reporting that he had been attacked while lugging the plates—which weighed some fifty pounds, according to others who hefted them—home from the log. Chase hired a conjurer to find the plates and enlisted his sister, whose own seerstone led a mob to the Smiths’ barn. One night it was ransacked, but the plates were not there.

So, for the first time in Mormon history, but hardly the last, the believers fled, finding the mission Joseph believed to be divinely inspired forced into compromise with the rough-and-tumble world of the American frontier. As the Smiths had so often done, and as Mormons would do again and again, they retreated to their own people. After the barn was raided Joseph threw himself on the mercy of family; soon Emma’s brother arrived in Palmyra to cart the couple and the plates back to Harmony.

Over the next months of his life, Joseph Smith found himself dependent upon the generosity of two older men, whose divergent responses to the boy reflected not only their own preoccupations but American culture in the early republic. The first was Isaac Hale. Rather exasperated at Joseph and his golden plates, he nonetheless took the couple in, gave Joseph work, and eventually sold him a house on his property. The young man proved himself to his father-in-law by paying off the house in 1830.

The second was Martin Harris, an affluent farmer who lived on the north side of Palmyra and had occasionally hired the Smith boys to work on his farm. Harris’s fascination with the mystical was as typical of the age as Isaac’s pious capitalism was. Like the Smiths, he doubted traditional orthodoxies; claiming that personal inspiration from God had led him to join no church, he scoffed at doctrines that made no sense to him, such as the Trinity: “I cannot find it in any Bible,” he would say later.20 Martin Harris possessed an Enlightenment skepticism and a readiness to accept the supernatural, a combination that might seem curious to modern Americans, but it marked him as very much a man of his time. Antebellum America was full of Harrises—women and men who instinctively doubted the authority of a minister but who heard the voices of angels outside their windows late at night.

When he first heard of the “golden Bible,” Harris wondered if the money diggers had found a kettle, but his curiosity led him to the Smith home. He interviewed each Smith individually before approaching Joseph, who astonished the man with an announcement that God had work for Harris to do. Denied a viewing of the plates, Harris went home and stewed, but in early 1828 he appeared in Harmony, convinced by prayer that God wished him to stand at Joseph’s side. Like Hale, he was given the plates in a chest to heft, but while the other man’s gruff practicality left him little interested, Harris was intrigued; he wanted further evidence. Joseph gave him a scrap of paper covered in strange symbols: this was, he said, “reformed Egyptian,” the form of writing on the plates.21 He sent Harris, paper in hand, to consult with scholars.

Harris went to Charles Anthon, an expert in Semitic languages at Columbia College, but the events of their meeting are under dispute. According to Harris, Anthon identified the symbols as genuinely ancient and signed a document to that effect. The professor then inquired about the source of the transcript, and when Harris told him about Joseph, Moroni, and the plates, Anthon politely asked for his affidavit back and tore it up. He asked to see the plates himself, and when Harris said they were sealed away, Anthon declared, “I cannot read a sealed book.”22 Later Anthon would write two letters, in 1834 and 1841, denying Harris’s claims and warning that the farmer was being scammed. Oddly, he described the scrap as bearing zodiacal signs mixed with Greek and Hebrew letters, which does not resemble the transcript later published. No Anthon certification exists; all that stands is his denial. When Harris returned, Joseph was thrilled, both with Harris’s report and with Anthon’s parting words. He turned his King James Bible to Isaiah 29:11, which described “a book that is sealed, which men deliver to one that is learned, saying, Read this, I pray thee; and he saith, I cannot; for it is sealed.”

Several years later Joseph would write the story in his own hand, constructing the dialogue between Harris and Anthon as a close paraphrase of Isaiah. For Joseph, Anthon’s rejection of Harris was more important than the confirmation Harris reported, for two reasons. First, it broke open a gap between his prophetic authority and that of experts, the trained men of the world. In Anthon Joseph saw his rejection at the hands of the establishment, the elite, the learned, and he welcomed it. He would build something better. But Anthon’s enactment of Isaiah’s prophecy also reawoke in Joseph the sense that he had possessed since he had heard Moroni quote to him the apocalyptic verses from Malachi and the rest: the history in which Joseph was living had ruptured from mundane time. Rather, he was living in the latter days, the age of prophecy. The separation from the Palmyra money diggers, the flight to Harmony, Anthon’s dismissal—all of these only whetted the young man’s appetite to make for himself a different world. It would begin with translation.

Harris was completely convinced. He spoke of paying for the publication of the translation and sponsoring Joseph, who decided Harris would be his scribe. On the upper floor of Joseph’s small house in Harmony, Emma may have hung a blanket to divide the room in two. Joseph sat on one side, with the Urim and Thummim, Lucy’s “spectacles,” over his eyes and the plates before him. Harris sat on the other side of the blanket, pen ready as Joseph read aloud. Emma spoke later of touching the plates as they lay on the table under their cloth, after Joseph and Martin had finished for the day, as she said, gingerly “tracing their outline and shape. They seemed to be pliable like thick paper, and would rustle with a metallic sound when the edges were traced by the thumb.”23 From the middle of April to the middle of June 1828, the two men worked slowly, producing 116 pages. And then disaster struck.

By early June, Harris was worried about his wife, like Joseph’s mother also named Lucy. She was back in Palmyra, distressed with her husband’s apparent determination to throw the family fortune after a country prophet. Harris pled with Joseph to allow him to take the pages home to prove to his wife the worth of his work. His timing was poor, for Emma was just coming to the end of an exhausting and dangerous pregnancy, and Joseph said no. Harris asked again. Joseph again refused, saying that God would not allow it. Harris asked again. Finally, Joseph relented. He instructed Harris that only immediate family members were allowed to see the pages and sent the older man on his way. Only days later, on June 15, Emma nearly died giving birth to a boy: Alvin, who lived for only a few hours. Joseph tended to his wife and grieved. By the end of the month he realized that Harris had not yet returned. Emma, who had marveled at her husband’s dictation, urged Joseph to go after him. In Palmyra he gave his parents the sorry news. They invited Harris to breakfast, but for several hours he failed to appear. A little after noon, Lucy looked out the window to see Harris “walking with a slow and measured tread towards the house.… On coming to the gate, he stopped instead of passing through and got upon the fence, and sat there some time.”24 Martin Harris had lost the pages, and Joseph despaired.

Joseph had been a visionary and a translator, a man who saw angels and produced scripture, but this new crisis pushed him into prophecy, the proclamation of the Word of God. He stayed in Palmyra for several days, afraid to return and break the news to Emma. But when he returned in July, for the first time Joseph received what he and his followers would later call a “commandment” or a “revelation.” As his associates would later describe it, in a voice steady, strong, and slow, the blood drained from his face, he dictated to a scribe what seemed to be the word of God himself—sonorous, formal, distant, and judgmental even upon Joseph himself. As the revelation ran:


For God
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