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When Joseph Smith saw the vision of God the Father and His Son, Jesus Christ, in the spring of 1820, he was only fourteen years old. A few days after receiving this miraculous revelation, he recounted it to one of the local ministers who had been proselyting in the area around Palmyra, New York. The reaction was not what the boy expected. Rather than being awed, the minister treated Joseph's story lightly and with contempt. He said it was all from Satan; "that there were no such things as visions or revelations" in modern times; "that all such things had ceased with the Apostles, and that there would never be any more of them."
The news of Joseph's vision soon spread, however, and produced a great deal of prejudice against him among the professors of religion. The vision also became the cause of an intense persecution that was directed against the young prophet by many religious sects. It appeared they were all united to persecute him.[1]
Three years later, on the night of September 21, 1823, Joseph felt he needed to inquire of his status before the Lord since he had received no further divine communication since his first vision in 1820. In keeping with his confident nature, he did not doubt that he would receive a manifestation in answer to his prayer—because he had previously received one. So when he retired for the evening, he prayed earnestly to the Lord. The result was a vision of the Angel Moroni who appeared to him three times during the night and once again the next morning. Although Moroni gave Joseph instructions and quoted certain scriptures pertaining to the imminent restoration of the gospel, the principal purpose of his angelic visits was to make Joseph aware of the golden plates— plates made of gold that contained an ancient record of civilizations that inhabited the western hemisphere long ago. The information contained on these plates is known as The Book of Mormon.
Moroni showed Joseph the location of the plates in vision. They were buried under a partially obscured stone high on the west side of the hill Cumorah, a tall hill located close to the village of Manchester in Ontario County, New York. Following the angel's instructions, Joseph climbed to the site, located the ancient record, and then returned there each year in September until he was allowed to retrieve the plates on September 22, 1827.
Once Joseph had the plates in his possession, and all during the time he translated them, persecution continued and intensified. A major setback occurred when a scheme evolved to discredit him through the loss of 116 pages of the translated material. As a result, Joseph's ability to translate was withdrawn for a short period of time. But eventually the Lord directed him to retranslate the pages from an alternate record.[2]
After the translation was complete and in the process of being printed, one Esquire Cole made another attempt to destroy its credibility by taking some of the transcript and creating "interlineations . . . omissions, and added vulgarisms" in the text. His intent was to publish the doctored pages in his weekly periodical, the Dogberry Paper on Winter Hill. But Joseph was able to thwart his plan.[3]
Persecution continued to dog the prophet wherever he lived, both in New York State and in the state of Pennsylvania, but it did not stop him from receiving the Aaronic Priesthood from John the Baptist and the Melchizedek Priesthood from Peter, James, and John. Nor did it stop him from officially organizing the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (the LDS Church or the "Mormons") at the home of Peter Whitmer, Sr., in Fayette, New York, on April 6, 1830.[4]
One of the keystones of the LDS Church is missionary work. On the title page of The Book of Mormon it states, ". . . Written to the Lamanites, who are a remnant of the house of Israel; and also to Jew and Gentile. . . ." Consequently, not long after the Church was organized in 1830, the Lord told Joseph to ". . . go unto the Lamanites and preach my gospel unto them."[1]
The Lord knew the Church needed to grow as rapidly as possible if it was to survive. As a result, at a conference of the Church held on September 26, 1830, in Fayette, New York, Peter Whitmer, Jr., was appointed to accompany Oliver Cowdery on the first Lamanite mission.[2] In a later revelation received in October of 1830, the Lord directed Joseph to call Parley P. Pratt and Zeba Peterson to accompany them.[3]
Parley P. Pratt was baptized on or about September 1, 1830, and had been a member of the Church for less than a month when he received this mission call. He had originally been converted to the Disciples church, a church started by Sidney Rigdon in Ohio. (The Disciples were a break off from Alexander Campbell's Campbellite group.) He had decided to become a minister for the Disciples faith and left for New York to begin his ministry among his relatives. During the trip he heard about The Book of Mormon, so he sent his wife on ahead to visit his family while he diverted to Palmyra to investigate. There he met Hyrum Smith, with whom he traveled to meet Oliver Cowdery in Fayette, New York. After a short visit with Oliver, he was baptized in Seneca Lake and ordained an Elder. He then proceeded on to his family in Columbia County, New York, where he baptized his nineteen-year-old brother, Orson Pratt. He later returned to Fayette in time to attend the aforesaid conference and receive his call to go into the "wilderness" and teach the Lamanites.[4]
The four elders first visited members of the Catteraugus tribe near Buffalo, New York. They spent some time preaching to members of the tribe and left two copies of The Book of Mormon with those who could read English.[5] They then continued westward to Mentor, Ohio, (a short distance from Kirtland) where they met Sidney Rigdon.[6]
Sidney Rigdon was initially a Regular Baptist, but he later became involved with Alexander Campbell and the Campbellites. After multiple meetings with Campbell, the Disciples faith was organized. When he heard Elder Cowdery and Elder Pratt teach the gospel, he invited them to preach to his congregation. He even encouraged his congregation to thoughtfully consider the things they had heard. After studying The Book of Mormon for a fortnight, he concluded that the work was true and he and his wife were baptized.
During Sidney's period of study and reflection, the missionaries traveled to Kirtland and met with members of the Disciples faith who lived there. After the brethren taught them the gospel and testified to its truthfulness, seventeen members of the congregation joined the LDS Church. The result of baptizing Sidney Rigdon, most of his congregation, and a man named Frederick G. Williams, was that the elders left behind them a newly organized branch of the Church comprising twenty members. They then departed "for the borders of the Lamanites."[7]
The elders next proselyted members of the Wyandot tribe who lived near Sandusky, Ohio. They were well received, and provided with information about other tribes that had moved further west. The brethren continued on to Independence, Missouri, and its environs where the Delaware tribe was located. They met with Chief Anderson of the Delawares who initially received them with caution. After listening to Oliver Cowdery's speech at a tribal council, however, he allowed them to preach to his people. The brethren were able to teach for several days and eventually baptized several members of the tribe.[8]
While this missionary work was progressing, the Lord commanded the Saints to move to a new location. In December of 1830, Joseph received Section 37 of The Doctrine and Covenants which directed him to have the Church "assemble together at the Ohio."[9] Then on January 2, 1831, the Lord specifically told Joseph to also move to Ohio.[10] With this move, the persecution that had followed the prophet in both New York and Pennsylvania ended, but it would prove to be for only a short period of time.
The Kirtland period of the Church commenced in 1830 and would end on December 1, 1839, when Bishop Edward Partridge was instructed to publish in the Times and Seasons that anyone moving to Kirtland after that date would be disfellowshipped.[11] However, many important and extraordinary events occurred during those nine short years.
