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Author’s Preface

It was never my intention to write a book about Mormonism. For years I thought I knew enough about the Mormon faith to get by in any conversation. That perception changed when my wife and I were on vacation in Arizona, and there across a lunch table I met a Mormon elder. In a very friendly conversation which followed, I realised that he was talking about the ecumenism of the Mormon church as a part of the larger Christian community in a way I never heard before. This fostered questions in my mind. Had I misunderstood Mormonism? Was there a difference between what this faith stood for in the past as compared to its present? I was confused. So, when I got home this conversation initiated a rigorous study of contemporary Mormonism that took over six years. This book is the result of that intensive study.


In the pages to follow there is much original research. Wherever possible primary sources are used and quoted – yet multiple secondary sources have been read and digested as foundational material for a thorough understanding of this topic. As you read you will discover new information on the history, theology, moral philosophy, and social policy of Mormonism that are not found in other books. In the closing pages of this work there are selective but unique indexes for the Mormon scriptures which are designed to be helpful for all students to do further study.






The Mormon faith today carries no small influence throughout the entire world. From very obscure beginnings less than two centuries ago, it has grown to become a religious force of significance that impacts even the regional and federal politics of the United States. As a movement it is founded upon the teachings of the Book of Mormon. Joseph Smith said that this book was first revealed to him in a vision in the form of golden plates on 21 September 1823. The translated account of those golden pages depicts two migrations of Middle Eastern people to the new world.

The second migration is the most important and it is said to have taken place during the biblical era of Jeremiah and the siege of Jerusalem around 600 B.C. At that time, according to the Book of Mormon account, a Judean Prophet named Lehi and his family left Judah and migrated miraculously across the seas and landed in an unchartered region of the world. After many generations Lehi’s descendants established an extensive Israeli civilisation in this previously unexplored world. Much later in history this new world would be called America. If this is true, it means that America was once filled with transplanted Israelites. This declaration of faith is supported everywhere in the pages of the Book of Mormon where Old Testament place names and spiritual concepts are also transposed to the American continent. Even the final main headquarters of Joseph Smith was named “Nauvoo,” which is the Hebrew term for “beautiful.” So, Mormonism proclaims that it has an historical and doctrinal connection to Judaism. Judaism, on the other hand, rejects any such connection.

At its core, however, the Book of Mormon is primarily a Christian drama. There are many quotations within the text that seem directly derived from the 1611 King James Version of the Bible. Yet the Mormon Holy Book is distinctive because it contends that key aspects of the gospel of the New Testament existed even in the days of Adam and Eve, and throughout history thereafter. Such proclamations, which are foundational to the Mormon faith, will be examined later in detail.

There are some groups who believe in the Book of Mormon but reject being called Mormons. The very large Utah based church, with headquarters in Salt Lake City, will accept that designation. Yet they still prefer to be known by their official name, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (note the hyphen). In many ways this Latter-day group overshadows all other smaller denominational groups who adhere to the Book of Mormon. Frequently this large Utah based church is just called the LDS Church. LDS stands for Latter-day Saints.

The historical growth of the Mormon LDS Church is recorded in the website, TheChurchNews.com. In 1830, the membership was just 280. A few decades later in 1873, the church had grown to 100,000. Then later by 1947 there were 1,000,000 followers. This fellowship increased in size to 10,000,000 by 1997 and by 2013 reached 15,000,000. At the end of 2023 the membership was recorded as 17,255,394.1

The LDS Church is closely connected to the State of Utah. This Church was the primary religious voice in the Utah Territory long before Utah even became a State within the United States in 1896. The Church’s predominant influence in Utah has remained fairly constant down through the following years. As recently as 2022, 42% of the population of that State identify as Latter-day Saints. This percentage is down from 2001 when 53% of the population identified as LDS adherents or members.2

The LDS Church has spread its influence well beyond Utah into other areas of the United States and into many other countries. World population review notes that as of the end of 2023 there are nearly 7 million Latter-day Saints spread throughout the United States. Mexico is next with a Mormon population of over 1.5 million people, followed by Brazil with just under 1.5 million and then the Philippines is next with just over 867,000 people of Mormon faith. These countries just mentioned have the largest Mormon populations on Earth.3

The General Conference Report for 2024 indicates that the LDS denomination is a very active organization. Around the world, the LDS have 3,565 stakes, which are districts of 10 to 20 Churches. They call their local Churches “wards or branches.” There are a total of 31,490 wards or branches in the world. The LDS have 186 Temples in operation in various countries, and another 55 Temples under construction. More than most other Churches, the Latter-day Saints are noted for their extensive missionary work. The results of this work have been evident down through the years. In 2023 alone, 251,763 converts were baptised into the faith.4

In terms of assets, the LDS Church is very wealthy. Though not reported publicly, the church had an estimated minimum of $30 billion in assets and an annual gross income of close to $6 billion in 1997.5 This was more than Utah’s State budget in 1997. However, by 2023 the Church’s net worth had enlarged and now is estimated to be $265 billion, which is an increase of nearly $29 billion from the previous year. The LDS are far richer than the Catholic Vatican Church which has a net worth of between $10 and $15 billion, and the Church of England which has a value of £8.3 billion.6

The LDS organisation has a pronounced hierarchal structure. The head of the church is the current President, who is also the Prophet, Seer and Revelator to his generation. As President he guides the saints, as Prophet he speaks God’s truth, and as Revelator he becomes the vehicle of ongoing divine revelation. The President chooses a First Counsellor and Second Counsellor, and together they act in a collective (with the President leading) which is called the First Presidency. Immediately below the First Presidency is the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, who hold lifetime positions and are always ranked by seniority.

No conference or elected delegation of the saints at large establishes church policy. The LDS is not congregational in its operation of church government. This faith community is prophetically led. Decisions are made in the denomination from the top down, from the First Presidency through the Quorum to the membership. These decisions might be sometimes debated, but in the end more than anything else they must be obeyed.

