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    A new religious movement emerges amid conviction, opposition, record keeping, and the effort to preserve meaning before memory can scatter it. History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, presented in its complete seven-volume form under the name of Joseph Smith, stands as one of the foundational documentary works of the Latter-day Saint tradition. More than a simple chronicle, it gathers speeches, revelations, letters, minutes, narratives, and historical summaries into an extended account of beginnings, development, conflict, migration, and institution building. Its scale and scope give readers access to the self-understanding of an expanding nineteenth-century church as it sought to describe its own origins and mission.

The work holds classic status because it has functioned for generations as a central source for understanding early Latter-day Saint history and identity. Within its pages, readers encounter not only events but also a distinctive narrative voice shaped by testimony, administration, controversy, and public declaration. Its literary impact lies in the way documentary materials are arranged into a sustained historical story, one that has informed devotional reading, institutional memory, and scholarly debate. As a text repeatedly consulted, excerpted, and discussed, it has helped define how the early history of the church has been remembered, taught, and interpreted both within the faith and beyond it.

Its enduring power also comes from themes that remain compelling across time: the relation between revelation and history, the struggle to found a community under pressure, the tension between private belief and public controversy, and the effort to translate sacred claims into durable institutions. These are themes larger than any single denomination, and they give the work a reach beyond confessional interest alone. Readers encounter ambition, sacrifice, organization, persecution, aspiration, and the practical burdens of leadership. Because the narrative repeatedly joins spiritual conviction to legal, social, and political realities, it offers a layered portrait of religious life in action rather than an abstract statement of doctrine.

Joseph Smith, founder of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, is the named author associated with this history, and the work centers on the rise of the church in the early nineteenth century. The seven-volume edition preserves a long historical narrative compiled from records connected to Smith and the early church. It covers the formative years of the movement and extends through the period in which the church established communities, faced opposition, and developed structures of governance. Readers approaching the work should understand it as both a historical source and a curated narrative, deeply bound to the record-making practices of the movement it describes.

The period of composition and publication is important to its character. The history was produced in the nineteenth century from materials generated during the church’s earliest decades, and the seven-volume publication made that history widely available in an extended form. This context matters because the book belongs to an era when religious communities used print aggressively to defend themselves, instruct adherents, and frame public perception. The result is a work shaped by immediacy as well as retrospection. It preserves not only what happened, as the compilers understood it, but also how participants wanted those events to be read by contemporaries and by future generations.

At its center, without requiring advance knowledge of later developments, the book presents the emergence of a church that understood itself to be divinely guided and historically consequential. It traces the formation of leadership, the gathering of believers, the articulation of teachings, and the challenges of sustaining a religious community in a volatile social environment. Because the narrative proceeds through official records and personal accounts, the premise is not merely that a church was founded, but that its founding must be documented, defended, and remembered. This dual purpose gives the work unusual energy: it is simultaneously history, witness, explanation, and institutional archive.

Part of what has secured the book’s lasting stature is its influence on later Latter-day Saint writing. Subsequent histories, biographies, manuals, sermons, and studies have repeatedly drawn upon it, whether to affirm inherited narratives, refine them, or reassess them in light of additional sources. Even writers outside the tradition have had to reckon with it as a major repository for the movement’s self-presentation. In this sense, its influence is both literary and historiographical. It established a pattern for telling the church’s story through a blend of documentary citation, providential interpretation, and collective memory that later authors could adopt, revise, or contest.

The work also deserves attention for the texture of its prose and compilation. Although readers often approach it for information, its effect is not merely informational. Public statements, letters, minutes, editorial transitions, and narrative summaries create a rhythm that moves between urgency and reflection. The result is a historical narrative marked by seriousness of purpose and by the pressure of events unfolding in real time. This quality helps explain why the book has remained readable beyond its immediate documentary use. It offers not only data but drama, not in the sense of embellishment, but in the sense that institutions and convictions are shown taking shape through decisions and consequences.

For modern readers, one of the most valuable features of the seven-volume edition is its breadth. It allows the history to be seen as a continuous undertaking rather than as isolated episodes detached from one another. That continuity reveals how early experiences, doctrinal claims, administrative decisions, and external pressures interacted over time. It also makes clear that the church’s history was understood from the beginning as something to be preserved in detail. Such comprehensiveness supports different kinds of reading: devotional, historical, literary, and comparative. Whether one approaches the work as believer, student, or general reader, the extended format underscores the ambition of the narrative project.

Its classic status, then, does not rest on age alone. It rests on a rare combination of foundational importance, narrative force, and continuing interpretive influence. Few religious histories have served so decisively as both source and story for a living tradition. That dual role has kept the work central even as methods of scholarship have changed and new documentary editions have expanded access to original materials. The book remains indispensable because it records how a community wished to understand its beginnings while preserving a great deal of the language through which those beginnings were described. It is, at once, an artifact of memory and an engine of memory.

Reading the book today also means entering the larger history of religion in America. The early nineteenth century was a period of intense experimentation, revival, mobility, and contestation, and the rise of the Latter-day Saint movement belongs to that wider setting. This history therefore speaks not only to members of a particular church but also to anyone interested in how new religious communities define authority, maintain cohesion, respond to criticism, and convert experience into narrative. Its pages illuminate the practical realities of faith communities under strain. In doing so, they invite reflection on the universal human desire to locate purpose, order, and continuity within turbulent times.

That is why the complete seven-volume History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints continues to command attention. Its themes of belief, leadership, conflict, record keeping, community formation, and historical remembrance remain current in an age still preoccupied with identity, authority, and contested narratives. Readers return to it not simply to learn what happened, but to see how a movement understood itself while history was being made. Its lasting appeal lies in that convergence of document and drama, conviction and chronicle. As a classic of Latter-day Saint literature and a major text of American religious history, it remains deeply relevant and persistently alive.
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    History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, commonly associated with Joseph Smith and issued in a complete seven-volume edition, presents a documentary-style narrative of the early Latter-day Saint movement. Drawing on records, correspondence, revelations, reports, and historical compilations, it follows the establishment of the church, its organizing principles, and the efforts of its leaders and members to define a distinct religious community. Rather than offering a detached modern analysis, the work unfolds from within the tradition’s own historical record, emphasizing events, teachings, administrative developments, and public controversies that shaped the church’s first decades.