The prophet and his wife left New York in the latter part of January 1831 and arrived in Kirtland, Ohio, during the first part of February. Upon their arrival, they were welcomed into the house of Newel K. Whitney, who had been converted earlier by Oliver Cowdery and Parley P. Pratt. The Whitney family described the prophet's arrival as follows:
About the first of February 1831, a sleigh containing four persons drove through the streets of Kirtland and drew up in front of the store of Gilbert and Whitney. One of the men, a young and stalwart personage alighted, and springing up the steps walked into the store and to where the junior partner was standing. 'Newel K. Whitney! Thou art the man!' he exclaimed, extending his hand cordially, as if to an old and familiar acquaintance. 'You have the advantage of me,' replied the merchant, as he mechanically took the proffered hand. 'I could not call you by name as you have me.' 'I am Joseph the Prophet,' said the stranger smiling. 'You've prayed me here, now what do you want of me?' The Prophet, it is said, while in the East had seen the Whitneys, in vision, praying for his coming to Kirtland.[1]
By the time the prophet arrived in Kirtland, the number of members in the area had increased to around one hundred men and women. He noted that they were trying to live the gospel but that "some strange notions and false spirits had crept in among them." Prior to the arrival of the missionaries, many of the newly converted members had been living in an organization called The Family. They were living a plan of "common stock" based on that described in Acts 4:32. However, after embracing the gospel, Joseph noted that they readily abandoned this system "for the more perfect law of the Lord; and the false spirits were easily discerned and rejected by the light of revelation."[2]
The spirit of deception that had from time to time entered into the Church in the New York area manifested itself quickly in Kirtland—almost as soon as Joseph moved there.[3] Soon after the revelation on the law of the Church was received (which the Lord had promised Joseph when he commanded him to move to Ohio),[4] a woman named Hubble came into the city professing to be a prophetess. She claimed to know that The Book of Mormon was true and that she was to become a "teacher in the church of Christ." While deceiving some, others with the spirit of discernment were able to detect her hypocrisy.[5] Joseph inquired of the Lord concerning her and received Section 43 of The Doctrine and Covenants which states that no one is appointed to receive commandments and revelations except the Lord's prophet "until he be taken," and "none else shall be appointed unto this gift except it be through him."
In addition to this type of deception, a general problem with false spirits seemed to have entered into several branches of the Church that were located around Kirtland. Many of the brethren inquired of Joseph concerning these spirits, and the Lord gave Joseph Section 50 of The Doctrine and Covenants in response. In that revelation, the Lord indicated that many false spirits were abroad in the earth, "deceiving the world." Parley P. Pratt's autobiography describes some of these instances and elaborates on the problems they were causing:
As I went forth among the different branches, some very strange spiritual operations were manifested, which were disgusting rather than edifying. Some persons would seem to swoon away and make unseemly gestures, and be drawn or disfigured in their countenances. Others would fall into ecstasies and be drawn into contortions, cramp, fits, etc. Others would seem to have visions, and revelations, which were not edifying and which were not congenial to the doctrine and spirit of the Gospel. In short, a false and lying spirit seemed to be creeping into the Church. All these things were new and strange to me, and had originated in the Church during our absence, and previous to the arrival of President Joseph Smith from New York. Feeling our weakness and inexperience, and lest we should err in judgment concerning these spiritual phenomena, myself, John Murdock, and several other Elders, went to Joseph Smith and asked him to inquire of the Lord concerning these spirits or manifestations.[6]
After the brethren had joined Joseph in prayer in his translating room, he dictated the lengthy revelation found in Section 50 of The Doctrine and Covenants, which in part states that both preachers and hearers need to be enlightened by the Spirit, and that which does not edify is not of God.
Shortly after Joseph's arrival in Kirtland he recorded that "false reports, lies, and foolish stories" were being spread abroad and published in various newspapers about the Church. One of these foolish stories concerned the conversion and apostasy of a man named Simonds Ryder. Simonds incurred some notoriety in Church history by leading the mob that tarred the prophet, an incident that led to the death of one of Joseph's children. This story also involved the way Simonds' name was listed in the Index and Concordance of The Doctrine and Covenants, from its inception up to the 1976 edition.
Simonds Ryder was born on November 20, 1792. He moved to Hiram, Ohio, in January of 1814 and joined the Campbellite religious movement in May of 1828. He was eventually appointed to oversee the members of the Cambellite faith in that area.[7]
It was in the city of Hiram that Simonds first heard about and eventually investigated the LDS Church. According to Amos S. Hayden, the author of an early Campbellite book, Simonds was "much perplexed over 'Mormonism,' and for a time was undecided whether to join the Church or not."[8] This went on for some time until one day Simonds read a newspaper article titled, "Mormonism in China," which gave an account of an earthquake in "Pekin[sic] China." This startled him, because some time earlier he had encountered a young Mormon girl who had predicted that an earthquake would occur in China and destroy the city of Peking. Apparently Simonds had a very "superstitious nature" and thought this was a sign that Mormonism was true, so in the spring of 1831 he joined the Church and on June 6, 1831, he was ordained an Elder in the Melchizedek Priesthood.[9]
On June 7, 1831, Joseph received a revelation which instructed him to call Simonds to serve a mission in the stead of Herman Basset. He was to receive all of the attendant blessings that had been given to Brother Basset (although we are not told what those blessings were or where Elder Ryder would serve his mission).[10] Consequently, Joseph and Sidney wrote a letter to Simonds informing him that it was the will of the Lord, made known by the Spirit, that he should preach the Gospel. In both the letter he received "and in the official commission to preach, his name was spelled R-i-d-e-r, instead of R-y-d-e-r." His apostasy was as swift and as superstitious as was his conversion. He reasoned that, if the "'Spirit' through which he had been called to preach could err in the matter of spelling his name, it might have erred in calling him to the ministry as well; or, in other words, he was led to doubt if he were called at all by the Spirit of God, because of the error in spelling his name!"[11] Simonds did not just defect from the Church as was the case with many of the early apostates, he became an avowed enemy of Joseph Smith and the leader of a mob that later harassed the Saints. There will be more on Simonds' bizarre involvement with the mob later.
Simonds is mentioned one more time in the History of the Church. Apparently he published hateful articles against Joseph and the Church during the time the Church was in Nauvoo, which led Joseph to publish a response in The Times and Seasons in the form of a resolution:
"Resolved, That as a last passing notice to all our enemies and apostates, of all grades, from Simonds Rider down to John C. Bennet and Sidney Rigdon, inasmuch as their bowels and mouths are like Etna and Vesuvius, full of filth and fire consuming their vitals, that they vomit toward the northern ocean, and leave Nauvoo, to take breath and live awhile in peace.[12]
Between the time Simonds apostatized in 1831 and the date this Resolution was published, he regained the confidence of the Campbellite community in Hiram, Ohio. He went on to become a "farmer of some prominence" before his death in August of 1870.
