BEARING THE TESTIMONY OF TRUTH

Compiled and Edited 

By 

Derick S. Hartshorn
CHAPTER 1

JOSEPH SMITH, “PROPHET, SEER AND REVELATOR”

Many books dealing with the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (hereafter referenced as LDS or Mormon) begin with a comparison between the LDS church and traditional, orthodox Christianity. This distinction will be made evident throughout the book in areas where the average person might not consider the differences significant. Those growing up in a traditional Christian setting become accustomed to terms that are used within their church or denomination. Many of these same terms are used within

the Mormon church. However, the definitions and doctrines associated with these common terms might be somewhat surprising unless care is taken to CAREFULLY define them. The meanings, in most cases, bear no resemblance, whatsoever, to the definitions used in Biblical Christianity.

Some faiths claim no founder but Jesus Christ only, while others acknowledge an individual as the founder, originator or prime mover of their particular denomination. Few, if any, Christian religions or sects give their founder much more than an brief acknowledgment. Jehovah’s Witnesses acknowledge Charles Taze Russell as their founder but proudly claim that they follow no man. This claim is negated by their statement that The Watchtower Society is itself a prophet
.

“But the prophet, which shall presume to speak a word in my name, which I have not commanded him to speak, or that shall speak in the name of other Gods, even that Prophet shall die. And if thou say in thine heart, How shall we know the word which the LORD hath not spoken? When a prophet speaketh in the name of the LORD, if the thing follow not, nor come to pass, that is the thing which the LORD hath not spoken, but the prophet hath spoken it presumptuously; thou shalt not be afraid of him”.

This condemning yardstick of truth used by God to measure the prophet is found in Deuteronomy 18:20-22. There are no gray areas in determining truth, particularly when one claims to speak for God. A prophecy is either ALL true or ALL false. Partial fulfillment is not of God, thus it is false prophecy. A true prophet of God cannot utter a single false prophecy, not one! God saw fit to warn His children to avoid those that would lead them astray. His word in Luke 7:15-20 warned of ravening wolves insheep’s clothing. Ever since Satan was cast from heaven with all his demons, man has been subject to temptation from false teaching by wolves in sheep’s clothing.

Joseph Smith was best described as an unlearned man that, as we shall discover, was involved with the occult. The Bible has much to say in regard to occultic involvement, none of it good. How many of Joseph’s words were his and how many were of demonic origin is known only by God. We will carefully explore how the exploits and prophecies of Joseph Smith agree with what the word of God has proclaimed.

A question may arise in the minds of many which inquire as to how God communicates with those the He chooses to use. The Mormons have no question in their minds as to how they believe God used Joseph. The story (or stories) of his first “vision” is well documented.

We do know that the LDS hold their founder, Joseph Smith, in very high regard. The missionary message usually begins with Joseph Smith’s “vision” which eventually resulted in the founding of the Church.

My first impression when entering a Mormon church was bewilderment at the prolific paintings and imagery of Joseph Smith. Among these was a painting showing Joseph on his knees before “two personages” that the Church regards as God the Father and Jesus Christ. This imagery seemed to overwhelm the lone painting of Christ addressing the inhabitants of the New World.

It seemed only fitting to discover as much as I possibly could about this “Prophet, Seer and Revelator.” On “Fast and Testimony Sunday,” the first Sunday of the month in the LDS church, members give their testimony about the church and Joseph Smith. It usually begins with: “I bear my testimony that this is the true church and Joseph Smith was a true prophet,” or something similar.

Who is this Joseph Smith and what great revelations did he receive that has resulted in a world wide church of over five million members? Many books have been written about him. He himself wrote the story of his life, the Church has written several and non-Mormon sources have authored many. It seemed only fair to compare the accounts that have been published to determine to what degree they differed.

The early nineteenth century was a time of great religious excitement in the Northeastern United States. New York State was rocked with spiritual renewal from every direction. While mighty men of God, such as Charles Finney, sparked by the power of the Holy Spirit, led so many thousands of people to the Cross of Calvary, there also arose those who captivated the few with the fruits of their own vanity and drew them away into the doctrines of a different gospel
.

One such man was Joseph Smith, born into a struggling rural farm family in 1805. The Smith family was given to dabbling in the mysteries of divination, glasslooking, peepstoning, and “Abrac”. His father, Joseph Sr., had a special gift of visions, through powers from the unseen world.

Joseph Jr. was to set his own mark in the world in a series of bold and visionary declarations. He was to claim that in the spring of 1820, he retired to a grove of trees near his home in Manchester, New York
. 

There he sought the Word of the Lord concerning which church he should join of all those experiencing revival. He later testified that God the Father and Jesus Christ appeared before him in a pillar of light, above the brightness of the sun. This became one of the most important events in all of Mormon history, the day that God the Father and Jesus Christ came down, in the flesh, and told Joseph Smith that the churches were all wrong and that, in effect, Christianity was totally lost.

“When the Light rested upon me I saw two personages ... one of them spake unto me, calling me by name and said, pointing to the other, “This is My beloved Son, hear Him!” I asked the Personages who stood above me in the light which of all the sects was right and which I should join. I was answered that I must join none of them, for they were all wrong ... all their creeds were an abomination in His sight, that those professors were all corrupt.”