There are a number of other smaller churches, separate from the LDS, which also believe in the Book of Mormon and look to Joseph Smith Jr. as their founder. After Smith was assassinated in 1844, a variety of splinter groups arose in the confusion and chaos that followed. Not everyone received Brigham Young as the new President. The largest of the splinter groups active today is called the Community of Christ. This body is quite small compared to the main LDS body. This group was founded in 1860 by Joseph Smith III under the initial name, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter day Saints (note, no hyphen). Joseph Smith III, the eldest surviving son of Joseph Smith did not accept certain of the doctrines taught by Brigham Young, the man who was received by the majority of the saints to be the new leader of the movement. Especially offensive was Young’s teaching on polygamy and multiple deities in the heavens.

The members of this separate fellowship do not like being called Mormons because they believe that name wrongly connects them to the Utah Church. They consider themselves much more ecumenical and prefer to be called just Christians. The Community’s website for 2024 notes that the denomination has only about 250,000 members.7 Such a small membership doesn’t represent any real challenge to the LDS which is so much larger. Certain other splinter Mormon groups have come and gone. Some of these we will refer to as we detail the history of the Mormon movement.

Certain famous people in politics have identified themselves as Mormons connected to the main Utah group. Ezra Taft Benson served as Secretary of Agriculture under Dwight Eisenhower. Ivy Baker Priest was a past Treasurer of California and of the United States. Marriner S. Eccles was a former President of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and chairperson of the Federal Reserve Board. George Romney was the Governor of Michigan and a man with considerable political influence.

As of 2023, there are nine LDS Church members serving in Congress – three in the Senate and six in the House of Representatives.8 Mitt Romney has served as Governor of Massachusetts, and he became a serious Republican Presidential candidate for 2008, though he was defeated in the primary. In 2012 he made another run for the Presidency but was defeated by Barrack Obama. Then in 2019 he became a Republican U.S. Senator representing Utah. Orrin Hatch was another prominent Mormon Republican Senator. He served as a U.S. Senator for Utah for 42 years (1977-2019.). He was the longest serving Republican Senator in history. On the other side of the aisle was Harry Reid, the Mormon Senator representing Nevada from 1987-2017. He was the Senate Majority leader from 2007-2015 before retiring.

Other famous Mormons include Philo T. Farnsworth (1906-71) who invented the television. Lester Wire (1887-1958) invented the traffic light. Indeed, the first traffic light in the entire United States was in Salt Lake City. Everyone also knows that the musical Osmonds, Donny and Marie, are Mormons. Gladys Knight, from Gladys Knight and the Pips, also has a Mormon heritage. Larry King in 1997 married for the seventh time, and this time to a Mormon, Shawn Southwick King. The marriage went through years of turmoil and finally Larry filed for divorce in August 2019, less than two years before he died, leaving Shawn out of his will.

LDS members who not only expound but practice their faith feel very strongly about defending their heritage. They respond fervently against any negative depictions of Mormons such as found in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s first Sherlock Holmes mystery of 1887. That book called A Study in Scarlet presents early Mormons as villains and the Mormon Danites are described as evil avenging angels. Advocates of the LDS organization resent such characterisations and find them not only unfair but insulting. They proclaim to the contrary that their forebears were good people, a faithful minority persecuted for their misinterpreted expressions of faith by the majority. They were also fine examples of the American pioneer spirit.

Mormons were among the first to transit west and settle in untamed areas. Around eighty thousand trail-blazing saints travelled by covered wagons in meagre circumstances across the plains to the wilderness surrounding Salt Lake. This was long before the transcontinental railway made transit easier. It is estimated that six thousand died trying to make the journey. Nevertheless, those who were able to complete this difficult transit eventually carved a community out of nothing. Then after decades of rejection and even persecution they turned the Utah wilderness Territory into a State in 1896. Such triumphs should be honoured, not degraded. Thus, Mormons take great pride in the pioneer accomplishments of their forefathers.

Much of the criticism of the early Mormons focuses on the fact that certain of their leaders practiced polygamous marriage. The LDS Church does not deny this fact, though they no longer want to highlight it either. The present teaching of the denomination is that God allotted a special dispensation of time for multiple celestial marriages that embraced the era of the early founders, but is no longer in vogue. Today if any LDS member is found practicing polygamy, they are deemed a heretic and put out of the church. However other smaller Mormon groups, who are not a part of the LDS, continue to diligently practice polygamy. One of the best known of these groups is in the twin towns of Colorado City, Arizona and Hildale, Utah. This community of polygamy believers has received a lot of press attention in recent years because their leader, Warren Jeffs, was arrested for child abuse. Jeffs was finally convicted in 2011 of two felony counts of child sexual assault and sent to jail for life.

A reality television series presenting polygamy in a more positive light called “Sister Wives” began in 2010. This show documents the everyday life of a polygamist family. The Mormon patriarch of this family is Kody Brown, an advertising salesperson, and in 2020 he had four wives and eighteen children. Kody is quite a winsome personality and the interactions within his family on the show seemed quite benign, as well as interesting. Kody was only legally married to one of his four wives, and the other marriages were said to be spiritual unions. This arrangement had allowed him to escape prosecution, for being legally married to more than one person is bigamy. However, everything in the Kody household has begun to fall apart lately, and the future is uncertain.

The LDS denomination itself has moved well beyond the practice of polygamy and for many generations has only supported singular marriage. Kody Brown is not a member of the LDS, and he could not be, with his adherence to the practice of polygamy. Though at this point, with his family’s collapse, he seems very discouraged about continuing his polygamous practices.

Today the LDS teaches only monogamy. The church is also a strong advocate for traditional and moral family values. Members of this fellowship are expected to live by a strict moral conservative code. The State of Utah is still the most conservative conclave in the entire United States. Increasingly the leaders of the LDS are endeavouring to move the church closer to the mainstream Christian community by being more ecumenical. Presently at LDS Deseret Book Stores you will find not only regular Mormon literature, but also the Autobiography of Billy Graham “Just as I Am” and works of conservative Christian author C. S. Lewis.