The narrative begins with Joseph Smith’s early religious setting and the circumstances that the tradition identifies as foundational to the church’s emergence. It traces the coming forth of sacred texts, the restoration of priesthood authority as understood within the movement, and the formal organization of the church in 1830. Early missionary activity, the reception of revelations, and the rapid gathering of converts establish the book’s central pattern: spiritual claims are presented alongside practical efforts to build institutions, regulate community life, and answer critics. From the outset, the record links doctrine, leadership, and collective identity.

As the church grows, the history follows its expansion into new settlements and its attempts to establish stable centers of worship, instruction, and governance. Ohio and Missouri become major settings for both internal development and external tension. The volumes recount conferences, publications, disciplinary matters, and plans for communal order, while also documenting legal pressures, local opposition, and the recurring problem of relocation. In this sequence, the church’s aspirations are repeatedly tested by the demands of administration and by conflict with surrounding populations, making perseverance and adaptation central themes of the record.

A substantial portion of the work is devoted to revelations and teachings that frame the church’s understanding of authority, ordinances, gathering, and covenant community. The history records how these principles were communicated, implemented, and debated in practice. It also follows the growth of missionary labor at home and abroad, showing the movement’s effort to spread its message while consolidating internal order. The narrative presents religious instruction not as abstract theology but as something embedded in councils, travel, publication, worship, and the organization of quorums and offices, thereby linking belief to expanding institutional form.

The Missouri period occupies a pivotal place, with the volumes detailing mounting frictions between Latter-day Saints and other residents, the breakdown of local coexistence, and the widening consequences of political and social mistrust. Military episodes, expulsions, imprisonments, petitions, and appeals to government authorities are presented through official documents and firsthand reports. These sections foreground questions of citizenship, religious liberty, and the vulnerability of minority communities on the American frontier. The history’s method remains cumulative and documentary, allowing the scale of crisis to emerge through proclamations, correspondence, and successive accounts of displacement.

The move to Nauvoo marks another major stage in the narrative. There the history describes the building of a new city, the securing of a charter, and the expansion of civic, religious, and economic institutions. Nauvoo is presented as both a refuge and an ambitious experiment in community building, with temple construction, leadership councils, and public ceremonies taking increasing prominence. At the same time, the record notes continuing suspicion from opponents, disagreements with former associates, and the burdens that accompanied rapid growth. The city becomes a focal point for the movement’s hopes as well as its intensifying public scrutiny.

Across these later volumes, Joseph Smith appears not only as founder and revelator but also as administrator, correspondent, public figure, and participant in legal and political struggles. The history follows his sermons, journeys, organizational initiatives, and interactions with allies and critics, presenting a leadership role under constant pressure. It also records the contributions of other church officers, missionaries, and ordinary members, whose labor sustained settlements, publications, and worship. By preserving minutes, letters, and reports, the work constructs a collective history in which individual experiences are woven into broader questions of authority, loyalty, and institutional continuity.

The account increasingly emphasizes the complexity of maintaining a new religious movement amid shifting internal expectations and hostile external conditions. Issues of governance, dissent, press relations, legal conflict, and public reputation become intertwined with the church’s theological and communal aims. The volumes do not reduce these matters to a single cause; instead, they present a layered record in which revelation, settlement, organization, and controversy continually interact. This approach gives the work its distinctive character as both narrative and archive, inviting readers to follow the sequence of decisions and pressures that shaped the church’s early path.

Taken as a whole, the seven-volume history offers a foundational account of early Latter-day Saint origins, expansion, conflict, and institution building. Its enduring significance lies in the breadth of material it preserves and in the way it frames the church’s formative years through contemporaneous records and retrospective compilation. For readers interested in American religious history, it illuminates how a rapidly growing movement understood its mission, confronted opposition, and developed structures meant to endure. Without resolving every historical question, the work remains central for understanding the church’s self-presentation, memory, and historical identity.
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    The historical setting for the History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints lies in the early nineteenth-century United States, especially western New York, Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois between the 1820s and mid-1840s. These regions were shaped by rapid settlement, market expansion, local republican government, and intense Protestant religious activity. Joseph Smith, born in 1805 in Vermont and raised in upstate New York, lived in a society where churches, courts, newspapers, militias, and state legislatures were powerful institutions. The multi-volume history reflects that world closely, presenting religious claims alongside legal disputes, migrations, communal experiments, and political conflict in the expanding American republic.

A central background force was the Second Great Awakening, a broad wave of Protestant revivalism that affected much of the United States from the late eighteenth century into the early nineteenth. In western New York, often called the “burned-over district” by later observers, camp meetings, itinerant preachers, and competing denominations fostered a climate of intense religious seeking. Joseph Smith’s own early narrative, later incorporated into the church history, places his first religious concerns within this environment of doctrinal rivalry and revival excitement. The book thus mirrors a period when individual conversion, biblical interpretation, and claims of divine guidance were not marginal ideas but common features of public life.

The history also belongs to a culture shaped by the early republic’s democratic and populist impulses. In the decades after the American Revolution, many citizens distrusted old hierarchies and believed ordinary people could judge religious truth for themselves. New religious movements, reform societies, and voluntary associations multiplied. Smith’s movement emerged in that setting, asserting continuing revelation, new scripture, and restored priesthood authority. The book records these claims not as abstract theology alone but as interventions in a competitive religious marketplace. In doing so, it reflects both the openness of the age and the resistance such claims provoked from clergy, neighbors, and public officials accustomed to more familiar forms of Christianity.

Print culture and transportation changes were equally important. By the 1820s and 1830s, cheaper newspapers, expanding postal routes, and improved roads and canals connected scattered communities more closely than before. The publication of the Book of Mormon in 1830 was possible within this developing print economy, even as hostile pamphlets and newspaper reports spread criticism quickly. The church history repeatedly cites letters, revelations, minutes, editorials, and public statements, showing how documentary circulation shaped the movement’s self-understanding. At the same time, better transportation made missionary travel and gathering to church centers more feasible, allowing the church to grow across state lines while also making controversy more visible and harder to contain.