JOIN NONE OF THEM

He said that they instructed him that he was to join none of the churches for they were all wrong; all their creeds were an abomination in God’s sight; and those who professed these creeds were all corrupt
. This admonition, coming as it did from the Godhead, apparently had little effect on Joseph. While he did ponder the edict for eight years, he eventually joined one of the “abominable” churches. In this interim period, he received many angelic visits, had been led to the golden plates and was in the process of translating them.

OH, WHAT THE HECK

Joseph’s wife, Emma, had been a Methodist from the age of seven. Whether Joseph joined the church because of her or for his own reasons are of little consequence. He became a member of the Methodist Church in 1828
. A telling account by two of Emma’s cousins, Joseph and Hiel Lewis appeared in a newspaper and is probably overlooked by many historians.

I, with Joshua McKune, a local preacher at the time, I think in June, 1828, heard on Saturday that Joe Smith had joined the church on Wednesday afternoon.... “We thought it was a disgrace to the church to have a practicing necromancer, a dealer in enchantments and bleeding ghosts in it. So, on Sunday we went to father’s the place of meeting that day, and got there in season to see Smith and talked to him some time in father’s shop before the meeting. “Told him that his occupation, habits and moral character were at variance with the discipline, that his name would be a disgrace to the church, that there should have been recantation, confession and at least promised reformation-that he could that day publicly ask that his name be stricken from the class book, or stand investigation. “He chose the former, and did that very day make request that his name be taken off the class book.

CHRISTIANITY LOST

If we accept Joseph Smith’s vision, we must immediately conclude the Christian church is in very deep trouble. We must also conclude that Joseph either didn’t believe what the “personage” said or that he deliberately disobeyed him. While the Christian may doubt the authenticity of Joseph Smith’s statements, several very solid facts remain.

First, it is the basic Mormon belief that God finds the Christian worship of Him unacceptable and even loathsome
.

Second, the Mormon belief that Christianity (as it remains) is lost, irrevocably separates Mormonism and Christianity.

Third, there is no way that both can be right. The claims of Mormonism to being the “Restored” church exclude that possibility forever.

The foregoing description of God’s appearance to Joseph Smith is noteworthy beyond his expressed displeasure with Christianity. Far more critical is his statement that God the Father and Jesus Christ both appeared before him separately, side by side, and in the flesh. Critical because it immediately separates Mormonism and Christianity in regard to the nature of God. John, in his gospel, writes: No one has seen the Father except the one who is from God; only he has seen the Father. (John 6:46). It would be stretching the facts to the breaking point to suppose that John was talking about Joseph Smith. As if to reiterate this statement, and answer the Mormon that might suppose that he was, if fact, speaking of Joseph, he repeats it in I John 4:12 to rule out all mortals.

JOSEPH’S CHANGING CONCEPT OF GOD

To the inquiring mind, many questions suddenly arise. I began to have many questions about the Church and its doctrines after my baptism. Each one was followed by another. For that reason, speculating what someone not acquainted with the LDS church might ask, I will pose some questions that beg answers.

Q.  Let’s go back to the “First Vision” that the prophet Joseph Smith claimed to have had. This is the principle message of the first of several discussions that the Mormon missionaries memorize in their teaching program. Just when did Joseph have that “first” vision, anyway?

A.  Well, we can’t be too sure.

Q.  What? Doesn’t his “History” tell us?

A.  You are probably referring to the account in the Pearl of Great Price under Joseph Smith-History 1:14 where he claims that it was in the spring of 1820.

Q.  Right! That is canonized scripture, isn’t it? So it must be true?

A.  What the Mormon missionaries “forget” to tell you is that the reference above was NOT written until 1838 which is some 18 YEARS after it was supposed to have happened!

Q.  Well, even so, what’s so bad about that?

A.  Simply that the version written in 1838 contradicts the other five different accounts of Joseph’s “ FIRST’ vision.

Q.  Well, in any case, what’s so important about ANY vision?

A.  The LDS Church seems to attach a critical importance to it: Belief in the vision is one of the fundamentals to which faithful members give assent. Its importance is second only to belief in the divinity of Jesus of Nazareth. The story in an essential part of the first lesson given by Mormon missionaries to prospective converts, and its acceptance is necessary before baptism
.
SIX DIFFERENT VISION VERSIONS

Q.  Wait a minute! What five other accounts?

A.  Understandably, the Mormon missionaries wouldn’t tell you about them. At least not on the first visit, anyway. Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints scholar, Dr. C. Bruce Mesle points out that one of his colleagues, RLDS church historian, Richard P. Howard, presented a paper comparing Six Contemporary Accounts of Joseph Smith Jr.’s Early Visionary Experiences at the September 1977 meetings of the John Whitmer Historical Association. And that all of the accounts claimed either direct authorship by Joseph Smith or at least his editorial approval.
 

Q.  Well, we shouldn’t be upset with six different accounts since they probably all say, in effect, the same thing? Should we?

A.  Dr. Mesle points out that Joseph “might have been recounting different parts of the vision, which taken together give a more complete picture.” But he points out that there are clear differences among the different accounts. He goes on to explain some of the serious differences including accounts with one person appearing, two persons appearing, many angels in another account, overlooking important dates and the motivation for initially inquiring of the Lord in the first place, etc.

Q.  What is the bottom line, in this RLDS scholar’s observation of the different accounts of Joseph’s “First Vision”?

A.  Dr. Mesle states: “We do not seem to be dealing here with mere differences of emphasis or with partial accounts that can be neatly fitted together to provide a complete picture. Rather we seem to have more or less intentional efforts to build up the miraculous character of the events to buttress Joseph’s position as he comes into increasing conflict with other denominations. One thing does seem certain; we cannot be certain about the First Vision. We cannot know that it occurred or, if it occurred, when or what Joseph experienced.”