But that's not the end of the story. The misspelling of poor Simonds' name continued. It was spelled correctly in Section 52 of The Doctrine and Covenants, but in multiple publications by the Church[13] and in renditions of Joseph Smith's "tarring" story,[14] his name continued to be spelled R-i-d-e-r, as is evident from Joseph's resolution. It was also misspelled in the Index and Concordance of The Doctrine and Covenants right up through 1975, in spite of the fact that it was spelled correctly in Section 52. However, in the 1976 edition of The Doctrine and Covenants and thereafter, Brother Ryder's name has been spelled correctly.[†1]
In May of 1831, members of the Church from New York state began to gather in Kirtland. Their arrival caused some concern regarding housing and food, so Joseph asked the Lord what he should do. In what became Section 51 of The Doctrine and Covenants, he was instructed to have Bishop Edward Partridge divide up the land according to the wants and needs of the families and to create a Bishop's storehouse to assist them. These Saints were primarily from the Colesville, New York, Branch of the Church, and were initially organized in Kirtland under the law of consecration and stewardship.[15]
At a conference of the Church held June 3–6, 1831, Joseph recorded that "the man of sin [the devil] was revealed." But through the authority of the Melchizedek Priesthood, they were able to overcome him. John Whitmer added the following details to this experience:
While the Lord poured out His Spirit upon His servants, the devil took a notion to make known his power. He bound Harvey Whitlock and John Murdock so that they could not speak, and others were affected but the Lord showed to Joseph, the seer, the design of the thing: he commanded the devil in the name of Christ, and he departed, to our joy and comfort.[16]
Brother Whitmer further noted that the "Spirit of the Lord fell upon Joseph in an unusual manner, and he prophesied that John the Revelator was then among the Ten Tribes of Israel." About two thousand Saints attended this conference and witnessed these events.[17]
It is not uncommon for some converts to eventually fall away from the Church. As a rule, they just become inactive and disappear, ignoring the Church altogether. But other dissenters become antagonistic or belligerent and aggressively attempt to harm or destroy the Church and its leaders in a vile and offensive manner. Such was the case with Simonds Ryder and others, as the following stories illustrate.
Joseph and Emma adopted Brother John Murdock's twins when John's wife died in childbirth. Eleven months later while the family was living in Hiram, Ohio, the twins contracted the measles and suffered with the disease for some time, causing Joseph and Emma many sleepless nights. On the night of March 24, 1832, Joseph suggested that Emma take the healthiest twin and retire to the bedroom of the house so that she could get some rest. Joseph took the other twin and prepared to spend the night on the trundle bed in the living room.[1]
After he had been deeply asleep for some time, Joseph was abruptly awakened by a scream of "Murder!" from Emma. Gaining consciousness, he realized he was being carried out the door by about a dozen members of a mob. Men were holding him in the air by both his legs and arms while others had him by the shirt, trousers, and hair. He freed one leg and kicked a mobber, causing him to fall to the porch. Moments later the mobber approached Joseph and thrusting his bloodied hand into the prophet's face, cried harshly, "I'll fix ye."
The mob again secured him and threatened to kill him if he attempted any further resistance, after which Joseph became quiet. They took him into a nearby field, making sure he was suspended in the air at all times. As he was thus carried, he saw Sidney Rigdon lying motionless on the ground and presumed him dead. He was later relieved to find out that Sidney had merely been unconscious.[2]
As the mobbers argued among themselves about what they should do with Joseph, the prophet pled with them not to kill him. They finally decided not to take his life, but to coat him in hot tar instead. They stripped him of all his clothing except the shirt collar around his neck. Once naked, a mobber fell on him and scratched him like a "mad cat," exclaiming, "that's the way the Holy Ghost falls on folks."[3]
One of the mobbers called for "Simonds," which Joseph surmised correctly to be the apostate Simonds Ryder. Simonds was asked where the tar bucket was, but he said he did not know. After a short search, however, the tar bucket was found. Because Joseph had spoken many times while being carried and held by the mob, the mob decided to swab his mouth with the tar. The tar paddle was pressed to his mouth, but Joseph moved his head to avoid it. Cursing at this maneuver, they then attempted to press a "vial" of the hot tar into his mouth. But the vial broke on his teeth. Giving up, they proceeded to tar his naked body and left him lying in the field.
When Joseph first attempted to rise, he fell back to the ground, unable to stand. He removed some of the tar from his lips so that he could breathe more easily and looked around to determine his location. He could see several lights and moved toward them, eventually ending up at John Johnson's house.[†2] Several sisters, wives of other men taken by the mob that night, had gathered at Father Johnson's and Emma was among them. The light reflecting from the tar on Joseph's naked body made the prophet look like he was covered with blood, and when Emma saw him she thought he was "all crushed to pieces" and promptly fainted. Joseph called for a blanket. They threw one to him and then shut the door. He wrapped himself in the blanket and then entered the Johnson's home.[4] In his journal, he later reported the following: "[F]riends spent the night in scrapping and removing the tar, and in washing and cleansing my body; so that by morning I was ready to be clothed again."[5]
Sidney Rigdon was also wounded in this attack. The mobbers dragged him by his heels over the rough, frozen surface of the ground, which resulted in severe lacerations to his head. The prophet recorded that Sydney was delirious for some days. Although the history does not indicate that Joseph was feathered, feathers were used on others who were tarred on this occasion. One humorous note from this terrible night involved a mobber who returned to the Rigdon's house to get more pillows for feathers. The women shut him up in the house and kept him prisoner for some time.[6]
The next day was the Sabbath, and the members of the Church in Hiram gathered together for their religious services. Joseph was particular to note that several of the mobbers were present at the meeting: "Simonds Ryder, a Campbellite preacher and leader of the mob; one McClentic, who had his hands in my hair; one Streeter, son of a Campbellite minister; and Felatiah Allen, Esq., who gave the mob a barrel of whiskey to raise their spirits." Besides the men that the prophet named, there were many others from the mob present at the meeting.
Joseph recorded that as a result of being tarred and the subsequent efforts to scrape the tar away and wash his body, his "flesh [was] all scarified and defaced." But his next entry richly reveals the depth of his character. He simply said, "I preached to the congregation as usual, and in the afternoon of the same day baptized three individuals."
Perhaps the saddest result of this experience was the death of one of Joseph's twins. On top of the measles, the child contracted a severe cold from exposure to the night air when the mobbers dragged Joseph out of the home. The child grew worse until he eventually died.[7]
Ezra Booth had been a Methodist minister before he investigated the LDS Church. He and his wife and a Mr. and Mrs. Johnson, along with several others, visited Joseph at his home in Kirtland in 1831. "Mrs. Johnson had been afflicted for some time with a lame arm," Joseph reported, "and was not at the time of the visit able to lift her hand to her head." The visit to Joseph was made principally out of curiosity. The group wanted to further investigate the new doctrine that had so permeated the area.
During the visit, the subject of supernatural gifts came up and the following question was posed: "Here is Mrs. Johnson with a lame arm; has God given any power to men now on the earth to cure her?" This may have been a rhetorical question, but some time later as the conversation continued on other subjects, Joseph arose and walked over to Mrs. Johnson. He took her by the hand and said, "Woman, in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ I command thee to be whole." Thereafter, he immediately left the room. The company was "awe-stricken." Mrs. Johnson suddenly lifted her arm with ease, "and on her return home the next day she was able to do her washing without difficulty or pain." The miracle converted Ezra Booth and he was subsequently ordained an Elder.[8]
Ezra later went to Missouri as the companion of an Elder Morley. But when he learned that "faith, humility, patience, and tribulation" go before blessings; that "God brings low before He exalts; that instead of the 'Savior's granting him power to smite men and make them believe,' (as he said he wanted God to do in his own case)"; and that "he must become all things to all men, that he might peradventure save some; . . . he was disappointed." In John 7:26 it is written: "Verily, verily I say unto you. Ye seek me, not because ye saw the miracles, but because ye did eat of the loaves, and were filled." So it was with Ezra Booth. "[W]hen he was disappointed by his own evil heart, he turned away and . . . became an apostate. . . ."