The established church community still has many concerns. Historic Christianity is founded exclusively on the Old and New Testament. The LDS Church adds to that canon the additional scriptures of the Book of Mormon and the prophetic writings of Joseph Smith. To Mormons, Joseph Smith is esteemed second only to Jesus Christ in the history of Christianity. Members of the mainstream Churches do not subscribe to that. Such differences continue to foster a disconnect with traditional Christians and create a tension which will be examined in detail within the chapters to follow.
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Joseph Smith Jr. was born on 23 December 1805, in Sharon, Vermont. He was the fifth child of Joseph Smith Sr. and Lucy Mack Smith. Eventually eleven children would be born into this household. Large families were common in these years. The first son died shortly after his birth in 1797. That birth was followed by Alvin who was born in 1798. Alvin tragically passed away in his late twenties causing significant trauma in the whole family.1 Then there was Hyrum, who entered the world in 1800. Three years after this in 1803, the first daughter Sophronia was born. Joseph Smith Jr. was next, and he was born in 1805.

A younger brother Samuel Harrison followed Joseph Jr. in 1808. In 1810 a child who was named Ephraim was born, but he only survived a few hours. In 1811 an eighth child was born to Smith Sr. and Lucy, who was called William. After William was Catherine, born in 1813, and then Don Carlos was born in 1816. Finally, Lucy, the last child entered the family in 1821.

The early years of marriage for this parental couple were very difficult economically. Smith Sr. had to move his family from place to place in Vermont and New Hampshire several times in pursuit of enough work to survive. When Joseph Jr. was a boy of about ten,2 the family ended up in the Village of Palmyra in western New York, which is about twenty-five miles east of Rochester. There they stayed for several years, before moving to a farm property two miles south of Palmyra on the edge of neighbouring Manchester Township. A rustic log cabin was constructed on that property, and the family moved into it. The address now is a main Mormon tourist site – 843 Stafford Road, Palmyra. Today there are two pioneer houses on this farm property: a re-constructed log house like the original cabin, which has long since been destroyed, and a frame house which became a later residence. The core of the frame house is original. It was here on this farm property that Joseph Jr. would grow into adulthood and profess to have his visions that would start a new world religion.

When Joseph Smith was just a boy of eight, his leg became dangerously infected. Some doctors advised amputation, but his parents refused.3 After a successful operation to remove parts of his affected shin (or calf) bone, Joseph eventually recovered. Yet he had to use crutches for several years and was bothered with a slight limp for the rest of his life.

Joseph Sr. supported his large family by farming and operating a little Cooper Shop, which he built behind the frame house on the Stafford Road farm. Joseph Sr. was a competent “cooper” which is a trade for making and repairing barrels, kegs, and buckets. He also operated a moveable stand with a sign, “Cake and Beer Shop,” which he would set up in Palmyra. From that stand he sold cakes and associated baking items and beer. The reference to “beer” here seems to refer to a primitive kind of root-beer. This beer was likely fermented, though we don’t know that for sure.

The family in which young Joseph grew up was not a strong church connected home. Though Smith Sr. came from a Presbyterian heritage, he didn’t seem that interested in spiritual things – at least as they were advocated by the church. The fact is, he seldom ever darkened the door of any church. However, he did believe in dreams and visions, and he experienced some of these phenomena himself. Considering this, Dan Vogel’s characterisation of Smith Sr. during these early years as a “rationalist” is inflated.4 Someone like Smith Sr. who believed in magical stones, witching rods and the supernatural power of dreams and visions cannot accurately be called a “rationalist.” Jan Shipps is closer to the truth when she says, “Senior Joseph was a curious combination of deist and seeker.”5

Lucy Mack, Joseph’s wife, tended to be more spiritual – at least as conceived by the church. She was involved in church matters far more than her husband. Still her concept of religion was much broader than the Bible and more experientially based. She also believed in dreams and visions, and particularly in revelations through that medium. Her eldest brother, Jason, became a Seeker. The Seeker movement started in 1645 and taught that spiritual revelation, more than scripture, was the source of truth. The Seeker movement encouraged adherents to seek visions, the gifts of the Spirit, and miraculous healings. Jason himself professed to be healed in a faith-cure experience in 1835, and one of Lucy’s sisters was said to have had a miraculous recovery from illness.

In line with the common magical beliefs of the family both Joseph Sr. and Joseph Jr. became involved in seeking for buried treasury through divination. They began travelling around together in treasure hunting expeditions. It was on such a trip in 1825, that dad and son journeyed one hundred and fifty miles south-east of Palmyra to Harmony, Pennsylvania. Harmony is south of Binghamton on the Susquehanna River and is now called, Oakland. There they boarded at the home of Isaac Hale. Soon Joseph Jr. began a romantic relationship with Mr Hale’s daughter, Emma, who was a schoolteacher. Even after the actual boarding period ended, Joseph continued to make several visits to Mr Hale’s home to see Emma. Then one day young Smith asked Mr Hale for Emma’s hand in marriage, but her father refused. Her father was a devout Methodist and rejected the proposal in part because of Joseph’s magical belief in treasure hunting. In addition, Mr Hale was very concerned that Joseph didn’t have a steady reliable job to support his daughter.

It was in January of 1827 while Emma was visiting the Stowell family in South Bainbridge (NE of Binghamton) in New York State that events soon unfolded that led to her marriage.6 Joseph visited her there, and persuaded her, despite her family’s opposition, to marry him immediately.7 After much wooing she submitted, and they were married privately on 18 January 1827. It wasn’t long after the wedding that the new couple went to live with Smith’s parents in Palmyra. Mr Hale was very upset about this matter, for he did not approve of his daughter marrying Joseph Smith. When the young couple returned to Harmony briefly in August to pick up Emma’s belongings, Isaac Hale with tears in his eyes confronted Joseph: “You have stolen my daughter and married her. I had much rather have followed her to her grave.”8 Emma explained her marriage family tensions to her son Joseph III years later: “My folks were bitterly opposed to him; and, being importuned by your father . . . who urged me to marry him and preferring to marry him to any other man I knew, I consented.”9

For years prior to his marriage to Emma, Joseph had received private revelations concerning golden plates buried in a hill near Palmyra. By September of 1827 he had already uncovered the plates and thereafter had them in his possession. When this became rumoured abroad in the Palmyra area, tensions within the community greatly increased. Some speculated that he had really discovered gold, and they hoped to get in on the action. Yet most were just opposed to the very idea of any extra-biblical revelation.