THREE SALT LAKE VERSIONS

Q.  Well, that comes from a scholar from the “Reorganized” LDS Church. The Utah Mormons don’t acknowledge the “different accounts” of the “First Vision” ... Do they?

A.  They didn’t until the other versions finally came to light after having been suppressed for over 130 years. The Mormon leaders admit to at least three different versions. Because they have to.

THE 1838 “OFFICIAL” VERSION

So in accordance with my determination, to ask of God I retired to the woods to make the attempt. It was on the morning of a beautiful clear day, early in the spring of eighteen hundred and twenty... I saw a pillar of light exactly over my head ... When the light rested upon me I saw two personages (whose brightness and glory defy all description) standing above me in the air. One of them spoke unto me, calling me by name, and said, (pointing to the other) ‘This is my beloved Son, hear him.’

... I asked the personages who stood above me in the light, which of all the sects was right (for it had never entered into my heart that all were wrong)... I was answered that 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... He again forbade me to join with any of them; and many other things did he say unto me which I cannot write at this time.

Joseph was about thirty-three years old when he wrote the First Vision story, eighteen years after his claim of the “heavenly visitation.” This “official” account (with some minor modifications) is used at the present time by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints in its publications, its churches, and its missionary work.

THE 1832 VERSION

Joseph in his earlier years, gave several other different accounts of this vision; The following unedited manuscript account is one written about 1832, prior to the official account:

“... the Lord heard my cry in the wilderness and while in the attitude of calling upon the Lord in the 16th year of my age a pillar of light above the brightness of the sun at noon day come (sic) down from above and rested upon me and I was filled with the spirit of God ant the Lord opened the heavens upon me and I saw the Lord and he spoke unto me saying Joseph my son Thy sins are forgiven thee. Go thy way walk in my statutes and keep my commandments behold I am the Lord of glory I was crucified for the world that all those who believe in my name may have Eternal life behold the world lieth in sin at this time and none doeth good no not one they have turned asside (sic) from the gospel and keep not my commandments they draw near to me with their lips while their hearts are far from me and mine anger is kindling against the inhabitants of the earth to visit them according to their ungodliness and to bring to pass that which hath been spoken by the mouths of the prophets and Apostles behold and lo I come quickly as it was written of me in the cloud clothed in the glory of my Father ...”

According to the same publication
, this account was the only one recorded in Joseph Smith’s own handwriting. It is noted that in this version, he mentions seeing only one personage; and he states that he was in his sixteenth year when this occurred. Both of these facts disagree with the official version, which was dictated some six years later. The above account was never really finished.

In this 1832 version, Joseph states further that between the ages of twelve and fifteen he was an avid reader of the Bible. He claims that his study of the Scriptures led him to understand that all the denominations were wrong. He wrote:

... by searching the Scriptures I found that mankind did not come unto the Lord but that they had apostatised from the true and living faith and there was no society or denomination that built upon the Gospel of Jesus Christ as recorded in the New Testament.

Six years later, when he wrote his official First Vision story, he decided that he never had felt that all churches were wrong from his study of the bible. Instead, he claimed that it was during a vision of the Father and the Son that he first learned this information. He indicated this came as a great surprise, ... for at this time it had never entered into my heart that all were wrong. This even contradicted what Joseph had said a few paragraphs earlier in that same account, where he claimed that, I often said to myself...Who of all these parties are right; or are they all wrong together? Although the former statement appears in the original manuscript, 
such a serious contradiction could not be allowed to stand; and after Joseph’s death, the embarrassing words were taken out!

Even without those words, however, the 1838 official account does not agree with the 1832 version. In the 1832 account, it is his Bible reading that stirs him to seek God; while in the 1838 story, it is an alleged revival that motivates him. In the 1832 he already knows all the churches are wrong, while in the 1838 story, it is the “two personages” who first inform him of this.

THE 1835 VERSION

In 1835, Joseph Smith produced still another, differing account of his First Vision story:

...I called on the Lord in mighty prayer. A pillar of fire appeared above my head; which presently rested down upon me and filled me with unspeakable joy. A personage appeared in the midst of the pillar of flame, which was spread all around and yet nothing consumed. Another personage soon appeared like unto the first; he said unto me thy sins are forgiven thee. He testified also unto me that Jesus Christ is the son of God. I saw many angels in this vision. I was 14 years old when I received this first communication.

In this account, nothing indicates that the “personages” were God the Father and Jesus Christ. The “many angels” not mentioned in the other accounts strongly suggests that the message presented is delivered by angels.

Different people may have different views of the same event, but when the same person tells opposing stories about an event, his honesty is called into question. It is interesting to note that  The first published Mormon history, begun with Joseph’s collaboration in 1834 by Oliver Cowdery, ignored it altogether, .... Joseph’s own description of the first vision was not published until 1842, twenty-two years after the memorable event...”

A perplexing question the missionaries will probably stumble over is the matter of the contradiction between Joseph meeting with God the Father and Jesus Christ before receiving the power of the priesthood. 

Since it is taught (And without the ordinances thereof, and the authority of  priesthood, the power of godliness is not manifest unto men in the flesh;  For without this no man can see the face of God, even the Father, and live.
) that the priesthood is necessary to see the Father and live, it was not until nine years after the Vision that Joseph received this power
. It might be interesting to note how many explanations for this seeming contradiction will be given by authorities in the Church. Stay tuned.