After Ezra left the Church, he wrote a series of nine letters that were published in the Ohio Star and in E.D. Howe's book, Mormonism Unveiled, (pages 175-221). Joseph concluded that the letters were written to "overthrow the work of the Lord," although they actually "exposed [Ezra's] weakness, wickedness and folly, and left him a monument of his own shame, for the world to wonder at."[9]
While living in Kirtland, Ohio, Joseph made several trips to Missouri to prepare the Church for the establishment of Zion in Independence. On one trip in April and early May of 1832, Joseph, Sidney Rigdon, and several other brethren went to Independence to settle some Church business. At the conclusion of their visit, they decided to organize a single mercantile association for the Church to service the needs of the Saints. It was determined that they would have branches of the store in both Zion and Kirtland. The store in Kirtland would be called "Newel K. Whitney & Company," and the one in Zion would be named "Gilbert, Whitney & Company." The proposal was well received by the Saints and A. S. Gilbert and Newel K. Whitney were appointed agents for the new association. The brethren completed their work in Independence on May 1, 1832, but remained in the area for another five days. During that time, Sidney Rigdon preached two powerful discourses, which the Saints received with great satisfaction.
On May 6, 1832, Joseph left Independence in the company of Sidney Rigdon and Bishop Whitney to return to Kirtland. Their intended route took them by coach from Independence (via St. Louis), across Indiana, and into New Albany, Indiana, near the falls of the Ohio River. Just before they arrived in New Albany, Joseph reported that the coach's horses were frightened by something and started galloping at their full speed. To save themselves from impending disaster, the brethren decided to jump from the coach. Bishop Whitney jumped first, but caught his foot in the wheel of the coach. His leg and foot were broken in several places. Joseph jumped from the coach unhurt. We are not told if Sidney jumped or not.
Because of Bishop Whitney's injuries, they stopped at Mr. Porter's Public House in Greenville, Indiana. They were forced to stay there for four weeks while Bishop Whitney's injuries healed. Sidney, apparently unhurt in the incident, continued on to Kirtland.
While the prophet and Bishop Whitney were at the inn, they ate regularly and slept well. Interestingly, Dr. Porter, the landlord's brother, expressed his sympathy that there was not some "Mormon" in the area that could set the broken bones or perform some other service for Bishop Whitney. As Joseph waited for Bishop Whitney to mend, he would often take walks in the surrounding woods. On one of those walks, he reported that he discovered several fresh graves, but gave no particulars concerning the graves or their inhabitants.
After Joseph had finished his dinner one evening, he arose from the dining table and walked directly to the outside door of the inn. Other customers in the inn probably thought he was going for his evening walk, but once outside he began "vomiting most profusely." He recorded in his journal that he raised large quantities of blood and "poisonous matter," and that the vomiting was so severe that he dislocated his jaw. He repositioned his jaw by himself and quickly made his way to Bishop Whitney's bedside, where he requested a blessing. Bishop Whitney laid his hands on Joseph's head and administered to him in the name of the Lord. Joseph was healed instantly; however, the effect of the poison was so powerful that it caused a large quantity of his hair to loosen and fall out. No wonder he gave solemn thanks to the Lord for His intercession at that critical moment and for preserving his life.
We are not told of any action being taken against the Porters in this incident, or of the source of the poison. Nonetheless, after another short walk in the woods Joseph went to Bishop Whitney and told him that if he was up to it, they needed to continue their journey to Kirtland. Joseph then prophesied that if he agreed to leave the next morning, they would take a wagon the four miles to the river where they would find a ferryboat waiting to take them across. Once across, he prophesied that a hack[†3] would be waiting to take them to the river boat landing, and that they would be on the river and in transit by ten o'clock. Bishop Whitney agreed.
After disembarking from the river boat in Wellsville, Ohio, they took a stage coach to Chardon, Ohio, and then another wagon for the remaining distance to Kirtland. As prophesied, the entire trip was without incident.[10]
Not long after Joseph settled in Ohio, mob action commenced in Kirtland, Hiram, and the surrounding areas; however, there is no record of mob action occurring prior to that time. On January 8, 1834, Joseph recorded that one of the more serious attacks came during the construction of the Kirtland Temple. The threats of mob violence through the fall and winter of 1834 had caused the brethren laboring on the temple to be constantly vigilant, day and night. Joseph writes that at about 1:00 a.m. on the morning of January 8, the citizens of Kirtland were alarmed by the mob firing off approximately thirteen rounds of cannon on the hill about half a mile northwest of the village.[11]
Mob action continued to escalate until Joseph, Sidney Rigdon, and the Twelve Apostles (who had been called during this period) were forced to flee. Later, on December 22, 1837, Brigham Young was also compelled to leave because "of the fury of the mob spirit that prevailed in the apostates who had threatened to destroy him." The reason for the threats against Brigham was his refusal to cease proclaiming by the power of the Holy Ghost that Joseph Smith was "a Prophet of the Most High God, [and] that [he] had not transgressed and fallen as the apostates declared."[12]
The prophet and Sidney Rigdon were again obliged to flee from the mob's deadly influence in January of 1838. On that evening, they left at ten o'clock by horseback and traveled until eight o'clock the next morning, a distance of about sixty miles. They waited there for their families to join them before proceeding on to Missouri.
While Joseph was organizing the revelations he had received during his time in Kirtland (preparatory to publishing them in the Book of Commandments), he was occasionally questioned about the way some of the revelations were worded and the fact that he alone was allowed to receive them. After receiving Section 1 of The Doctrine and Covenants (which served as the preface to the revelations, even though it was received on November 1, 1831), he notes that "some conversation was had concerning revelations and language."
Oliver Cowdery raised one of these questions. As you may recall from A Concise History of Palmyra, he even wrote the prophet, stating that he had discovered an error in one of the revelations—specifically verse 37 of Section 20. The exact words in verse 37 that he felt were in error are italicized in the following quote:
"All those who humble themselves before God . . . and truly manifest by their works that they have received of the Spirit of Christ unto the remission of their sins, shall be received by baptism into his church."
Claiming that this information was erroneous, Oliver commanded Joseph "in the name of God to erase those words, that no priestcraft be amongst us!" After some arduous efforts on Joseph's part, however, he was able to convince Oliver that the revelation was correct.[1][†4]
This problem arose again in early November of 1831. Joseph had received several revelations between August and November[2] and apparently some of the brethren, including one William E. M'Lellin, questioned not only the revelations, but the language they were written in.