Around this time a reconciliation of sorts with Emma’s father, Isaac Hale, made it possible for Joseph Jr. and Emma to return to Harmony in October 1827 to escape the increasing turmoil in Palmyra. At first the young couple lived with Isaac Hale, but soon they moved into a newly constructed small house on an adjoining property just a short distance from the Susquehanna River.10 This would become their main home for several years where Emma most often stayed, even while Joseph travelled hither and yon in furtherance of his new ministry.

Joseph’s connection to organised religion in his growing up years had been somewhat limited. His mother, along with Hyrum, Samuel and Sophronia, joined Western Presbyterian Church in Palmyra some time in 1824. This may have been a spiritual response to the desperate illness which led to the death of Joseph’s brother, Alvin. The family was traumatised by his death which occurred on 19 November 1823. Alvin was just twenty-six years of age. He had suffered intensely for three days before he died, and at that time the family could not figure out why. An autopsy revealed that he was full of gangrene from a burst appendix.

Joseph Smith reports on his brother’s death in the 1978 edition of the Pearl of Great Price, Joseph Smith 2:4, as follows, “Alvin (who died 19 November 1824, in the 27th year of his age).”11 This is also the way this passage read in all previous editions of Joseph Smith 2. However, in the 1981 edition of the Pearl of Great Price this verse was altered to say, “Alvin (who died 19 November 1823, in the 26th year of his age.”12 Note how both the date and the age are changed. This section is supposed to be a verbatim extract from the History of the Church, Volume 1, Chapter 1. When you examine the parallel verse in Volume 1, Chapter 1 of the History, it too says Alvin “died 19 November 1824, in the 27th year of his age.”13 So here plainly, we don’t have exact quotations.

The reality is Joseph Smith said his brother died in 1824 at twenty-seven years of age. Both the date and age were changed in the 1981 edition because both were wrong. The details on Alvin’s gravestone in Palmyra, which are still discernible, demanded such changes to be consistent with the facts. Alvin is buried in the graveyard of the former location of the old Palmyra Presbyterian Church. I saw the gravestone myself and noted the date of Alvin’s death written on the stone as 1823, and a few brief additional facts about his life are there as well. Others like Willard Bean have also seen this inconsistency in Joseph Smith 2:4 many years ago.14 There is no getting around it, Prophet Smith made a mistake that was corrected by the 1981 editors of the LDS Pearl. That is a fact, though that fact is hard for Mormons to accept. Prophet Smith’s Pearl of Great Price is supposed to be “inspired” of God and is taken to be holy scripture. Does God make such mistakes that need to be corrected? Surely God does not, but evidently Joseph Smith does.

Now coming back to the impact of Alvin’s death – this was a great blow to all the family including Joseph Jr. Yet unlike his mother and other siblings Joseph didn’t join the local Presbyterian Church where his brother was buried. During this time, he writes in the Pearl of Great Price: “my mind became somewhat partial to the Methodist sect, and I felt some desire to be united with them.”15 In the end he adds that the confusion and strife among the denominations was too great for him to join any of them.

According to certain contemporary witnesses there was much more to the story than that. Oliver Cowdery later wrote that Smith was influenced by the teachings of Rev. George Lane, who ministered near Palmyra during the intense revivals of 1824 and 1825. Cowdery said:


“You will recollect that I informed you, in my letter published in the first No. of the Messenger and Advocate, that this history would necessarily embrace the life and character of our esteemed friend and brother, J. Smith JR. one of the presidents of this church, and for information on that part of the subject, I refer you to his communication of the same, published in this paper. I shall, therefore, pass over that, till I come to the 15th year of his life.

It is necessary to premise this account by relating the situation of the public mind relative to religion, at this time: One Mr. Lane, a presiding Elder of the Methodist church, visited Palmyra, and vicinity. Elder Lane was a tallented [talented] man possessing a good share of literary endowments, and apparent humility. There was a great awakening, or excitement raised on the subject of religion, and much enquiry [inquiry] for the word of life. Large additions were made to the Methodist, Presbyterian, and Baptist churches. Mr. Lane’s manner of communication was peculiarly calculated to awaken the intellect of the hearer, and arouse the sinner to look about him for safety-much good instruction was always drawn from his discourses on the scriptures, and in common with others, our brother’s mind became awakened.”16


Cowdery makes mention of Smith’s fifteenth year, which means he is referring to events around 1820. He may be too fluid in his dating when he implies that Rev. Lane visited Palmyra that early, for as far as we know Lane didn’t preach in Palmyra until 1824. Regardless, Cowdery is not wrong in asserting that Lane led revivals in adjacent villages and country settings earlier than that. Exactly when and where Joseph Jr. was influenced by Rev. Lane is uncertain, but Cowdery contends that indeed there was such an influence. “Our brother’s mind became awakened,” he says by Lane’s preaching.

Lane’s impact in Joseph Smith’s life is supported by Joseph’s brother William in his Book (1883), A True Account of the Origin of the Book of Mormon. William writes:


“In 1822 and 1823, the people in our neighborhood were very much stirred up with regard to religious matters by the preaching of a Mr. Lane, an Elder of the Methodist Church, and celebrated throughout the country as a ‘great revival preacher.’ My mother, who was a very pious woman and much interested in the welfare of her children, both here and hereafter, made use of every means which her parental love could suggest, to get us engaged in seeking for our souls’ salvation, or (as the term then was) ‘in getting religion.’ She prevailed on us to attend the meetings, and most the whole family became interested in the matter, and seekers after truth.”17


According to another contemporary, Orasmus Turner, young Smith Jr. became one of the speakers at certain local Methodist meetings and he was described as a “very passable exhorter.”18 Pomeroy Tucker (1802-1870), also one of Smith’s acquaintances, said that Smith’s interpretation of Scripture wasn’t well received. Tucker notes that Smith considered his forte to be “Prophecies and Revelations,” but most found his conclusions “disgustingly blasphemous.”19

The issue with most within the Palmyra community was adherence to Christian orthodoxy. Some may have favoured more formal expressions of faith such as Presbyterianism. Others for certain liked the rather excited worship of Methodism. Still, few were prepared to accept anything, whether enthusiastically expressed or not, if it wasn’t within the belief parameters of orthodoxy.