Economic instability forms another important context. The Smith family experienced financial uncertainty, and many Americans in the period faced debt, land speculation, and sudden shifts in opportunity. The Panic of 1837 and the broader volatility of antebellum capitalism affected church members as they attempted settlement projects, mercantile ventures, and institutional building. The Kirtland period, for example, unfolded amid both aspiration and financial strain, and the history records tensions arising from failed enterprises and internal dissent. These episodes reflect a wider national pattern in which economic expansion promised mobility but often produced insecurity. The book therefore captures not only spiritual ambition but also the pressures of credit, property, and communal survival.

Migration and frontier settlement were fundamental to the church’s story. As American settlers moved westward into lands recently opened through treaties, purchases, and displacement of Native peoples, new towns and counties appeared quickly, often with fragile institutions and local rivalries. Latter-day Saints gathered first in New York and Ohio, then in Missouri, and later in Illinois, following both religious instruction and practical opportunity. The history presents these moves as part of a providential unfolding, yet they also belong to the larger history of frontier colonization and contested sovereignty. In each new location, relations with older settlers, county officials, and armed militias became decisive for the community’s fate.

The history is deeply connected to the legal culture of the early republic. Joseph Smith and other church leaders interacted frequently with justices of the peace, county courts, sheriffs, and state executives. The volumes preserve petitions, affidavits, writs, and reports of hearings, indicating how often religious conflict became legal conflict. Questions of property, public order, extradition, habeas corpus, and the rights of minorities recur throughout the narrative. This legal record reflects an America that prized liberty in principle but often left unpopular groups vulnerable in practice. The book therefore serves in part as a documentary case about how local and state institutions responded unevenly to religious innovation and communal tension.

Missouri occupies a central place in the historical context because it was both a slave state and a volatile frontier society. Latter-day Saints began gathering there in the early 1830s, especially in Jackson County, after revelations identified the region as significant to their religious future. Tensions soon arose over land purchases, bloc settlement, political influence, and cultural difference. Local fears were sharpened by the church’s rapid growth and by the state’s broader anxieties about migration and power. The history records expulsions and attacks in Jackson County and later conflicts in other Missouri counties, showing how frontier insecurity and majoritarian politics could turn religious disagreement into organized violence.

The slavery issue formed part of this Missouri background even when it was not always the only cause of conflict. In a slaveholding state, rumors about northern migrants, Native relations, and possible effects on the racial order could quickly inflame local opinion. Contemporary documents from Missouri opponents expressed fears that Mormon settlement might alter political balances or unsettle slave society. The church history reflects these pressures indirectly and directly through petitions and defenses against charges. While the volumes are principally concerned with persecution and constitutional rights, they also reveal how the movement’s presence intersected with sectional anxieties that were intensifying across the United States during the 1830s.

The crisis of 1838 in Missouri was among the most consequential events reflected in the history. Escalating conflict involving vigilante action, militia mobilization, clashes between Latter-day Saints and their opponents, and harsh state intervention culminated in the expulsion of the Saints from Missouri. Governor Lilburn W. Boggs issued the order commonly called the “extermination order” in October 1838, directing that Mormons be treated as enemies and driven from the state if necessary for public peace. The church history preserves testimonies, petitions, and accounts of imprisonment and forced removal, presenting these events as evidence of persecution and state failure. Historians broadly recognize the episode as a major breakdown of civil protections.

After the Missouri expulsion, the church regrouped in Illinois, especially at Nauvoo on the Mississippi River, beginning in 1839. Illinois politics, unlike Missouri’s, initially offered space for alliance-building because Whigs and Democrats both courted the Saints as a potentially significant voting bloc. The Illinois legislature granted Nauvoo a city charter in 1840, with broad municipal powers including a university and militia. The history reflects this period as one of institution-building, immigration, temple construction, and relative recovery after trauma. Yet the same chartered powers that enabled self-government also provoked alarm among critics, who viewed Nauvoo’s courts, militia, and concentrated population as signs of dangerous separatism rather than lawful local autonomy.

The growth of Nauvoo cannot be separated from transatlantic migration and missionary expansion. Beginning in the late 1830s and accelerating in the 1840s, missionaries in Great Britain won many converts, and a substantial number emigrated to the United States. Their arrival increased the population and labor force of Nauvoo and nearby settlements. The history’s letters and reports reflect this widening network, demonstrating how the movement had become more than a local American sect. Steam travel, packet shipping, and expanding communications made such movement more practicable, though still difficult and costly. The book thus records a church increasingly shaped by international conversion, organized gathering, and the demands of supporting migrant believers.

Newspapers and public controversy were constant features of Joseph Smith’s career and of the historical record. Editors in the antebellum United States wielded considerable influence, and partisan journalism often blurred reporting with polemic. Latter-day Saints founded their own periodicals while critics published exposés, accusations, and satirical attacks. The history responds to these printed controversies by reproducing statements, rebuttals, and correspondence. This documentary method reveals a movement acutely aware that reputation could shape legal treatment and public safety. It also places the book within a broader media culture in which religious disputes were fought in print as much as in sermons or courtrooms, and where hostile publicity could intensify local fears.

The final phase of Joseph Smith’s life unfolded amid increasing political ambition and deepening opposition. In 1844 he announced a presidential campaign, reflecting both frustration with failures of redress at the state and federal levels and participation in a broader democratic culture in which reformers and outsiders sometimes sought national office. The history records petitions to government officials and arguments that constitutional protections had not been enforced. At the same time, dissent within Nauvoo, disputes over authority, and concern from surrounding communities sharpened tensions. These developments show the church engaging the American political system directly while also exposing the limits of tolerance for a religious movement that combined spiritual claims with concentrated social power.