VISIONS RUN IN THE FAMILY

Q.  Joseph Smith, Jr., the Mormon Prophet, was supposed to have had his “First Vision” in about 1820. When did the Prophet’s father, Joseph Smith, Sr. have HIS “First Vision?”

A.  The prophet’s mother, Lucy Mack Smith, in her book History of Joseph Smith by His Mother explains that it was sometime in 1811 when her husband (who was the Mormon prophet’s father) became “much excited upon the subject of religion; yet he would not subscribe to any particular system of faith, but contended for the ancient order, as established by our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and His Apostles.”
 She continued: One night my husband retired to his bed in a very thoughtful state of mind, contemplating the situation of the Christian religion, or the confusion and discord that were extant.. before waking he had the following vision...
Q.  OK. The prophet’s father had his “first vision” in 1811. Did he have any more? And if so, when?

A.  Well, he had another vision the same year, i.e. 1811
. He had up to a total of seven “visions,” the last four in the year of 1819
. Thus, one year before Joseph Smith, Jr., the Mormon Prophet had HIS “First Vision.” His father had four visions.

Q.  Did the prophet’s mother report any visions?

A.  After she “made a solemn covenant
 and she was profoundly moved by a “dream” she reported on pages 43-45.

Q.  In the three different accounts of Joseph’s “First Vision” which were finally admitted to by the Mormon Leaders
 which version is the “more accurate”? ONE, the 1832 “Version” where ONE personage appears to Joseph; or TWO, the 1835 “Version” where two unnamed personages plus “many angels?” appear to the Mormon “prophet”; or THREE, the “official” 1838 “Version” recorded as Mormon “Scripture” in The Pearl of Great Price where Joseph reports EIGHTEEN YEARS AFTER the event that God and Jesus Christ appeared and told him that all the churches were wrong?

A.  BYU professor, Marvin Hill, states: “It seems to me that everybody has approached the issue from the wrong end, by starting with the 1838 official version when the account they should be considering is that of 1832. Merely on the face of it, the 1832 version stands a better chance of being more accurate and unembellished than the 1838 account which was intended as a public statement, streamlined for publication.”
 

Q.  Joseph Smith was describing the ancient Americans’ life in detail several years before he received the Book of Mormon “plates.” When did Joseph receive these “plates”?

A.  He explains in his “official” record that he received them “on the twenty-second day of September, one thousand eight hundred and twenty seven..”

Q.  So Joseph received the “plates” late in 1827. What interesting “thing” was Joseph doing in 1824?

A.  Joseph’s mother, Lucy Mack Smith, in her book History of Joseph Smith by His Mother, relates that in 1824 “we continued to get the children together every evening for the purpose of listening... During our evening conversations, Joseph would occasionally give us some of the most amusing recitals that could be IMAGINED. HE WOULD DESCRIBE THE ANCIENT INHABITANTS OF THIS CONTINENT, their dress, mode of traveling, and the animals upon which they rode; their cities, their buildings, with every particular, their mode of warfare; and also their religious worship. This he would do with as much ease, seemingly, as if he had spent his whole life among them.”

Q.  So Joseph was describing the ancient American’s dress, mode of travel, animals they rode, cities, buildings, warfare, and religious worship “with as much ease seemingly, as he had spent his whole life among them” in 1824 several years before he received the plates? Hmmmm. And after he received the plates, how long did he have them before he gave them back to the angel?

A.  Well, he received the plates in 182723  and was still translating them in 1830
. So he had the plates for over two years before he gave them back to the angel. He and Oliver Cowdery returned the plates to a cave that “opened up” for them inside the Hill Cumorah. The cave was supposedly filled with wagon loads of more plates.

JOSEPH’S VERSION

Q.  How did Joseph Smith translate the Book of Mormon?

A.  It depends on who you talk to.

Q.  Let’s start with Joseph Smith. What did he say about it?

A.  Very little. He really didn’t like to talk about it. For example, when his brother requested a firsthand account of the coming forth of the Book of Mormon at a church conference in 1831, Joseph said: “It was not intended to tell the world all the particulars of the coming forth of the Book of Mormon; it was not expedient for him to relate these things
.”

Q.  What about this business that it was translated by the Urim and Thummim? Isn’t that what the missionaries teach us?

A.  They may say that, but actual witnesses are more inclined to tell you that it was translated using a “seer” stone that the prophet used for receiving revelations, hunting lost treasure and in translating ancient writings.

JOSEPH’S MAGIC STONE

Q.  A “seer” stone. What is a “seer” stone, and where did the prophet get it and where is it now?

A.  Hey, one question at a time. First, a “seer” stone is a stone that apparently has magical or divine qualities that allows proper users of the stone to see visions, translate writing and so forth. There are several articles describing their use
. Joseph Smith got his when he and others were digging a well. Book of Mormon witness Martin Harris said: “Joseph had a stone which was dug from the well of Mason Chase twenty-four feet from the surface. In the stone he could see many things to my certain knowledge.”
 In addition, Wilford Woodruff, who became the fourth president of the church wrote in his Journal on May 18, 1888 that “... Joseph Smith found the “seer stone .... by revelation some 30 feet under the earth
 .” Joseph Fielding Smith, the tenth president of the Mormon Church, while an apostle, said that “... the Seer Stone which was in the possession of the Prophet Joseph Smith in early days... is now in the possession of the Church.”
 Elder Joseph Anderson, Assistant to the Council of the Twelve and long-time secretary to the First Presidency, clarified in 1971 that the “... Seer Stone that Joseph Smith used in the early days of the Church is in the possession of the Church and is kept in a safe in Joseph Fielding Smith’s office ... (the stone is slightly smaller than a chicken egg, oval, chocolate in color).”