Whitney R. Cross misses this complexity of varied Christian expression when he quotes the sentiments of selective people who called this “revivalist” region of western New York the “Burned-Over District.” Cross adds that others went so far as to even call this area, during the timeframe of 1800 to 1850, the “infected district.”20 Indeed some felt that way, including certain conservative Presbyterians. Others thought of such religious enthusiasm, not as “infected,” but rather “inspiring.” This was certainly the sentiment of more than a few among the farmers and working classes. Methodist revivals, bedded in Christian orthodoxy, often drew large crowds and invigorated many. Other religious enthusiasts like the Seekers who were less-orthodox never received the same acceptance. Soon Smith’s Mormon extra-biblical claims would be adamantly rejected, not because they were revivalist in character, but because they were non-orthodox.

According to Joseph Smith’s mother, it was sometime during the intense revivals of 1824-25 that Joseph adamantly refused to attend any organised church any longer. He purported, “I can take my Bible, and go into the woods, and learn more in 2 hours than you can learn at meetings (sic) in 2 years, if you should go all the time.”21 Yet it will soon become apparent that this was not the end of Smith’s query concerning his connection to the established church.

For many months after Smith’s marriage in January of 1827, his wife’s Methodist family heritage became a very active issue again. He and Emma moved from Palmyra back to Harmony late in 1827. They lived for a while on the homestead of Emma’s parents, Isaac and Elizabeth Hale. Eventually Joseph and Emma would move into a small cabin on the Hale property, which was a little closer to the river. This three-room cabin had been built by Emma’s brother Jesse and had been moved to this site by Joseph shortly after they arrived in Harmony. Joseph arranged to buy this house from Emma’s brother as well as the thirteen and a half acres owned by Mr Hale where this house was located. Now the young couple had a place of their own. It was in this humble house that a large section of the Book of Mormon was translated.

In matters of faith, Mr Hale was an ardent Methodist. Emma herself had been a member of the Methodist Church since she was seven years old. Emma’s uncle, Nathaniel Lewis, preached as a lay minister at the local Methodist Episcopal Church in Harmony. His congregation met in the homes of the members for Sunday services. Then on Wednesdays a regular circuit rider preacher visited Harmony. Surrounded by Methodists, the pressure upon Joseph Jr. to participate must have been enormous. It was either in the spring or summer of 1828, Joseph asked that circuit rider if he could join the probationary class in preparation for Methodist Church membership. Emma’s brother-in-law, Michael Morse, taught the class.

A precipitating motivation in causing Joseph to want to join the church may have been the tragic death of his first-born son on 15 June 1828. The baby was deformed and stillborn, and Emma was deathly ill for about two weeks afterwards. Sometimes tragedy causes people to re-evaluate their life, including their church connectedness or lack thereof. However, we cannot be certain of Joseph’s motivation in attempting to join the church. At this juncture in his life, he clearly professed to have visionary revelations contrary to Methodist Church teachings. Perhaps, he thought that by joining the local Methodists, he might have a greater opportunity to influence the core leadership with his new revelatory message. His full intent remains uncertain, though his quest for church membership didn’t last long. Cousins of Emma, Joseph and Hiel Lewis, detail their account of this time period after Joseph Jr. and Emma moved back to Harmony:


“The moving of Smith from York state to Harmony, Pa., has been stated by Mr. Hale; and while he, Smith, was in Harmony, Pa., translating his book. . . It was here also, that he joined the M. E. church. He presented himself in very serious and humble manner, and the minister, not suspecting evil, put his name on the class book, in the absence of some of the official members, among whom was the undersigned Joseph Lewis, who, when he learned what was done, took with him Joshua McKune, and had a talk with Smith. They told him plainly that such a character as he was a disgrace to the church, that he could not be a member of the church unless he broke off his sins by repentance, made public confession, renounced his fraudulent and hypocritical practices, and gave some evidence that he intended to reform and conduct himself somewhat nearer like a christian than he had done. They gave him his choice, to go before the class, and publicly ask to have his name stricken from the class book, or stand a disciplinary investigation. He chose the former, and immediately withdrew his name. So his name as a member of the class was on the book only three days. It was the general opinion that his only object in joining the church was to bolster up his reputation, and gain the sympathy and help of christians; that is, putting on the cloak of religion to serve the devil in.”22


After this embarrassing situation Smith quickly withdrew from attending the class, and according to Pomeroy Tucker thereafter he announced that he believed “all sectarianism was fallacious, and the churches on a false foundation.”23 As you can imagine, this kind of proclamation didn’t go over well among the residents of Harmony. Emma’s parents didn’t like it much either. After all Isaac and Elizabeth Hale were committed Methodists. They lived all their life on their farm in Harmony and ended up being buried in the local pioneer McKune cemetery. Isaac died in 1839 at the age of seventy-five, and Elizabeth passed away also at seventy-five in 1842. Both parents, to the very last, stayed true to their own Methodist Church heritage. They never accepted the golden plates’ message of their son-in-law Joseph Smith, though they did try, amid ongoing tension, to remain loving towards their daughter Emma and to some extent civil towards her husband.
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Joseph Smith Jr. asserts that he had his first visionary encounter when he was just fifteen years old in the spring of 1820.1 He said this occurred when he knelt to pray in the grove adjacent to the frame home on the Manchester-Palmyra farm where he was raised. This grove would soon be known as the “sacred grove” in Mormon accounts. On that day of vision Joseph testifies that two divine personages appeared to him, both the Father and the Son. He says he then petitioned, “the Personages who stood above me in the light, which of all the sects was right – and which I should join.” The answer came, “I must join none of them, for they were all wrong; and the Personage who addressed me said that all their creeds were an abomination in his sight; that those professors were all corrupt.” At the end of this encounter, Smith alleges, he found himself lying on his back looking up into heaven. When “the light had departed,” he had “no strength left.”2

This first apparition experience is not respected by most non-Mormon writers. Walter Martin for instance sarcastically calls this, the “Blurred Vision.”3 Of course Martin is a representative of traditional Christians who understandably cannot accept any professed vision which refers to church creeds as an “abomination.” A more sympathetic writer Richard Bushman on the other hand suggests that Smith’s experience was God’s gift to one who was earnestly seeking not only “an answer for himself” but also “an answer for the entire world.”4 Mormons believe that Smith’s first vision was nothing less than God supernaturally revealing Himself to a chosen Prophet who would carry His full message to the whole world.