The destruction of the Nauvoo Expositor press in June 1844 is an essential context for understanding the crisis that followed. The Expositor, produced by dissenters, criticized Joseph Smith and church leadership. Acting as mayor and with the Nauvoo City Council, Smith treated the press as a public nuisance and ordered its suppression. The decision immediately intensified regional hostility and raised urgent questions about freedom of the press, municipal authority, and due process. The history of the church presents the action within a defensive legal framework, but the event was widely seen by opponents as tyrannical. It became a direct factor in Smith’s arrest and the cascade of events leading to his death.

Joseph Smith was killed by a mob at Carthage Jail in Illinois on June 27, 1844, while awaiting legal proceedings, together with his brother Hyrum Smith. This event marked a decisive turning point for the church and for the compilation of its history. Much of the multivolume History of the Church was published later in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries from earlier journals, letters, minutes, manuscripts, and newspaper materials, under church supervision and editorial direction. Scholars note that it is a documentary compilation shaped by later editors as well as by original sources. Its historical value is therefore substantial, though it is used most carefully alongside related manuscripts and contemporary records.

Seen in full context, the History of the Church functions both as a record of a religious movement and as a mirror of antebellum America. It reflects revivalism, print controversy, migration, land hunger, legal improvisation, militia politics, economic instability, and widening debates over rights and public order. It also critiques its era by insisting that constitutional guarantees often failed when local majorities feared an unpopular minority. At the same time, the narrative reveals how expansive claims to revelation, communal gathering, and municipal autonomy could alarm neighbors in a republic wary of concentrated power. For that reason, the work remains inseparable from the conflicts, aspirations, and institutional experiments of the age that produced it.
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    Joseph Smith was an American religious leader and writer of the early nineteenth century whose teachings gave rise to the Latter Day Saint movement. Born in 1805 and active during the era of intense revivalism often called the Second Great Awakening, he became one of the most influential and controversial figures in American religious history. His significance rests not only on institutional leadership but also on an ambitious body of religious texts, sermons, and revelations that shaped a new faith tradition. Although remembered primarily as a prophet by followers, he also belongs to the history of American print culture, charismatic religion, and reform-era public debate.

Smith grew up in the rural northeastern United States, where Protestant revival meetings, biblical reading, and competing claims of religious authority formed a vivid intellectual environment. He had limited formal schooling, a circumstance common in his social setting, and his education was largely shaped by scripture, oral preaching, and vernacular religious culture rather than advanced academic institutions. Publicly documented influences on his thought include the King James Bible and the revivalist atmosphere of his time, especially debates over restoration, revelation, and the authority of churches. These contexts are important because his later writings consistently framed Christianity as something to be renewed through divine communication.

His public career began in the late 1820s with the appearance of the Book of Mormon, published in 1830 and presented by Smith as a sacred record translated by divine means. The book became the foundational scripture of the new religious movement he organized that same year, then known as the Church of Christ and later as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Written in biblical style, it offered a sweeping sacred history and a theological argument about Jesus Christ, covenant, prophecy, and the destiny of peoples in the ancient Americas. Its publication marked Smith’s emergence as both revelator and religious author.

Over the next decade and a half, Smith produced a substantial corpus of revelations, letters, sermons, revisions, and translations that expanded the movement’s theology and organization. Many revelations were later collected in the Doctrine and Covenants, a key scriptural work in the tradition. He also produced texts associated with the Book of Moses and the Book of Abraham, and he undertook an extensive revision of the Bible often called the Joseph Smith Translation. These writings moved across genres, including prophetic proclamation, doctrinal exposition, narrative scripture, and administrative instruction. Together they established ideas about priesthood, covenant community, temple worship, and continuing revelation.

Smith’s career was marked by rapid institutional growth as well as recurring conflict. He helped gather converts, founded communities in Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois, and introduced practices and doctrines that distinguished the movement sharply from surrounding denominations. His public speaking and published revelations won devoted followers while also provoking intense criticism from opponents who challenged his authority and claims. In his lifetime, reception was therefore deeply divided: believers treated him as a prophet restoring ancient Christianity, while critics saw him as a disruptive and dangerous innovator. That polarized response has remained central to how his life and writings have been interpreted.

His religious teachings were inseparable from his literary output. Smith advocated continuing revelation, a gathered Zion, and a church structured by divine authority, and these principles were expressed through the texts he dictated, revised, and circulated. In the 1840s he delivered several influential sermons that later readers mined for doctrines concerning the nature of God, humanity, and salvation, though some survive only through contemporaneous notes rather than author-prepared manuscripts. He also supervised the publication of periodicals that helped disseminate teachings and news of the movement. In this sense, his authorship was both textual and communal, using print and preaching to shape a rapidly expanding religious public.

In his later years Smith led the Latter Day Saint community in Nauvoo, Illinois, where he continued to publish, preach, and organize until his death in 1844 after being jailed in nearby Carthage. His death transformed him into a martyr figure for many followers and intensified debates about succession and the future of the movement. His legacy endures through several denominations that trace their origins to his teachings, above all the largest body within the Latter Day Saint tradition. Contemporary relevance lies in the continuing study of his writings, the global reach of the faith he founded, and ongoing scholarly interest in revelation, authorship, and religious innovation in American history.
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In publishing the History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, it is felt that a solemn duty is being performed to the Saints and to the world. The events which make up the history of the Church in this age are the most important that history can chronicle. It is due therefore both to the Saints themselves and to the world that a faithful and complete history of the facts in which the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints had its origin, together with the events through which it was subsequently developed, and all the circumstances, experiences and trials through which it passed be made known to mankind. It is important, too, that so far as possible the events which make up the history be related by the persons who witnessed them, since such statements give the reader testimony of the facts at first hand; and there is placed on record at the same time the highest order of historical evidence of the truth of what is stated. It was these considerations which induced the Church authorities, under whose auspices this history is published, to take the narrative of the Prophet Joseph Smith as found in the manuscript History of the Church—now in the archives of the Historian's office—for the body of the work, rather than to authorize the writing of a history in the ordinary way. The editors of the work are not oblivious to the fact that to proceed in the manner followed in these volumes has its disadvantages; that it renders it impossible to correlate the facts, and give unity to the work; that it makes the body of the work more of the nature of annals than of history; with the accompanying result that the conclusion of an event, or even a series of events, is frequently postponed indefinitely, and each reader is left to be his own "philosopher of history" while perusing these pages; that is, to form his own conclusions upon the data here presented to him. To overcome, at least in some small degree, the obvious disadvantages of the style in which it has been determined to publish this history, marginal notes relating to important matters are given, which, while it is not claimed that they overcome the difficulties of the annalistic style of the main body of the work, will nevertheless, be of great service to the reader both in this respect and also in here and there enlarging upon the Prophet's narrative where the narrative does not include all the facts known upon the subject.