The Lord finally took a hand in solving the problem. He gave Joseph the revelation recorded as Section 67 of The Doctrine and Covenants, which states in part:
And now I, the Lord, give unto you a testimony of the truth of these commandments which are lying before you. Your eyes have been upon my servant Joseph Smith, Jun., and his language you have known, and his imperfections you have known; and you have sought in your hearts knowledge that you might express beyond his language; this you also know. Now, seek ye out of the Book of Commandments, even the least that is among them, and appoint him that is the most wise among you; Or, if there be any among you that shall make one like unto it, then ye are justified in saying that ye do not know that they are true; But if ye cannot make one like unto it, ye are under condemnation if ye do not bear record that they are true.[3]
In this revelation, the Lord acknowledged Joseph's lack of a formal education—apparently one of the contentions regarding the language used in the revelations—but that the revelations were nonetheless true and written correctly. Then the Lord challenged the wisest among them (or anyone else for that matter) to write one on their own. To simplify the challenge, they could select what they perceived to be the least of the revelations and use that one as a comparison to theirs. And if they could write such a revelation, fine; their questions and concerns were justified and they did not have to believe the revelations that Joseph had received. But if they could not write one, then their questions and concerns must be set aside, and they must testify to the truthfulness of the commandments Joseph had revealed.
After the above revelation was received, Joseph recorded that "William E. M'Lellin, as the wisest man, in his own estimation, having more learning than sense, endeavored to write a commandment." Apparently Brother M'Lellin failed the test, and Joseph noted that it was "an awful responsibility to write in the name of the Lord."[4][†5] This story evidences the fact that Joseph had unparalleled confidence in his relationship with God and in his ability to accurately record the revelations he was given.
As a result of Brother M'Lellin's inability to write a revelation, a "testimony of the witnesses to the book of the Lord's commandments," was written, to which those who had challenged Joseph subscribed. However, their testimony was never incorporated into the Book of Commandments because the press, type, and paper were all destroyed by a mob in Missouri.[5]
On February 9, 1843, Joseph recorded in his journal that a man visited him in Kirtland, Ohio, and reported that he had seen an angel.[6] When the man described the way the angel was dressed, the prophet told him that "he had seen no angel, and that there was no such dress in heaven." The man became very angry and went into the street and commanded fire to come down from heaven and consume the prophet. Joseph's response was interesting. He laughed at the man, and declared him to be one of Baal's prophets. Then, as with the story of Elijah and the prophets of Baal in the Old Testament wherein the wicked prophets could not bring down fire from heaven to consume their sacrifice,[7] Joseph said, "God does not hear you; jump up and cut yourself." The man then commanded fire to consume the prophet's house. That's where the story ends in Joseph's Journal. He did not give a description of the angel's clothing, he did not record the man's name, and his house did not burn down![†6]
The Kirtland Safety Society, whose official name was proposed to be the "Kirtland Safety Society Bank," was conceived sometime prior to November 1836. The purpose of the Society was to organize a banking institution under the laws of the State of Ohio. On November 2, 1836, the first Articles of Agreement were drawn up by several brethren in Kirtland, and Orson Hyde was sent to the State Legislature at Columbus, Ohio, to obtain the charter. However, the articles proposed on November 2 were eventually annulled by the brethren because the Legislators determined that the applicants were Mormons. Raising some frivolous excuse, they refused to grant the brethren the banking privileges they so freely granted to others.
The members of the Kirtland Safety Society then drew up new articles on January 2, 1837. The articles declared that the bank was "for the promotion of [the Saints'] temporal interests, and for the better management of [the Saints'] different occupations, which consist in agriculture, mechanical arts, and merchandising." Joseph published an article in the Messenger and advocate encouraging the purchase of stock in the Society and quoting several scriptures that inferred its success.[8] The name of the institution was changed to the "Kirtland Safety Society Anti-Banking Company," a quasi banking stock institution that was commonly used throughout the country when formal banking charters could not be procured.
At the same time that Orson went to Columbus, Oliver Cowdery was sent to Philadelphia to procure plates for the new bank so that it could issue notes. He was successful, but because the bank charter was not issued by the state, the letters "Anti-" were engraved on the plates before the word "Bank" and the letters "ing" were engraved after it, thus causing the notes to read, "Kirtland Safety Society Anti-Banking Company."
Sidney Rigdon served as chairman and president of the Society and Warren Parrish served as signatory, secretary, and teller. Joseph acted as cashier. Although the promoters hoped that they would eventually receive a bank charter, they began to issue notes on the Society in January of 1837. The reserves of the anti-bank were in land rather than silver or gold. Land speculation was intense throughout the country at that time and because of the influx of members into the Kirtland area, the value of land had been driven up—which caused the reserves of the Society to be inflated when it was formed. As a result, when the bank crisis of 1837 hit the nation and the value of land decreased, there were insufficient assets to cover the value of the notes issued by the Society. Other institutions subsequently refused to honor the Society's notes, so it failed. It was reported that in New York City alone during the months of March and April 1837, losses due to bank failures totaled more than $100,000,000, an unimaginable sum in 1839. Although a substantial number of banks (especially the state chartered banks) failed throughout the country, Joseph was summarily blamed—and subsequently sued—for the Society's failure.
Many men and women apostatized and left the Church because the Society failed. Joseph recorded that as a result of "the fruits of this spirit [land speculation in Kirtland], evil surmisings [sic], fault-finding, disunion, dissension, and apostasy followed in quick succession, and it seemed as though all the powers of earth and hell were combining their influence in an especial manner to overthrow the Church." The dissension was so great that "[n]o quorum in the Church was entirely exempt from the influence of those false spirits; . . . even some of the Twelve . . . began to take sides, secretly, with the enemy."[9]
In July of 1837, Joseph noted that he had resigned from his position with the Society and in the August publication of the Messenger and Advocate, he gave the following warning:
I hereby warn [the members of the Church] to beware of speculators, renegades, and gamblers, who are duping the unwary and unsuspecting, by palming upon them those bills [i.e., the Kirtland Safety Society notes], which are of no worth here. I discountenance and disapprove of any and all such practices [and] deem them to be detrimental to the best interests of society, as well as to the principles of religion.[10]
Although the national bank failures of 1837 caused the demise of the Kirtland Safety Society, the effects of the Society's failure haunted the prophet and the Church for many years. In a sense, its effects are still felt today since many harbor the erroneous belief that those who prosper must be "righteous," and those who do not prosper must be "unrighteous."