Q.  Did anyone else have a “seer” stone?

A.  Sure.

Q.  Like who, and what was he doing with it?

A.  For instance, Book of Mormon witness, Hiram Page, was giving revelations through a “seer” stone deceiving many, to the extent that Joseph had a revelation to tell Hiram to stop it
.

Q.  Back to translating the Book of Mormon. How was it done?

MARTIN HARRIS’ VERSION

A.  It depends on who you talk to. Here are some examples: Martin Harris reported that “The Prophet possessed a seer stone, by which he was enabled to translate as well as from the Urim and Thummim, and for convenience sake he would use the seer stone.... By aid of the seer stone, sentences would appear and were read by the Prophet and written by Martin, and when finished he would say, ‘written,’ and if correctly written that sentence would disappear and another appear in its place, but if not written correctly it remained until corrected, so that the translation was just as it was engraven on the plates, precisely in the language then used.”

EMMA’S VERSION

The second scribe to serve Joseph was his wife, Emma. She explained the translating process like this to her son, Joseph Smith, III, who became the president of the Reorganized Church: “In writing for your father I frequently wrote day after day, often sitting at the table close by him, he sitting with his face buried in his hat, with the stone in it, and dictating hour after hour with nothing between us.... The plates often lay on the table without any attempt at concealment wrapped in a small linen table-cloth, which I have given him to fold them in.”

OLIVER’S WIFE’S VERSION

Oliver Cowdery’s wife, Elizabeth Ann Whitmer Cowdery recorded how the translation had taken place at her father’s house: “I cheerfully certify that I was familiar with the manner of Joseph Smith’s translating the Book of Mormon. He translated it at my father’s house, and I often sat by and saw and heard them translate and write for hours.... He (Joseph) would place the director in his hat, and then place his face in his hat so as to exclude the light.”

DAVID WHITMER’S VERSION

Elizabeth’s brother, David Whitmer, after leaving the Mormon Church, explained his version of how the plates were translated, Said Book of Mormon witness Whitmer: “I will give you a description of the manner in which the Book of Mormon was translated. Joseph Smith would put the seer stone into a hat, and put his face in the hat, drawing it closely around his face to exclude the light; and in the darkness the spiritual light would shine. A piece of something resembling parchment would appear, and on that appeared the writing. One character at a time would appear, and under it was the interpretation in English. Brother Joseph would read off the English to Oliver Cowdery, who was his principle scribe, and when it was written down and repeated by Brother Joseph to see if it was correct, then it would disappear, and another character with the interpretation would appear. Thus the Book of Mormon was translated by the gift and power of God, and not by any power of man.”

JOSEPH SMITH’S FATHER-IN-LAW’S VERSION

Joseph Smith’s father-in-law, Isaac Hale’s description of the translation during the few months that it took place at his home, was as follows: “The manner in which he [Joseph Smith] pretended to read and interpret, was the same as when he looked for the money diggers, with a stone in his hat, and his hat over his face, while the Book of Plates were at the same time hid in the woods.”
 Michael Morse, who married the prophet’s wife’s sister described the translating process as he observed it to the RLDS First Presidency member W. W. Blair, “When Joseph was translating the Book of Mormon, [Morse] had occasion more than once to go into his immediate presence, and saw him engaged at his work of translation. The mode of procedure consisted in Joseph’s placing the Seer Stone in the crown of a hat, then putting his face into the hat, so as to entirely cover his face, resting his elbows upon his knees, and then dictating word after word, while the scribes Emma, John Whitmer, O. Cowdery, or some other wrote it down.”

Incidentally, who should have a “seer” stone? Brigham Young recorded the answer to that question when he wrote: “I met with the Twelve at brother Joseph’s... He [Joseph] said that every man who had lived on the earth was entitled to a seer stone, and should have one, but they are kept from them in consequence of their wickedness, and most of those who do find one make an evil use of it; he showed us his seer stone.”
 

THE BOTTOM LINE

What is the bottom line? Over 20 years ago a “Reorganized” LDS researcher examined the method of translating the Book of Mormon and concluded that most of the translation was done with Joseph peering into a hat and dictating to a scribe, WITH THE PLATES NOT IMMEDIATELY BEFORE THE PROPHET
. A current appraisal by Utah Mormons revealed a similar conclusion, and asked a perplexing question: “Why, for example, was such great care taken to preserve the plates for thousands of years if they were not to be used directly in the translation process?” In their 19 page article
, the authors also remark that “The concept of a single seer stone is another problem area, for we have been taught since the Prophets day that the Urim and Thummin were used” (to translate the Book of Mormon)
. They add “That the Prophet should have used a seer stone rather than the Nephite interpreter is puzzling in itself.” Why do the authors find using the ‘seer’ stone peculiar for translating? Perhaps because Joseph’s “official” record mentions the “Urim and Thummim.”
 and “by means of the Urim and Thummin I translated some of them, ....
”  They conclude their findings by stating that “some things seem clear Joseph Smith discovered a ‘singular-looking seer stone’ in 1822 which not only served as a medium through which, according to numerous descriptions, all of the present Book of Mormon was translated but which also played a vital role in the discovery of the Nephite record.”
 Still, they observe, the prophet himself stated that “Through the medium of the Urim and Thummin I translated the record by the gift and power of God.”
  How did he really “translate” the record? By the Urim and Thummin as HE said? Or by the use of a “seer” stone as his scribes claimed? Ask the missionaries.