From the first the Prophet Joseph Smith had a clear apprehension of the importance of keeping a faithful record of the events connected with the great work which God was bringing forth through his instrumentality; and it is to his appreciation of the importance of that fact, and his never tiring energy respecting it, that we are indebted for the minute completeness of our Church annals. While the very rapidity with which events happened, together with the quickly changing circumstances through which the purposes of God were unfolded in the great Dispensation of the Fulness of Times, necessarily occupied the time of the Prophet, and well nigh made it impossible for him to give all the attention to the making of annals that is necessary to such work, still he quite thoroughly supervised the writing of his history, with the result that more complete historical data have been written and preserved respecting the coming forth of the work of God in these last days than any other great movement whatsoever.

One difficulty the Prophet experienced in writing the annals of the Church, which he usually called his history, was the unfaithfulness of some whom he employed in this service, and the frequent change of historians, owing to the ever shifting conditions surrounding the Church in the early years of its existence. It would be marvelous indeed if under all these circumstances there had been no mistakes made in our annals, no conflict of dates, no errors in the relation of events. But whether these conditions are taken into account or not, the manuscript annals of the Church are astonishingly free from errors of dates, relation of facts, and anachronisms of every description. When the Church historians George A. Smith and Wilford Woodruff completed their publication of the History of Joseph Smith[1], down to the 8th of August, 1844, which history was published in installments in the Deseret News, Utah, and in the Millennial Star, England, they expressed themselves upon the correctness of what they had published in the following manner:

"The History of Joseph Smith is now before the world, and we are satisfied that a history more correct in its details than this was never published. To have it strictly correct, the greatest possible pains have been taken by the historians and clerks engaged in the work. They were eye and ear witnesses of nearly all the transactions recorded in this history, most of which were reported as they transpired, and, where they were not personally present, they have had access to those who were. Moreover, since the death of the Prophet Joseph, the history has been carefully revised under the strict inspection of President Brigham Young, and approved by him. We, therefore, hereby bear our testimony to all the world, unto whom these words shall come, that the History of Joseph Smith is true, and is one of the most authentic histories ever written."

Their statement assuredly is true; and yet by a careful revision of the work they did, and the correction of a few errors in dates and other details, the work has been brought to a still higher state of perfection. Where grammatical accuracy was violated in the original record it has been corrected, so far as observed; but no historical or doctrinal statement has been changed. Some changes will be observed in the matter of the biographies of the leading Elders of the early days of the Church. When a man of prominence connected himself with the Church, the Prophet Joseph usually gave a biographical sketch of him in his own history, then writing; and sometimes these biographies were long and unduly interrupted the movement of events. To rid the body of the work of this encumbrance it was decided to place all biographical matter in marginal notes; this made it necessary to condense very much those found in the Prophet's narrative, while severe brevity—after accuracy—has been the aim in those prepared by the annotator.

The most careful attention has been given to this work by those engaged in its preparation. The manuscript has been read to the Church Historian, President Anthon H. Lund, with constant reference to the original manuscript history and all copies of it published in the Times and Seasons and the Millennial Star; and also to various editions of the Doctrine and Covenants, and the Book of Commandments published at Independence, Missouri, in 1833, where the revelations received by the Prophet Joseph Smith are contained. In the course of this work slight variations in phraseology were discovered in the several editions of the Doctrine and Covenants, that doubtless arose through careless proof reading; and as between the most carefully proof-read editions and the revelations found in the manuscript History of the Church there were some slight differences, which were corrected to agree with the original manuscript; but the corrections were never made until first submitted to the First Presidency, and carefully considered and approved by them. We therefore feel that this great care has resulted in presenting to the Church and to the world the revelations which the Prophet Joseph Smith received in their most perfect form; and that a standard is created for all future publication of these revelations. Speaking of the revelations that appear in this book, it is proper to remark that one of the chief values of this volume of the History of the Church will arise from the fact that the greater number of those revelations received by the Prophet Joseph Smith is published in it—one hundred and one, out of a hundred and thirty-three found in the Doctrine and Covenants; and as they are published in connection with the circumstances existing when brought forth, the student of the doctrines of the Church will find this volume of almost incalculable benefit to him.

In the Introduction it is believed the reader will find a fitting background from which are projected with majestic boldness the great events and splendid doctrines of the Dispensation of the Fulness of Times. That dispensation, of which this history is but the chronicle, bears an important relation to all former dispensations since the world began. It is the ocean into which they as streams flow. It is their complement, and unifying force—it makes them all one; and demonstrates that while things to men appear but in parts, God forever stands in the presence of the whole, and dispenses His providences with reference to His perfect comprehension of the end from the beginning. It is to exhibit this relation of dispensations that the Introduction is written, and the importance of the subject must be the apology for its length.


INTRODUCTION.
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Antiquity of the Gospel.

The History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is also the history of the opening and progress of the Dispensation of the fullness of Times[2]; and as that dispensation bears an important relation to all dispensations which have preceded it, let us here ascertain in what that relation consists. By doing so we shall have a better appreciation of the full import of those events which make up the history of the Church.