After this initial unearthly encounter Smith received other revelatory visions. During the night of 21 September 1823, while he was settling down for bed in the log cabin on the family farm, a heavenly messenger named Moroni appeared to him and told him about a series of golden plates that God wanted revealed to the world. This was followed by several other luminary experiences with Moroni who came with increasing detail – all of which is recorded in the “Pearl of Great Price, Joseph Smith 2.”5 Eventually Smith says he was led to a hill near Palmyra, which was later identified as Cumorah, and there in the dirt under a large stone was a box containing the golden plates that had been revealed to him in his 21 September 1823 vision. Along with the plates in the box were the ancient spiritual stones of the Urim and the Thummim, which would eventually provide the supernatural means for translating the ancient script of the golden plates.

Smith was instructed not to remove the plates during this first visit – nor was he allowed to remove them during several annual visits following. He says he was finally given permission to retrieve the contents of the box on 22 September 1827. He had been married to Emma Hale earlier in January of the same year. Emma was with him when he went to get the golden plates, though she remained in the carriage at some distance and never saw the actual retrieving of the plates from under the stone.

Smith notes that rumours about the golden plates caused a stir in the Manchester-Palmyra community. Many, of course, were opposed to the very notion of non-biblical revelation of any sort. Certain people saw the plates in very earthly terms as a treasure, which they would like to get their hands on. Joseph was concerned about this, so he hid the plates in various locations on the Smith farm. For a while they were buried under an old oak tree, then under the bricks of the fireplace in the frame house, and later under the floorboards of the adjacent cooper shop. They were also concealed in a barrel of flax, and for a little longer time the plates were placed in an old cherry box.6

When Joseph and Emma moved in October of 1827 to Harmony Pennsylvania, Emma’s hometown, Lucy Mack Smith tells us that during the trip the golden plates remained hidden in transit in a barrel of beans.7 The young couple first lived for a while at the Hales, Emma’s parents’ home. There they tried to keep a low profile. It was a wealthy neighbour of the Smiths in Palmyra, Martin Harris (1783-1875), who had provided the money for Joseph and his wife to move to Harmony. Harris had become an early believer in Joseph’s golden plate revelation after Smith Sr. and his son Hyrum had come to do some work for Harris on his farm late in 1824.8 After Harris’ conversion he did all he could to promote this new revelation which he came to believe in. He would make many professions later concerning his central role in these early days, some of which are hard to substantiate.

Another important early supporter of Smith and his professed ancient plates was Oliver Cowdery (1806-1850). Cowdery was an acquaintance of Smith Sr., in fact a distant relative, a second cousin to Joseph Smith Jr. In the fall of 1828 Cowdery had accepted a position as the new teacher in the village school of Manchester. For a while he stayed in the home of Smith Sr. and there, he heard the reports of the discovered golden plates. Cowdery had previously been a treasure hunter, like Smith Jr., who had used a divining rod in his youth. He was already a committed believer in the account of the golden plates before he had a face-to-face meeting on 5 April 1829 with Smith Jr. who had returned to Palmyra from Harmony for a visit.

When Smith Jr. finished his visit in Palmyra and returned to Harmony things became increasingly more difficult. Community opposition had been escalating for some time as Smith made his rejection of the message of mainline churches clear, and as rumours began to circulate that Smith was translating a new “golden Bible” in secret at the Hale homestead. He had commenced this work soon after arriving in Harmony. Smith affirmed that the text on the plates was mostly in Reformed Egyptian, and only by the supernatural aide of the Urim and Thummim was he able to translate. Emma was the first one to be used as the scribe. Smith dictated to her, and she began recording. Soon other scribes would play a more extensive role. According to Emma’s subsequent testimony, she never saw the plates directly – though she said she did feel them under a tablecloth as they lay on the table during the dictation periods.9 As Isaac Hale noticed this process going on, he asked to see the plates. When that request was refused, he banished this whole translation procedure from his home. After Joseph and Emma moved into their own adjacent new cabin, the translation work proceeded ahead at a much greater pace without interference.

As this work of transcribing the golden plates continued within the privacy of the new cabin, Smith discloses that something unusual happened on 15 May 1829. On that date Smith and his assistant scribe at the time, Oliver Cowdery, went into the adjacent woods for prayer. It was during this prayer time that John the Baptist allegedly appeared to them. As Smith explains it John the Baptist, under the authority of the Apostles, was sent to confer on him and Cowdery the Aaronic Priesthood. Smith, of course, was designated the first in authority and Cowdery was second. They both then went to the nearby Susquehanna River and baptized one another into the Mormon faith.10 Afterwards, in 1829, the additional authority of the Melchizedek Priesthood was conferred upon both by an appearance of the Apostles, Peter, James and John.

The strong opposition of many within the Harmony community, as well as most members of Emma’s birth family, continued. Smith eventually, responding to the pressure, decided to move temporarily in June 1829 to stay at the home of Peter Whitmer in Fayette, New York. The present address of this farm is, 1451 Aunkst Road, in what is known now as Waterloo, New York. It is in the Finger Lakes Region, about thirty miles south-east of Palmyra between the Seneca and Cayuga Lakes. David, Peter Whitmer’s son, used his wagon and helped Smith to move to his dad’s home. David and his many brothers were living near their father, and they all quickly became a part of this new infant movement. At Peter Whitmer’s house Joseph continued his Urim and Thummim translation work undisturbed. No opposition was present there, for none in this community knew what Joseph Smith was up to. Emma did not initially accompany him to Fayette, though she came later.