An epilogue to the story of the Kirtland Safety Society occurred on June 5, 1841. While Joseph was staying at Bear Creek, about twenty miles south of Nauvoo, he was arrested by Sheriff Thomas King and his posse on a writ issued on a warrant from the State of Missouri. A trial was eventually held in Monmouth, Illinois, some seventy-five miles away. Joseph was acquitted in the matter, but while he was there, a man came demanding to know who "Jo Smith" was. He had a Kirtland Safety Society five dollar note, and threatened to sue Joseph if he did not redeem it. Joseph identified himself and honorably paid the man "the specie, which [the man] took very reluctantly, being anxious to kick up a fuss."[11]
The Doctrine and Covenants, Section 88, verse 119, was received on December 27, 1832, and commanded the Saints to "establish a house, even a house of prayer, a house of fasting, a house of faith, a house of learning, a house of glory, a house of order, a house of God." The "house" they were to build was the Kirtland Temple. Joseph noted that the size of the edifice was to be "fifty-five feet wide, and sixty-five feet long, in the inner court."[1] On June 1, 1833, he recorded the following: "Great preparations were making to commence a house of the Lord; and notwithstanding the Church was poor, yet our unity, harmony and charity abounded to strengthen us to do the commandments of God."[2]
The Church formed a building committee which circulated a subscription circular throughout its various branches. It called for the members to support the project by recording their subscriptions on the circular, and to pay their subscriptions by September 1, 1833. It noted that the temple was being constructed as a House of the Lord and a place where the School of the Prophets could meet.[†7] The circular stated, "not one brother among us, as yet, refuses to exert himself to do something in a temporal way to bring about the establishment of this house and school."[3]
As part of the building fund effort, a meeting was held in Kirtland on Thursday, June 25, 1835, to obtain subscriptions from the members. Joseph Smith subscribed $500.00; Oliver Cowdery, $750.00; W.W. Phelps, $500.00; John Whitmer, $500.00; and Frederick G. Williams, $500.00, "all of which they paid within one hour, and the people were astonished."[4] Where they acquired their funds is not known. All in all, the meeting produced $6,232.50 in subscriptions.
On June 5, 1833, the first load of stone for the temple arrived at the site and they started digging the trench for the walls. On July 23, 1833, the cornerstones were laid and dedicated "after the order of the Holy Priesthood."[5] The building was dedicated three years later on March 27, 1836. The dedicatory prayer is recorded as Section 109 of The Doctrine and Covenants.
The construction of the temple did not proceed without risk. The mobs were alive and well. Heber C. Kimball recorded the following in his journal:
The Church was in a state of poverty and distress, in consequence of which it appeared almost impossible that the commandments could be fulfilled [regarding the construction of the Kirtland Temple]; at the same time our enemies were raging and threatening destruction upon us, and we had to guard ourselves night after night, and for weeks were not permitted to take off our clothes, and were obliged to lay with our fire locks in our arms.[6]
The temple was constructed with pulpits at both the west and east ends and congregational seating in the middle. The west end pulpit was for the following: the Melchizedek Priesthood, including both the presidency of the Church in Kirtland and the presidency of the Church in Missouri; the Twelve Apostles; the High Council in Kirtland; and other officers. The east pulpit was for the Aaronic Priesthood, including the bishoprics from Kirtland and Missouri, the High Council in Missouri, and the various presidencies in the Aaronic Priesthood. A choir was seated in the four corners of the room. There was a curtain that could be dropped or raised at any time that traversed the room both from north to south and east to west, thereby dividing the room into four rooms if desired.[7] Both pulpits were dedicated and consecrated to the Lord before the general dedication began.
Rules governing the visitors to the temple were drawn up on January 14, 1836, before the general dedication. After three preliminary statements, the following nine rules were established:
1. No one could interrupt the speaker by "whispering, laughing, talking, menacing gestures, leaving in a disorderly manner, or by indignities." Should anyone do so, they would be punished by whatever lawful means were available, and by ejection from the house.
2. Insults to officiating officers were considered insults to the entire body of the Church.
3. Members of the congregation were not permitted to go up the stairs (from the first floor) during the meetings.
4. No one could explore the house without an appointed escort.
5. No one could approach the pulpits other than those appointed to use same.
6. There was a prohibition against cutting, marking or marring the inside or outside of the temple with a knife, pencil, or other instrument. Punishment for said defacing would be determined by law.
7. Children could not assemble to play in the temple or on the temple grounds. Parents would be responsible for any damage they caused.
8. All persons attending the temple, both believers and nonbelievers, were to be treated with respect.
9. No member of the Church could be denied access to the temple.
On the scheduled day of dedication, March 27, 1836, the doors were opened at seven o'clock a.m. to approximately five or six hundred waiting Saints. Before the meeting began at eight o'clock a.m., between nine hundred and one thousand people were seated in the congregation. Joseph, Sidney, and Oliver acted as ushers. When the meeting commenced, additional ushers were posted at the doors to receive donations for the temple construction fund. Nine hundred sixty-three dollars were received. When the meeting began, there were still people outside unable to attend the dedication due to the size of the crowd.
After singing an opening hymn, Sidney Rigdon offered the opening prayer. He then spoke for two and a half hours in his usual, logical manner.[8] After additional singing, Joseph gave a short address and then the quorums and the congregation were called upon to sustain the Presidency of the Church as prophets and seers. All present covenanted to do so by rising. Then they "acknowledged the Twelve Apostles, who were present, as Prophets, Seers, Revelators, and special witnesses to all the nations of the earth, holding the keys of the kingdom, to unlock it, or cause it to be done, among them, and uphold them by their prayers, which they assented to by rising."[9] After that the seventies were sustained, then the bishops and their counselors, followed by the various brethren in the offices of the priesthood in both Kirtland and Zion. All the sustaining was done by rising, and was unanimous in every instance.[10]
Again a hymn was sung and then Joseph gave the dedicatory prayer, which he had received by revelation.[11] Another hymn was sung and then the congregation was asked to accept the dedicatory prayer and acknowledge that the house had been dedicated, which they did. The sacrament was then administered to all present.
Many members testified that they saw angels attend the meeting. One, it was said, came in through the window and sat between Frederick G. Williams and Father Smith (Joseph's father). After several more brethren gave short talks, Sidney Rigdon again spoke and prayed, after which the entire congregation shouted, "[H]osanna, hosanna, hosanna to God and the Lamb, three times, sealing it each time with amen, amen, and amen." Thereafter, Brigham Young spoke in tongues and David W. Patten interpreted. Then Brother Patten spoke in tongues. Finally, Joseph blessed the congregation and the meeting ended at "a little past four o'clock p.m." The entire meeting lasted for almost nine hours, with a short intermission of twenty minutes where everyone remained seated.[12]
In the evening, the quorums of the priesthood[†8] reassembled in the temple. Joseph instructed them in the ordinance of the washing of feet and taught them about the spirit of prophecy. He encouraged the members to participate in both.[†9] George A. Smith arose and began to prophesy when "a noise was heard like the sound of a rushing mighty wind, which filled the Temple." Joseph recorded that the following manifestations then occurred:
All the congregation simultaneously arose, being moved upon by an invisible power; many began to speak in tongues and prophesy; others saw glorious visions; and I beheld the Temple was filled with angels, which fact I declared to the congregation. The people of the neighborhood came running together (hearing an unusual sound within, and seeing a bright light like a pillar of fire resting upon the Temple), and were astonished at what was taking place. This continued until the meeting closed at eleven p.m.[13]
On Tuesday, March 29, 1836, another meeting was held in the Kirtland Temple. Present were Joseph Smith, Frederick G. Williams, Sidney Rigdon, Hyrum Smith, and Oliver Cowdery. They prayed for guidance and were instructed to call certain other priesthood holders to the meeting and to fast throughout the day and night. When all had assembled, they washed their faces and feet, washed one another's feet, and partook of the sacrament. The brethren worshiped before the Lord in His house all night until eight o'clock the next morning.