A dispensation, without reference to any specific application or limitation of the term, is the act of dealing out or distributing, such as the dispensation of justice by courts, the dispensation of blessings or afflictions by the hand of Providence. Theologically a dispensation is defined as one of the several systems or bodies of law in which at different periods God has revealed his mind and will to man, such as the Patriarchal Dispensation[3], the Mosaic Dispensation, or the Christian Dispensation. The word is also sometimes applied to the periods of time during which the said laws obtain. That is, the period from Adam to Noah is usually called the Patriarchal Dispensation. From Noah to the calling of Abraham, the Noachian Dispensation; and from Abraham to the calling of Moses, the Abrahamic Dispensation. But the word dispensation as connected with the Gospel of Jesus Christ means the opening of the heavens to men; the giving out or dispensing to them the word of God; the revealing to men in whole or the part the principles and ordinances of the Gospel; the conferring of divine authority upon certain chosen ones, by which they are empowered to act in the name, that is, in the authority of God, and for Him. That is a dispensation as relating to the Gospel; and the Dispensation of the Fulness of Times is the dispensation which includes all others and gathers to itself all things which bear any relation whatsoever to the work of God. Also it is the last dispensation, the one in which will be gathered together in one all things in Christ, both which are in heaven, and which are on earth; even in Him.1 It is the dispensation which will see fulfilled all the decrees of God respecting the salvation of men and the redemption of the earth itself; and bears such relation to all other dispensations of the Gospel as the ocean does to all earth's streams. It receives and unites them all in itself.

That there have been many dispensations of the Gospel, many times that divine authority has been conferred upon men, is apparent from the Scripture narrative of such events. And yet, strange as it may seem, in the face of such Scripture narratives, there are those among professing Christians who hold that the Gospel had no earlier origin than the time of Messiah's ministry in the flesh. As a matter of fact, however, the Gospel of Jesus Christ has existed from the very earliest ages of the world. There are, indeed, certain passages of Scripture which lead us to believe that even before the earth was made or ever man was placed upon it, the Gospel had been formulated and was understood by the spirits which inhabited the kingdom of the Father; and who, in course of time, would be blessed with a probation on the earth—an earth-life. If this be not true, of what significance is the Scripture which speaks of Jesus as the Lamb ordained before the foundation of the world[4], but revealed in this day for the salvation of man?2 What of the "Lamb slain from the foundation of the world"?3 And further: "They that dwell on the earth shall wonder, whose names were not written in the Book of Life[5] from the foundation of the world."4 "Where wast thou," asked the Lord of Job, "when I laid the foundations of the earth? * * * When the morning stars sang together, and all the sons of God shouted for joy?"5 There is evidence in these expressions found in Scripture that before the foundations of the earth were laid the sacrifice necessary to the redemption of men was understood, and the "Lamb" for the sacrifice was chosen, Jesus, the Messiah. There is evidence in these expressions from Scripture of the pre-existence of the spirits of men, and the names of some of them at least were written in the "Book of Life" from the foundation of the world, and it is not unlikely that the shouting of all the sons of God for joy, at the creation of the earth was in consequence of the prospects which opened before them because of the earth-life and the salvation that would come to them through the Gospel—even in the prospects of that "eternal life, which God that cannot lie, promised before the world began."

The Gospel Revealed to Adam.

The Gospel, then, is of great antiquity[1q]. Older than the hills, older than the earth; for in the heavenly kingdom was it formulated before the foundations of the earth were laid. Nor were men left in ignorance of the plan of their redemption until the coming of the Messiah in the flesh. From the first that plan was known. Our annals are imperfect on that head, doubtless, but enough exists even in the Jewish scriptures to indicate the existence of a knowledge of the fact of the Atonement and of the redemption of man through that means. Abel, the son of Adam, is the first we read of in the Jewish scriptures as offering "the firstlings of his flock[6]" as a sacrifice unto God. How came he to offer sacrifice of the firstlings of his flock? Doubtless behind Abel's sacrifice, as behind similar offerings in subsequent ages, stood the fact of the Christ's Atonement.6 In it was figured forth the means of man's redemption—through a sacrifice, and that the sacrifice of the first-born. But where learned Abel to offer sacrifice if not from his father Adam? It is reasonably certain that Adam as well as Abel offered sacrifices, in like manner and for the same intent; and to Adam, though the Jewish scriptures are silent respecting it, God must have revealed both the necessity of offering sacrifice and the great thing of which it was but the symbol. And here, to some advantage, may be quoted a passage from the writings of Moses, as revealed to Joseph Smith, in December, 1830. From what was then made known to the great latter-day Prophet of the writings of Moses, it appears that our book of Genesis does not contain all that was revealed to Moses respecting the revelations of God to Adam and his children of the first generation. According to this more complete account of the revelation to Moses, after Adam was driven from Eden, God gave commandments both to him and his wife, that they should worship the Lord their God, and should offer the firstlings of their flocks for an offering unto the Lord, and Adam was obedient unto the commandment:


And after many days an angel of the Lord appeared unto Adam, saying: Why doest thou offer sacrifices unto the Lord? And Adam said unto him: I know not, save the Lord commanded me. And the angel spake, saying: This thing is a similitude of the sacrifice of the Only Begotten of the Father, which is full of grace and truth. Wherefore, thou shalt do all that thou doest in the name of the Son, and thou shalt repent and call upon God in the name of the Son for evermore.7



After some time elapsed and men multiplied in the earth and wickedness increased; after Abel, the righteous, was slain and Cain was a vagabond in the earth for the murder; after Lamech had also become a murderer and Satan had great power among the disobedient—then, it is written:

And God cursed the earth with a sore curse, and was angry with the wicked, with all the sons of men whom he had made; for they would not hearken unto His voice, nor believe on His Only Begotten Son, even Him whom He declared should come in the meridian of time[11], who was prepared from before the foundation of the world. And thus the Gospel began to be preached, from the beginning, being declared by holy angels sent forth from the presence of God, and by His own voice, and by the gift of the Holy Ghost. And thus all things were confirmed unto Adam, by an holy ordinance, and the Gospel preached, and a decree sent forth, that it should be in the world, until the end thereof.8

Establishment of the Ancient Church.