JOSEPH’S CHANGING BELIEF IN GOD

Present Mormon apologists explain that Joseph never referred to his “First Vision” during the first years of the church. Why did it subsequently become important? It seems that Joseph’s concept of God had changed. Joseph changed his belief in God? Who says so? And what do they base their findings on? Brigham Young University professor Marvin S. Hill wrote regarding the different accounts of the “First Vision”

“But there are, undeniably, differences in the several accounts, not all of them minor from the standpoint of Mormon theology .... To focus upon the discrepancies touching the personages of the Godhead in the first vision story, whether one or two personages, is to concentrate on a theological question and to miss it’s historical significance .... If over the years Joseph’s conception of the Godhead changed, this is not evidence of fraud any more than the adaption of other aspects of his theology in later years proves to be.”
 

1830 GOD IS A SPIRIT

In an unusual (for a Mormon writer) ten-page article, Brigham Young University professor, Thomas G. Alexander, discusses the development of Mormon Theology under the title The Reconstruction of Mormon Doctrine: from Joseph Smith to progressive theology. This article
 points out that:

“What is not so apparent is that before 1835 the LDS doctrines on God and man were quite close to those of contemporary Protestant denominations.”

Professor Alexander further states that studying the available history of the church up to 1835:

“... will further demonstrate that the doctrine of God preached and believed before 1835 was essentially trinitarian, with God the Father seen as an absolute personage of spirit, Jesus Christ as a personage of tabernacle, and the Holy Ghost as an impersonal spiritual member of the Godhead.”

Professor Alexander’s article points out that it was Apostle James E. Talmadge who reconsidered and reconstructed the doctrine of the Holy Cross.

To contrast the new belief in the Holy Ghost we only need to remember what Orson Pratt, himself an apostle and one who intimately knew the young Mormon Prophet Joseph, said sixty years prior to Talmadge’s new definition of the Holy Ghost. Said apostle Pratt in a sermon in 1855:

“I am inclined to think from some things in the revelations, that there is such a being as a personal Holy Ghost, but it is not set forth as a positive fact, and the Lord has never given me any revelation upon the subject, and consequently I cannot fully make up my mind one way or the other.”

This development of Joseph’s theology concerning God can be easily seen by comparing the contents of the “Lectures on Faith” first included in the 1835 edition of the Doctrines and Covenants and the description of God given nine years later by the prophet on April 7th, 1844 during his most famous sermon, the King Follett Discourses. The Lectures on Faith were seven lessons prepared for use in the School of Elders, conducted in Kirtland, Ohio during the winter of 1834-35 and comprised of the Doctrines and Covenants. In Lecture Five we find the following:

“We shall, in this lecture speak of the Godhead: we mean the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. There are two personages who constitute the great matchless, governing and supreme power over all things... they are the Father and the Son: the Father being a personage of spirit, glory and power possessing all perfection and fullness: the Son, who was in the bosom of the Father, a personage of tabernacle.”

Again,

Q.  How many personages are there in the Godhead?

A.  Two, the Father and the Son. And we read of the Holy Spirit.

Q.  Do the Father and the Son possess the same mind?

A.  They do...

Q.  What is this mind?

A.  The Holy Spirit.

Q.  Do the Father, Son and Holy Spirit constitute the Godhead?

A.  They do.

Thus Joseph taught that God the Father was a personage of Spirit, that the Son was a personage of tabernacle (he had a body) and the Holy Spirit was the “mind” that both the Father and the Son possess. The Lecture then asks:

Q.  Does the foregoing account of the Godhead lay a sure foundation for the exercise of faith in him unto life and salvation?

A.  It does.

A DEMANDING ANGEL

In the evening of September 21, 1823 (Joseph reported later), while in an act of prayer and supplication, seeking divine direction regarding the next step in God’s plan for his life, God moved again. Another being, who identified himself as the Angel Moroni, descended in a brilliant pillar of light and repeatedly instructed Joseph in the next steps of the restoration of the true gospel through Joseph’s holy calling to that purpose
.

Moroni told him of a stone chest he had buried in the nearby “Hill Cumorah,” in the beginning of the fifth century. It held a book of scripture written upon gold plates, containing the “fullness of the everlasting gospel”, as delivered by the Savior to the ancient inhabitants of the American continent, who were actually the descendants of Jewish settlers who were led there from Jerusalem by God, 600 years before Christ. The chest also contained the Urim, Thummim, and Breastplate of Jewish antiquity for the purpose of translation.

Led to the site by Moroni, Joseph was instructed not to remove the items until given permission. He visited the location annually for four years, until told the time was ready for these scriptures to be translated. And so came forth the Book of Mormon, which Joseph Smith translated from Egyptian characters, inscribed on the gold plates
. But before work on the Book of Mormon was to reach fruition, the spirits required placation. The following story details a series of incidents that bring up serious questions as to which spirit was leading Joseph Smith
.