At eight o'clock a.m. they expanded the meeting to include the Twelve Apostles, the seventies, the high councils, and the bishops, together with their entire quorums. They administered the ordinance of the washing of feet to all present. Joseph then "observed to the quorums, that [he] had now completed the organization of the Church," an act that had begun humbly with six members in the spring of 1830, but could not be completed without the sanctity of the Lord's House dedicated nearly six years later.[14]
Joseph left the Twelve in charge of the meeting at that point and retired about 9:00 p.m. "The brethren continued exhorting, prophesying, and speaking in tongues until five o'clock in the morning." It was recorded that "[t]he Savior made His appearance to some, while angels ministered to others . . . it was an endowment indeed."[15] On Thursday, March 31, 1833, a second dedicatory meeting was held for those who had been unable to get into the first meeting.
The Kirtland Temple was the first temple constructed in the latter days, but of all the temples consecrated to the Lord, it was unique. In order of use, historically there are three types of temples:
Sacrificial Temples—Solomon's temple was the first of these.[†10] It functioned under the Law of Moses and operated (with some interruptions) until the construction of the temple of Herod at the time of Jesus. Herod's temple was destroyed by the Romans in A.D. 70. No endowments were performed in these temples.
Restoration Temple—The Kirtland Temple is the only restoration temple that has been built. No endowment ordinances were performed in this temple. It was used for instruction and to restore the keys of the Kingdom of God.
Endowment Temples—The first of these was the Nauvoo Temple. Endowment ordinances are performed in these temples. Endowment temples are the temples that dot the earth today.
On Sunday, April 3, 1836, a singular event involving the restoration of the gospel took place in the Kirtland Temple. A general meeting was held beginning at eight o'clock in the morning with approximately one thousand people in attendance. In the afternoon, the sacrament was passed to the congregation, who received it "from the Twelve, whose privilege it was to officiate at the sacred desk [that] day."[16] After the sacrament had been passed, the curtain in the temple was lowered. Joseph and Oliver Cowdery remained behind the curtain in front of the west pulpit. As the congregation presumably meditated, both men knelt and prayed silently.
After closing their prayer, Joseph and Oliver received the vision recorded in Section 110 of The Doctrine and Covenants. This important vision is one of the most significant events of the Restoration. The Lord appeared in this vision, standing on the breastwork of the pulpit, and although Joseph had received many revelations from the Lord in the past, this was only the second recorded time that He had appeared to him in person. Joseph and Oliver had the same difficulty describing His countenance that the ancient prophets had. His "eyes were as a flame of fire; the hair of his head was white like the pure snow; his countenance shone above the brightness of the sun; and his voice was as the sound of the rushing of great waters."[17] The Lord declared that their sins were forgiven, and He accepted the house they had built for Him.
As the vision of the Lord closed, another vision opened. The great prophet Moses, who had gathered Israel from her captivity in Egypt, appeared to restore the keys of the gathering of modern-day Israel. The authority to gather Israel was necessary in order to restore the scattered tribes. After Moses was taken by the Lord, the Israelites[†11] entered Canaan, their promised land, under Joshua's leadership. They lived as a united nation until the death of Solomon split the kingdom in two: the Northern Kingdom of Israel and the Southern Kingdom of Judah. The Northern Kingdom was conquered by Assyria circa 721 B.C. and because of their wickedness, the people were carried off by the Assyrians and became lost.[18] They have since been described as the lost ten tribes or the lost tribes of Israel.[19]
The Kingdom of Judah continued until Nebuchadnezzar conquered Jerusalem circa 570 B.C., when the first diaspora of the Jews occurred. The final scattering of the Jews occurred when Rome conquered Jerusalem in A.D. 70. The Prophet Ezekiel, one of Nebuchadnezzar's captives, made this prophecy concerning the future of the Israelites: "Thus saith the Lord God; Behold, I will take the children of Israel from among the heathen, whither they be gone, and will gather them on every side, and bring them into their own land."[20]
No church can claim to be God's true church without correctly teaching the doctrine of the gathering. Nor can it be true unless it acknowledges God as the source of its authority to gather His people. With the appearance of Moses to Joseph Smith in the Kirtland Temple, both of these requirements were fulfilled. The gathering is one of the greatest signs that the Savior's ancient gospel has been restored.
Once the Lord reestablished his Church in the latter days as an ensign to the world, it was time to fulfill Ezekiel's prophecy by "[assembling] the outcasts of Israel, and [gathering] together the dispersed of Judah from the four corners of the earth."[21] In a vision granted to Joseph Smith in 1823, the angel Moroni quoted this same scripture and declared that it was about to be fulfilled, meaning that the gathering of both Israel and Judah would now begin.[22]
After the vision of Moses ended, Elias[†12] appeared and restored the dispensation of the Gospel (or Covenant) of Abraham. The Covenant of Abraham consists of three parts: Abraham and his seed would become God's chosen people,[23] they would be given a promised land, and they would bear the priesthood.[†13] Abraham and his seed received all these blessings and are still the Lord's chosen people, but their promised land and the authority of the priesthood were taken from the earth circa A.D. 325 as the result of apostasy.[24]
With priesthood authority restored, Joseph Smith was authorized to baptize—which allowed the righteous to be adopted into the House of Israel and become one with the Lord's chosen people. Then, following the Lord's announcement that Independence, Missouri, and Jerusalem were the promised lands for His chosen people in the latter days, the Covenant of Abraham was fully restored.
After the vision of Elias closed, another vision burst upon Joseph and Oliver. Elijah the prophet appeared and restored the keys of the sealing power of the priesthood. This fulfilled the prophecy of Malachi wherein the Lord promised that He would send Elijah to "turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the children to the fathers, lest the whole earth be smitten with a curse."[25]
This same power was given to the Lord's original Twelve Apostles when He said, "And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven."[26] Later, Elijah appeared with Moses and the Savior on the Mount of Transfiguration and passed these keys to Peter, James, and John.[27] Elijah committed these same keys to Joseph and Oliver and made possible the sealing ordinances used in the Lord's temples in these, the last days.
Although other temple and priesthood ordinances would be restored as the restoration progressed, once Joseph had received these crucial keys of authority from Moses, Elias, and Elijah, the times of the gentiles were fulfilled and the Church was fully empowered to gather Israel, extend the blessings of the Covenant of Abraham, and provide sealing ordinances capable of exalting all those who would follow the Lord's admonition: "Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect."[28]
After all of these miraculous events surrounding the dedication ended, the Kirtland Temple became a beautiful meetinghouse for the Saints. Their worship meetings were held on the first floor; a large room on the second floor housed the School of the Prophets; offices filled the space on the higher floors, including an office for Joseph to use where he could conduct the business of translation until the Church left Kirtland.
The temple was abandoned after the Church left Ohio circa 1838, and was used vicariously by different groups until it was taken over by apostates and members of the mob in October of 1845.[29] After Joseph's death in 1844, various break-offs from the Church also attempted to claim ownership of the temple, including a church organized by a man named James Collin Brewster. His group later dissolved, most members eventually merging into the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (now called the Community of Christ). The RLDS Church sued to gain ownership of the temple in the famous "temple case" of 1880. The court ruled that the RLDS Church was the legitimate successor to the original Church, but the case was eventually dismissed before the RLDS Church was awarded the title. It finally gained title by adverse possession[†14] in about 1901, and has controlled the temple ever since. For many years the RLDS Church held its regular church meetings in the temple for members in the Kirtland area, but the practice was eventually discontinued. Today, the Kirtland Temple is open to the public for tours and available for special meetings by various organizations.