As the Gospel was thus preached there were those among the children of Adam who obeyed it, and a record of those men was kept, and they constituted the ancient Church of God. Enoch[8] was of the number of righteous ones, and a preacher of righteousness. In these revealed writings of Moses he is represented in the course of his ministry as referring to the manner in which the Gospel was taught to Adam;


And he said unto them: Because that Adam fell, we are and by his fall came death; and we are made partakers of misery and woe. Behold Satan hath come among the children of men, and tempteth them to worship him; and men have become carnal, sensual, and devilish, and are shut out from the presence of God. But God hath made known unto our fathers that all men must repent. And He called upon our father Adam by His own voice, saying: I am God; I made the world, and men before they were in the flesh. And He also said unto him: If thou wilt turn unto me, and hearken unto my voice, and believe, and repent of all thy transgressions, and be baptized, even in water, in the name of mine Only Begotten Son, who is full of grace and truth, which is Jesus Christ, the only name which shall be given under heaven, whereby salvation shall come unto the children of men, ye shall receive the gift of the Holy Ghost, asking all things in His name, and whatsoever ye shall ask, it shall be given you.9



Adam was obedient to the commandments of the Lord, and taught them to his children, many of whom believed them, obeyed, and became the sons of God.

Enoch, we are told, "walked with God: and he was not; for God took him."10 Paul, in speaking of him, says: "By faith Enoch was translated that he should not see death; and was not found, because God had translated him."11 But the writings of Moses, as revealed to Joseph Smith, and from which I have been quoting, give information that not only was Enoch translated but the Saints inhabiting his city, into which he had gathered his people, and this city was called Zion; "And it came to pass that Zion was not, for God received it up into His own bosom; and from thence went forth the saying, Zion is fled."12

The Gospel versus the Law.

Thus the gospel was taught to the ancients. Noah was a preacher of it as well as Enoch. So, too, was Melchizedek, priest of the Most High God, King of Salem, who met Abraham in his day and blessed him.13 Paul, the Apostle of the Gentiles, bears unmistakable testimony to the fact that the Gospel was preached unto Abraham; and also that it was offered to Israel under Moses before "the law of carnal commandments[10]" was given. "I would not that ye should be ignorant," he says, "how that all our fathers were under the cloud, and all passed through the sea; and were all baptized unto Moses in the cloud and in the sea; and did all eat the same spiritual meat; and did all drink the same spiritual drink: for they drank of that spiritual Rock that followed them: and that Rock was Christ."14

Referring again to the fact of the presentation of the Gospel to ancient Israel, Paul says that the Gospel was preached unto ancient Israel, as well as unto Israel in his day; but the preaching of the Gospel to ancient Israel was not profitable to them, because they received it not in faith, and as a result displeased God by their unbelief, and the rebellious perished in the wilderness.15

Paul's great controversy with the Christian Jews was in relation to the superiority of the Gospel to the law of Moses. Many of the Christian Jews while accepting Jesus of Nazareth as the promised Messiah, still held to the law with something like superstitious reverence, and could not be persuaded that the Gospel superseded the law, and was, in fact, a fulfillment of all its types and symbols. This controversy culminated in Paul's now celebrated letter to the Galatians, wherein he says:

Know ye therefore that they which are of faith, the same are the children of Abraham. And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the heathen through faith, preached before the Gospel unto Abraham, saying, In thee shall all nations be blessed. * * * * Now to Abraham and his seed were the promises made. He saith not And to seeds, as of many: but as of one, And to thy seed, which is Christ. And this I say, that the covenant, that was confirmed before of God in Christ, the law, which was four hundred and thirty years after, cannot disannul, that it should make the promise of none effect. * * * * Wherefore then serveth the law? It was added because of transgressions, till the seed should come to whom the promise was made; and it was ordained by angels in the hand of a mediator. * * * Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ, that we might be justified by faith. But after that faith is come, we are no longer under a schoolmaster. For ye are all the children of God by faith in Christ Jesus.16

From Moses to John the Baptist and Messiah.

In greater clearness, however, than in these sayings of Paul gathered up from his writings like scattered rays of light from a prism's reflection, the antiquity of the Gospel, as far as it concerns ancient Israel, is stated in a revelation of God to the Prophet Joseph Smith. And not only the antiquity of the Gospel, but in greater clearness also is stated the reasons why, after the Gospel was first preached to ancient Israel, the law of carnal commandments was "added" to the Gospel, or given in its place, to act as a schoolmaster to bring Israel unto Christ. And by the knowledge imparted in that revelation the time between the Mosaic dispensation and the coming of John the Baptist, to prepare the way for the coming of Christ, is spanned by a statement so rational, that the truth of it cannot be reasonably questioned. Speaking of the Melchizedek Priesthood[9] and its powers in administering the ordinances of the Gospel, and how it came to disappear as an organization in Israel, the passage in question says:


This greater Priesthood administereth the Gospel and holdeth the key of the mysteries of the kingdom, even the key of the knowledge of God; Therefore, in the ordinances thereof, the power of godliness is manifest; and without the ordinances thereof, and the authority of the Priesthood, the power of godliness is not manifest unto men in the flesh, for without this no man can see the face of God, even the Father, and live. Now this Moses plainly taught to the children of Israel in the wilderness, and sought diligently to sanctify his people that they might behold the face of God: but they hardened their hearts and could not endure his presence, therefore, the Lord in His wrath (for His anger was kindled against them) swore that they should not enter into his rest while in the wilderness, which rest is the fullness of his glory. Therefore He took Moses out of their midst, and the Holy Priesthood also; and the lesser Priesthood continued, which Priesthood holdeth the key of the ministering of angels and the preparatory Gospel; which Gospel is the Gospel of repentance and of baptism, and the remission of sins, and the law of carnal commandments, which the Lord in His wrath, caused to continue with the house of Aaron among the children of Israel until John, whom God raised up, being filled with the Holy Ghost from his mother's womb; for he was baptized while he was yet in his childhood, and was ordained by the angel of God at the time he was eight days old unto this power to overthrow the kingdom of the Jews, and to make straight the way of the Lord before the face of His people, to prepare them for the coming of the Lord, in whose hand is given all power.17



As before remarked, this passage spans the interval of time between Moses and John the Baptist, and gives a fuller explanation than can be found in the writings of Paul or elsewhere, for the reason why and in what manner the law supplanted the Gospel; and what measure of the Priesthood remained with Israel unto the coming of John; in what the mission of John consisted, and in what manner he was qualified to fulfill that mission.