David Whitmer was the first one in the Whitmer family to have any connection to Joseph Smith and his unfolding message. David became a believer in Smith’s revelation in November of 1828 when he made a business trip from Fayette to Palmyra and there talked to his friend Oliver Cowdery and to certain members of the Smith family. Smith Jr. himself was at this time living in Harmony, though he made visits back and forth to Palmyra. As difficulties increased for Smith in Harmony David Whitmer helped him relocate to Fayette in June of 1829. There in Peter Whitmer’s house Smith was able to complete his work on the golden plates.

The English translation of the plates was complete on 1 July 1829. Immediately after this Oliver Cowdery made an additional hand-written copy. It was that copy taken to Grandin Publishing in Palmyra that would be the primary source used to produce the Book of Mormon. The contract with Grandin was completed on 25 August 1829. The printing company was worried about suffering economic loss due to concern over the viability of the project, so Martin Harris supported the contract by putting up his farm as collateral. Soon the golden Bible was in the works and the presses were rolling, though it would take months to complete the printing process.

How the actual translation from the golden plates to manuscript occurred is still a question in the minds of so many. We know that Smith kept the plates veiled out of the direct view of others while he dictated in English to various scribes the meaning of the alleged ancient Egyptian script on the plates. This translation work was accomplished only by divine revelation through the Urim and Thummim stones. Certain reports say a seer stone was also used. These revelatory aids were all the while kept covered and were visible only to Smith during the transposing periods. The translation of the plates into English proceeded by direct dictation. Emma was the first scribe to be used early in the process. Next Martin Harris was used for a time. Yet, by far, the greater bulk of the scripting work was completed by Oliver Cowdery.

Martin Harris’s involvement was very intensive for the relatively brief period of time it lasted. Smith records in his account in the Pearl of Great Price that Harris in February 1828, took some of the letter scripting which Smith supposedly had copied from the plates and tried to get them verified as true ancient Egyptian writing by an expert in New York City.11 Smith indicates further that Harris assured him that he showed that scripting to a Professor Charles Anthon, and according to Harris the Professor confirmed that the letter characters were truly Egyptian and the translation of them was correct. Harris, however, does admit that when he later told Anthon the golden plates with such writings had been revealed by an “angel of God,” Anthon responded indignantly that there was no such thing today “as ministering of angels.”12

Professor Anthon’s account of what took place is quite the opposite of what Harris professed. E. D. Howe, in his book Mormonism Unvailed (1834), gives Anthon’s response. The Professor wrote a letter to Howe dated 17 February 1834, New York, in which he said:


“The whole story about my having pronounced the Mormonite inscription to be ‘reformed Egyptian hieroglyphics’ is perfectly false. Some years ago, a plain, and apparently simple-hearted farmer, called upon me with a note from Dr Mitchell of our city, now deceased, requesting me to decypher, if possible, a paper, which the farmer would hand me, and which Dr M. confessed he had been unable to understand. Upon examining the paper in question, soon came to the conclusion that it was all a trick, perhaps a hoax. . . I communicated my suspicions to him, warning him to beware of rogues. He requested an opinion from me in writing, which of course I declined giving, and he then took his leave carrying the paper with him. This paper was in fact a singular scrawl. It consisted of all kinds of crooked characters disposed in columns, and had evidently been prepared by some person who had before him at the time a book containing various alphabets. Greek and Hebrew letters, crosses and flourishes, Roman letters inverted or placed sideways, were arranged in perpendicular columns, and the whole ended in a rude delineation of a circle divided into various compartments, decked with various strange marks, and evidently copied after the Mexican Calender given by Humboldt, but copied in such a way as not to betray the source whence it was derived. I am thus particular as to the contents of the paper, inasmuch as I have frequently conversed with my friends on the subject, since the Mormonite excitement began, and well remember that the paper contained anything else but ‘Egyptian Hieroglyphics’”.13


Terryl Givens, an LDS advocate, suggests that Anthon may have been less than objective in his analysis since he feared his intellectual notoriety might be damaged by any association with the gold Bible and the “wretched fanatics” connected to it.14 On the other hand being objective – isn’t it more likely that Professor Anthon was simply giving his scholarly analysis?

Contemporary Mormons have a problem with this Professor’s assertions here. They tend to account for his disparaging remarks in similar vein to Terryl Givens by saying that Dr Anthon likely got cold feet when he heard that the hieroglyphics were connected to some kind of angelic revelation. It is suggested that Anthon didn’t want his name attached to such mystical notions, therefore he altered his story about the truth of the hieroglyphics to protect his professional reputation. Mormons are obliged to defend their prophetic leaders’ account, whether it is true or false. Obviously, Martin Harris, and especially Joseph Smith, couldn’t be lying about what was on the golden plates for that would bring into jeopardy the entire foundation of the Mormon faith. Walter Martin indeed questions this whole hieroglyphics revelatory notion with a biting tone by calling Joseph Smith “the Palmyra Humpty Dumpty.”15

Most of the work of translation of the golden plates was done in Harmony while Joseph and Emma mainly resided there from October 1827 until Joseph moved to Fayette in June 1829 to live temporarily with the Whitmer family and complete the work. Martin Harris was the primary scribe for several months until early June of 1828 when he created a major problem for Joseph Smith and his golden Bible by taking custody of one hundred and sixteen pages of the translation manuscript. Harris took these pages from Harmony where the translation process was occurring at the time to Palmyra to show his wife who was very sceptical of the whole process. The pages eventually were lost, and this created untold confusion for everyone involved.