TREASURE, PLATES OR DEMANDING SPIRITS

As September 22, 1824 approached, Joseph Smith Jr. must have suffered growing anxiety. He had waited a year to atone for his earlier blunder, when he had thoughtlessly set aside the golden plates to see if there was any more treasure to be had. At that time the spirit told Joseph that he could have the plates next year if he brought his older brother Alvin along. This was evidently a vote of no confidence regarding the reliability and worthiness of Joseph alone. But the worse was yet to come.

Alvin died in November of 1823 and in the 1824 audience Joseph had to visit Moroni alone again. Several sources cited by D. Michael Quinn quoted Smith as telling them that the message he received from “Moroni” was, in effect: “Without your dead brother, Alvin, you cannot have the golden plates.”
 One can imagine Joseph’s frame of mind as he turned toward home. His prospects were ebbing, but all was not lost. The unique context of the quest for the plates allowed for substituting a talisman of body parts wrenched from the corpse of a dead man instead of the man himself. Only seven days later a bizarre notice appeared in the local newspaper, the Wayne Sentinel:

TO THE PUBLIC, Whereas reports have been industriously put in circulation that my son, Alvin, has been removed from the place of his interment and dissected which reports every person possessed of human sensibility must know are peculiarly calculated to harrow up the mind of a parent and deeply wound the feelings of relations, I, with some of my neighbors this morning repaired to the grave, and removing the earth, found the body which had not been disturbed. This method is taken for the purpose of satisfying the minds of those who have put it in circulation, that it is earnestly requested that they would desist therefrom, and that it is believed by some that they have been stimulated more by desire to injure the reputation of certain persons than by a philanthropy for the peace and welfare of myself and friends. Joseph Smith Palmyra September 25, 1824
.

The elder Smith was denying that Alvin’s body had been exhumed and “dissected” and he purported to prove this by digging up the body and examining it. The statement scolded rumor mongers and asked for an end to the affair. But Smith Sr.’s statement is misleading, to say the least. The first clause infers that Alvin was rumored to be the victim of grave robbers who stole corpses to sell to medical schools: (“...removed from the place of his interment and dissected.’) New York state had passed a law in 1813 to stop that practice and some of the precise language of the statute was evoked by Smith Sr. (Statute passed by the 36th session of the NY state legislature, [1813], Chapter CXXIV, “And Act to prevent digging up and removing dead bodies for the purpose of Dissection.”) But those who stole corpses for profit used only fresh bodies. A body buried in the earth ten months previously that had passed through the dampness of winter and then the heat of summer obviously would not qualify. The issue was a red herring.

BACKGROUND

The statement refers to Joseph Jr. briefly and in the most elliptical way possible: (“...desire to injure the reputation of [certain persons]”). This infers, discreetly, that some of the gossip was directed against young Joseph and that was certainly true, given Moroni’s requirements. Joseph Jr. was part of a group of money diggers who were deeply involved in occult ritual and who subscribed to a magic world view. The group’s operations started about 1820 with Smith Sr. and his older sons forming the core
.

They soon attracted young neighborhood men who were of like mind. Alvin was the early leader. Apparently, he first saw the golden plates in his seer stone but could not break the enchantment and take them
.  Joseph Jr. had shown a good deal of seeric promise and when Alvin lay dying he implored Joseph Jr. with great passion to continue the project. Lucy Mack Smith, mother of the boys, described the dramatic scene in her book. She also said that, “Alvin Manifested, if such could be the case, greater zeal and anxiety in regard to the Record that had been shown to Joseph, that any of the rest of the family.”

There was a spiritual kinship existing between Alvin and Joseph because of their common metaphysical gift that was not present among the other sons. Eighteen year old Joseph Jr. clearly inherited Alvin’s mantle as leader of the group as the 1824 audience with Moroni approached. Young Joseph was rather ingenuous and talked freely of his aspirations and visions as regarding treasure seeking. It was his cohorts and family who knew of the upcoming audience and the requirement to bring Alvin. There is plenty of precedent in occult lore for using a portion of a dead man as a substitute for the living man.

This would appear to be a case of using a talisman—an object that was magically “charged” by a magician so that it contained the presence of someone or something the magician wished to influence. Alvin’s remains would be a talisman all right, but the bigger issue is that it would also involve necromancy.

Necromancy is invocation of spirits of the dead, mainly to obtain information. Most experts don’t define the genteel gatherings where a medium holds a seance in a darkened drawing room as necromancy. Classical necromancy was an unlawful form of ceremonial magic, approached with fear and trembling. There are two kinds of necromancy-evoking the spirit of a dead man through ritual only, and working directly with the corpse to enliven it to speak. (Actually, the spirit of the departed, which had temporarily returned, would speak.) Joseph Smith was thoroughly versed in the first type. This is what the audience with Moroni was all about. Anyone who wanted to use a portion of Alvin’s corpse that was “charged” with his spirit would necessarily be involved in the second type.

ANALYSIS OF THE STATEMENT

Let us now examine the newspaper statement. The second clause reads, “I, with some of my neighbors this morning repaired to the grave, and removing the earth, found the body, which had not been disturbed.” But Smith Sr.’s account does not seem plausible. Alvin had been buried ten months earlier. The grave site was probably familiar to a number of Smith’s family friends since Alvin died in the prime of young manhood, seemingly sorely missed. “A vast concourse of people offended the obsequies,” according to his mother
. 

Any sign of tampering on a nearly year-old grave would have been detected by signs of freshly dug earth. Even careful work by a ghoul could not have been concealed in light of the amount of dirt it would be necessary to move to reach a buried coffin. In addition, grave robbers were notoriously sloppy. They worked at night, and as rapidly as possible, sometimes in a frenzy. They were usually under acute psychological stress.