It should be remarked, however, that while the Lord took Moses out of the midst of ancient Israel, and the Holy Melchisedek Priesthood also, as an institution, as an organization, it is evident that subsequently special dispensations of that Priesthood were given to individual prophets, such as Samuel, Nathan, Elijah, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel: for these men exercised powers and enjoyed privileges which belong exclusively to the Melchisedek Priesthood.

The Dispensation of the Meridian of Time.

With the period between Moses and John the Baptist spanned, we come to the Dispensation of the Meridian of Time. This dispensation begins with the preaching of John the Baptist in the wilderness. It was made glorious by the personal ministry of Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of God; by His suffering and death, for the redemption of mankind; by His glorious resurrection from the dead; by his subsequent ministry among his followers, and His final ascension into heaven to the throne of His Father; by the faithful ministry of His Apostles, by whom the good tidings of man's salvation were published to the world: by the establishment of the Church as the agency through which the Gospel was to be more widely proclaimed, and those who accepted the Gospel were more thoroughly instructed in its doctrines, guarded from error, and finally perfected in the Christian life. An inspired volume of Scripture, the New Testament, was also brought into existence, from the teachings of the inspired Apostles, in which the great fundamental truths of the Gospel were embodied and cast in a form that would be enduring, and to which men could appeal through all the ages to come, as an authoritative statement, not only of what Jesus said and what He did, but also a statement of what doctrines are to be believed; what precepts to be practiced; what ordinances to be observed. By thus embodying the chief doctrines of Christ in a volume of Scripture that should live forever, and be published in all the languages of the world, provision was made for such a dissemination of the knowledge of God, that the world would never again be wholly without that knowledge; and though the Church might become corrupted, as it afterwards did; though men ambitious of distinction and power might usurp authority and establish churches, in which they taught for doctrines the commandments of men, as they certainly did; still in this volume of Scripture men henceforth would have at hand a standard of truth by which to test the utterances of would-be teachers, while at the same time it would keep above the horizon of a world's knowledge the great truths of the Gospel—the existence and character of God; the manifestation of Him through the person and character of Jesus of Nazareth; the relationship existing between God and man; the fall of man; and the redemption provided for him in the atonement of Jesus Christ. All this was achieved in the Dispensation of the Meridian of Time; a mighty work accomplished by the Son of God and His associates; a work sealed not only by the blood of Jesus Christ, but by the blood also of many faithful witnesses, which shall make their testimony of force in the world.

Identity of the Dispensation of the Meridian of Time and the Dispensation of the Fulness of Times Considered.

At this point we are confronted with a question that must be settled before progress is possible with this Introduction. Owing to the phraseology of certain passages of Scripture, making reference to the coming of Messiah in the flesh, and to the work of God in those days, the Dispensation of the Meridian of Time is mistaken for the Dispensation of the Fulness of Times. In Mark's Gospel, for instance, John the Baptist is represented as saying, "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand: repent ye, and believe the gospel."18 The words in Italics are usually understood to make reference to the Dispensation of the Fulness of Times. Again it is written: "But when the fulness of the time was come, God sent forth His Son, made of a woman, made under the law, to redeem them that were under the law."19 The words, "when the fulness of the time was come," are supposed to refer to the Dispensation of the Fulness of Times. Other passages of Scripture referring to the days of Messiah's personal ministry among men in the flesh, speak of them as the "last days." Paul in the opening sentence of his letter to the Hebrews, does this: "God, who at sundry times and in divers manners spake in time past unto the fathers by the prophets, hath in these last days spoken unto us by His Son, whom He hath appointed heir of all things."20 So St. John, in addressing the Saints in his day: "Little children, it is the last time: and as ye have heard that anti-Christ shall come, even now are there many anti-Christs; whereby we know that it is the last time." 21 These with two other special passages of Scripture to be separately considered, constitute the authority upon which the Meridian Dispensation is confounded with the Dispensation of the Fullness of Times. And yet all these passages are susceptible of quite a different and more natural rendering. Without controversy it will be conceded that the Lord had an appointed time for His Son Jesus to come to earth in the flesh and perform the mission that had been assigned him; to suffer; to die; to arise again from the dead. And when the fullness of this time was come, God indeed sent forth His Son into the world. As for those inspired writers who speak of the "last days," and the "last times"—they speak relatively; that is, with reference to former days and times; and, of course, the days and times in which they lived to them were the last days, and the last times; but they were not the last days of the earth's temporal existence; they were not the last days in any general sense at all, as there have been now some two thousand years of days since then. They were not the "last days" that are understood as immediately preceding the glorious coming of the Son of God.

Joel[13]'s Great Prophecy of the Dispensation of the Last Days.

Of the special passages before referred to, and which I said would receive separate consideration, the first is Peter's quotation from the Prophet Joel concerning the outpouring of the Spirit of God upon "all flesh in the last days." This quotation from Joel is regarded as identifying the days in which the Apostle was speaking, as "the last days;" and the dispensation in which he was living as the Dispensation of the Last Days and of the Fulness of Times. The conditions existing when Peter was speaking, and the prophecy of Joel, however, admit of no such interpretation. The circumstances were as follows: The Holy Ghost in an extraordinary manner rested upon the Apostles and gave them the power of speaking in other languages than those they had learned. Some in the listening multitude attributed this singular manifestation to drunkenness, whereupon the Apostle Peter arose and refuted the slander, saying: "These are not drunken, as ye suppose, seeing it is but the third hour of the day. But this is that which was spoken by the Prophet Joel; and it shall come to pass in the last days, saith God, I will pour out of my Spirit upon all flesh: and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams: and on my servants and on my handmaidens I will pour out in those days of my Spirit; and they shall prophesy: and I will show wonders in heaven above, and signs in the earth beneath; blood, and fire, and vapor of smoke: the sun shall be turned into darkness and
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