According to Smith’s mother, Lucy Mack, when Harris told Joseph of this loss Harris exclaimed, “I have lost my soul! I have lost my soul!”16 Joseph, however, seemed more concerned about the lost pages than Harris’s lost soul. In a revelation later that summer, 1828, Joseph said that Satan and his enemies might try to use those lost pages to show inconsistencies if he re-translated those same pages. For this reason, in section 10 of the LDS Doctrine and Covenants (D and C), Smith covers this problem by saying that the one hundred and sixteen pages represent only a general translation of that section of the golden plates. He adds that he was going to now translate what would be a fuller and more “particular” account from the Nephi plates. Thus, the outcome would read a little different than the lost one hundred and sixteen pages if those lost pages should ever be found and used against him as evidence of fraud.17

This was a potential crisis! The loss of these pages was anything but a small concern and seemed for a while to possibly jeopardise the entire movement. After this loss, because of this serious mistake, Harris was no longer used in translation. Soon thereafter Oliver Cowdery became the predominate translator in Harmony and also in Fayette where the process was completed by 1 July 1829. It was just prior to this, on June 11, that Joseph obtained the copyright for the almost complete Original Book of Mormon manuscript. By August, Oliver Cowdery had completed a copy of that Original Manuscript, with corrections and certain additions, and this adjusted copy would be the primary document used in the printing process.

Obtaining enough money for the printing was a difficult enterprise. According to David Whitmer, Joseph received a revelation that Hiram Page and Oliver Cowdery were to travel to Toronto, Canada. The hope was that someone there would buy the copyright and thus provide sufficient funds for publication. The two men did make the trip on Joseph’s command but returned empty-handed and somewhat disillusioned.18

Smith’s problem of printing his new revelation was eventually solved by a publishing company in Palmyra. The printing job of the Book of Mormon after much difficulty had been contracted to Egbert B. Grandin Publishing on 25 August 1829. Grandin was the publisher of The Wayne Sentinel in Palmyra, and to him this was a business transaction and little more. He was no believer in Smith’s revelations and was quite concerned about the uproar the golden plates’ saga was creating in his community. Nevertheless, he was a friend of Martin Harris and that friendship helped to seal the deal, along with Harris’ farm as back-up collateral. The contract was for five thousand initial copies.

Smith left Fayette in October of 1829 to re-join his wife Emma at their home in Harmony. He wasn’t there long before he was off to Palmyra again to supervise the ongoing printing process of his sacred revelation. The first edition of the Book of Mormon was finally completed in March of 1830. Grandin would be dead within fifteen years of the completion of this project. He died a relatively young man in 1845, from complications due to pneumonia. He was buried in the Palmyra cemetery and his grave marker is still there.

Martin Harris’ wife, Lucy “Dolly” Harris, never came to believe in Smith’s golden plates. Smith’s mother tells us that Lucy Harris filed suit in court against Joseph claiming he was a fraud, and her case was supported before the judge by several witnesses. Yet according to Lucy Mack when Martin Harris was called to the stand, he sustained the integrity of the Prophet and the case was dismissed. However, Lucy Harris never changed her negative opinion of Joseph Smith.19 Afterwards when Martin Harris followed Smith to Kirtland, Ohio, his wife Lucy stayed behind in Palmyra. From that point on, as a couple, they were openly separated. According to a statement Lucy Harris gave E. D. Howe on 29 November 1833, the marriage had been fraught with physical abuse. She alleges: “I have been a great sufferer by his unreasonable conduct. At different times while I lived with him, he has whipped, kicked, and turned me out of the house.”20

Lucy also submits that this mistreatment didn’t abate after Martin’s professed conversion to Mormonism. In fact, she alleges that he abused her also for her rejection of the golden plates’ story. Her words are as follows:


” . . . because I would not give credit to the report he made about the gold plates, he became more austere towards me. In one of his fits of rage he struck me with the but end of a whip, which I think had been used for driving oxen, and was about the size of my thumb, and three or four foot long. He beat me on the head four or five times, and the next day turned me out of doors twice, and beat me in a shameful manner.”21


Lucy Harris goes on in her affidavit to Howe and refers to her husband’s likely adultery with a neighbour, Mrs Haggard. She notes that Martin would frequently leave home and “getting out of sight of the house, he would steer a straight course for Haggard’s house, especially if Haggard was from home. At times when Haggard was from home, he would go there in the manner above described, and stay till twelve or one o’clok at night, and sometimes until day light.”22

Are such allegations believable or just the bitter ramblings of a rejected woman?

The physical abuse, at least, is supported by one of Martin Harris’ neighbours, G. W. Stodard, who gave a statement to E. D. Howe on 28 November 1833 concerning Harris’ conduct. Stodard reports:


“Although he possessed wealth, his moral and religious character was such, as not to entitle him to respect among his neighbors. He was fretful, peevish and quarrelsome, not only in the neighborhood, but in his family. He was known to frequently abuse his wife, by whipping her, kicking her out of bed and turning her out of doors &c.”23


Lucy’s accusation about her husband’s adultery may indeed be true because in March of 1830 Joseph Smith professed to have a revelation warning Harris not to “covet thy neighbor’s wife.”24

Whatever the full story in these marital matters, Lucy and Martin were never reconciled. They remained alienated from one another right up to the time of Lucy’s untimely death in the summer of 1836. She was buried in the Palmyra cemetery, and a new gravestone marks the place of her burial today. It wasn’t long after Lucy’s demise that Harris on 1 November 1836, hastily married Caroline Young, the twenty-two-year-old daughter of Brigham Young’s brother John.

By this time, the Book of Mormon was in ample circulation. This book of over five hundred pages, supposedly translated into English from the golden Egyptian plates, would become the foundational document of the movement. It tells the story of ancient Israelites being transplanted by God to the new world, later called America, and receiving Divine manifestations which are equivalent to those given in the Old and New Testament. The professed golden plates are no longer with us. What happened to them? Smith reports that he returned them back to the angelic messenger. While he was writing this account many years later in 1838 he said, “according to arrangements, the messenger called for them,” then he “delivered them up to him.”25 Lucy Mack Smith asserts that this occurred near the Manchester Smith homestead in a private encounter between Joseph and the angel, shortly after the plates had been shown to the eight witnesses by an ancient Nephite.26 At any rate whatever the details, consistent or inconsistent, the point is clear, the plates were no longer necessary. The heavenly message had now been transferred to the earth through Prophet Joseph Smith and the revelations were contained in a new holy book.
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