On July 3, 1835, a man by the name of Michael H. Chandler arrived in Kirtland. He brought four Egyptian mummies with him, along with at least two rolls of papyrus upon which were inscribed what Joseph described as "hieroglyphic figures and devices."[1] While clearing Customs with the items in New York, Chandler was told by a stranger that no man in the city of New York could translate the papyrus rolls. He was subsequently referred to "Mr. Joseph Smith, Jun.," who, the man maintained, possessed some kind of power or gift by which he had previously translated similar characters.[2] Mr. Chandler had not previously heard about Joseph Smith or his translation of The Book of Mormon.
The mummies and the papyri had been willed to Mr. Chandler by his Uncle, Antonio Sebolo. Under a license acquired from Mehemet Ali, the Viceroy of Egypt in the early 1800s, Mr. Sebolo had discovered the artifacts while excavating a site in Thebes. The catacomb he discovered on June 7, 1831, contained hundreds of mummies, but only eleven were well enough preserved to be moved.
Mr. Sebolo was a Frenchman, and while passing through Trieste, Italy, on his return to Paris with the artifacts in 1832, he succumbed to a ten-day illness. He left the collection of mummies to his nephew, Michael Chandler, who he thought was in Ireland. When the shipment arrived in Ireland, Mr. Chandler's friends shipped them on to New York City where he was then living. The mummies were finally remanded to Mr. Chandler's possession after they cleared Customs in April of 1833.
When the coffins were opened, it was discovered that there were several rolls of papyri with two of the bodies. They were wrapped in linen and "saturated with the same bitumen"[3] that had been used on the mummies. Mr. Chandler took the mummies and the papyrus rolls to Philadelphia where he put the material on display. While there, he obtained a certificate from several Doctors of Medicine which stated that they had examined the mummies and concluded that they were about three thousand years old.[4]
From Philadelphia, Mr. Chandler went to Kirtland to meet Joseph Smith. He presented the prophet with a copy of several of the characters that were on the papyri and asked if he could translate them. Joseph then showed Mr. Chandler a copy of a few characters he had copied while translating The Book of Mormon, and they noted that "there were some points of resemblance between some of the Nephite characters and some of the characters on the Egyptian papyrus [rolls]."[5] Mr. Chandler then asked Joseph to translate the papyrus characters. Joseph obliged and when finished, presented the translation to Chandler. Mr. Chandler gave Joseph the following certificate in return:
This is to make known to all who may be desirous, concerning the knowledge of Mr. Joseph Smith, Jun., in deciphering the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphic characters in my possession, which I have, in many eminent cities, showed to the most learned; and, from the information that I could ever learn, or meet with, I find that of Mr. Joseph Smith, Jun., to correspond in the most minute matters.
MICHAEL H. CHANDLER,
Traveling with, and proprietor of, Egyptian mummies.[†15]
Soon after all of this occurred, "some of the Saints in Kirtland purchased the mummies and [the papyrus rolls]."[6] The identity of the Saints was not recorded. The material was then presented to Joseph and soon thereafter, he commenced to unroll the scrolls and discovered that one of them "contained the writings of Abraham, another the writings of Joseph of Egypt."[7]
Joseph proceeded to translate the papyrus rolls and titled the translation, "The Book of Abraham." Today, it is contained within The Pearl of Great Price. The original papyri were kept by Lucy Mack Smith, mother of the prophet. When she died, ownership was transferred to Emma Smith Bidamon. Emma later sold them to Mr. Abel Combs, who in turn delivered them to the St. Louis Museum. The St. Louis Museum delivered them to the Chicago Museum in 1863 where they were thought to have been destroyed in the Chicago fire.[8] However, some of the fragments of the papyri survived and were discovered by Aziz S. Atiya of the University of Utah in 1966.[9] The fragments finally ended up in the possession of the LDS Church.
The authenticity of the fragments, and the fact that they had once been in the possession of Joseph Smith, were made clear when it was discovered that a drawing of the temple and maps of the Kirtland, Ohio, area were pasted on the back of one of the papyri. The material also contained an affidavit from Emma Smith that they had been in Joseph's possession.[10]
After many months of work to prepare the Book of Commandments, on November 1, 1831, Joseph called for a two-day meeting with Oliver Cowdery and several other brethren to discuss the book's publication. The brethren decided to print 10,000 copies of the book, although this number was reduced to 3,000 on May 1, 1832.[1]
During the afternoon session of the first day of meetings, Joseph asked the brethren "what testimony they were willing to attach to [the] commandments which would shortly be sent to the world." Some in the audience stood and said they "were willing to testify to the world that they knew that they were of the Lord."[2]
With the brethren's testimonies in mind, Joseph retired. During the evening he received another revelation from the Lord. He was instructed to use the revelation as the preface to the Book of Commandments. He was also authorized in the revelation to proceed with the book's publication.[†16]
When the brethren reconvened on November 2, Oliver read them the revelation Joseph had received. Again the brethren "arose in turn and bore witness to the truth of the Book of Commandments."[3] Later, the Lord (through revelation) gave Joseph the following verbiage for the testimony of the brethren:
The testimony of the witnesses to the book of the Lord's commandments, which He gave to His Church through Joseph Smith, Jun., who was appointed by the voice of the Church for this purpose; we therefore feel willing to bear testimony to all the world of mankind, to every creature upon the face of all the earth and upon the islands of the sea, that the Lord has borne record to our souls, through the Holy Ghost, shed forth upon us, that these commandments were given by inspiration of God, and are profitable for all men, and are verily true. We give this testimony unto the world, the Lord being our helper; and it is through the grace of God, the Father, and His Son, Jesus Christ, that we are permitted to have this privilege of bearing this testimony unto the world, that the children of men may be profited thereby.[4]
It was also decided at this meeting that Oliver Cowdery would be the one to take the Book of Commandments to Independence, Missouri, for printing. This is where the first printing company of the Church was to be established. W.W. Phelps was instructed to stop in Cincinnati, Ohio, on his way to Missouri and purchase a printing press and type. He was also instructed to establish a monthly paper in Independence that would be called the Evening and Morning Star.[5] Finally, Joseph received a revelation[†17] from the Lord explaining that Oliver Cowdery was not to carry the manuscript and the funds to print it to Missouri by himself. John Whitmer was instructed to accompany him.[6]
If possible, the manuscript was to be available for printing by November 15. It was Joseph's job to arrange the revelations and get them ready for the printer. During this busy time, many of the elders who were preparing to leave on missions approached Joseph and asked him what they should preach concerning the doctrine of the gathering. On November 3, 1831, Joseph inquired of the Lord and received what would later become Section 133 of The Doctrine and Covenants.[†18] After receiving this revelation, Joseph recorded that he dedicated the Book of Commandments "by prayer to the service of Almighty God."[7]
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