A necromancer who hoped to secure a corpse for occult purposes was especially assailed by a feeling of compulsive dread because he knew that his purpose flouted all ordinary human mores. Therefore, if Smith Sr. truly wished to show that Alvin’s body was undisturbed he would have had only to examine the grave site for tampering. If he went so far as to dig up an undisturbed grave and open the coffin he would himself create the conditions for the wildest kind of rumor mongering unless the operation was carefully handled as a formal inquest.

The notice was indeed couched in the stilted language of an inquest but all proof is absent. It tells of the presence of “some of my neighbors” but does not name them. Dated September 25 and stating the disinterment took place “this morning,” it ran every Wednesday in the paper for 6 weeks but the wording never changed; verification by the neighbors was never published.

Surely neighbors who accompanied a wronged father in such a grim task would want to help clear up the rumors if it happened as Smith Sr. stated. Not giving their affidavits nullified their effort, like laboring all day and then not bothering to pick up their wages. Furthermore, the fact that the notice ran for 6 weeks meant that it did not stop the rumors. Placing the notice drew even more attention-unnecessarily, if the grave had been undisturbed.

If we accept Smith’s statement at face value his action seems hysterical, more likely to raise suspicion and draw additional attention rather than diminish it. Moreover, where is Joseph Jr.’s part in the statement? Obviously, he was the one under suspicion of opening the grave because of the requirements of Moroni. Apparently, he did not even join the purported visit to the grave.

Did Joseph Sr. even ask Joseph Jr. about the rumors before the opening of the grave? If Joseph Jr. denied the allegations then was the father so lacking confidence in the denial that he had to check for himself? If the father and son were of one mind in clearing up the rumors they should have acted together, gone to the grave site together, and issued a joint statement. The only acceptable reason for Joseph Jr.’s absence is that he was out of the town at the time, and Smith Sr. would have used this reason if it were so. We know Joseph Jr. was home as recently as September 22.

The newspaper statement was dated September 25. That leaves only 3 days after the audience with Moroni for the rumors of the grave robbing to become so virulent that Smith Sr. decided to put a stop to them. But rumors spreading far beyond the inner circle of money diggers would not crop up of their own accord after the audience. Shortly after dawn of September 22 it was already known by the Smiths that the audience was a failure. That would be an indication that Alvin’s remains were not taken, if anything. So the rumors were based on more than speculation.

The disturbed grave clearly had something to do with Joseph Jr.’s audience with Moroni. The traditional interpretation of the statement has been that it was an incident of inexplicable malice, but that was before knowledge of the depth of Joseph Jr.’s occultism surfaced in the last 20 years.

WAS SOMEONE ELSE RESPONSIBLE?

Another aspect of Smith Sr.’s story which does not parse is the extreme haste with which he acted on September 25. On that day Smith Sr. purportedly rounded up the neighbors, disinterred Alvin’s body, buried it and issued the statement attesting to the facts. That certainly would be physically possible, but the circumstances just mentioned weakened Smith’s case considerably; i.e., the absence of Joseph Jr., lack of corroboration by the neighbors.

That these problems were not corrected in the ensuing weeks weakens it even further. But if Smith Sr. was suddenly confronted with an open grave and suspected that Joseph Jr. did it we can understand his actions. Who else would have done such a thing? If this was a prank it certainly was a nasty one. We have to consider the prank possibility, however.

The prank-if such it was vicious in its intent and extremely effective. The scenario unfolds this way: Someone close to Joseph Jr. who was motivated by jealousy at being left out of the golden plates project or by disgust regarding it, dug up a considerable amount of earth knowing the blame would fall on Joseph Jr. The prankster would thus be calling attention to the necessity of Alvin’s remains being a part of the scheme which would hold up the whole venture to scorn and Joseph Jr. to disgrace.

There are two objections to this theory. The first is that someone who knew the details of the first spirit visit and the requirements for the second and realized that Alvin’s body could meet the requirements was in the inner circle of the money diggers. A disaffected member could probably be identified, and violent retaliation by the male Smith family members could not be ruled out.

Furthermore, none of them wanted to see Smith fail, as far as we know. After he “obtained” the plates they demanded their share or attempted to steal them outright, but they all recognized that Joseph Jr.’s access to the spirit was superior to their own.

The second and stronger objection is that if the prankster believed in the magic world view he would not have dug up the grave for such an unworthy purpose because that was exceedingly dangerous. In the activities of money-digging groups we are struck by how they declare to themselves, to each other, and to “spirits” that their motives are pure. They even kept their thoughts pure while digging, and even then proceeded with fear if they felt they were possibly offending an evil spirit.

The occult viewpoint considered that spirits of the dead never liked to be annoyed or even summoned. Necromancers, especially those who worked directly with the corpse, had to have worthy goals to dominate the recalcitrant spirit through force of will
. A prankster who uncovered the grave would be desecrating Alvin’s corpse, slandering Alvin’s brother and mocking the golden plates venture. Alvin’s dying words to his brother were, “Do everything in your power to obtain the record. Be faithful in receiving instruction, and in keeping every commandment that is given to you.”
 Anyone who believed in the possibility of Alvin’s spirit taking retribution would be unlikely to challenge all that.

Besides these objections, we can refer to the newspaper notice. If we take the prankster theory seriously, this is where the absence of Joseph Jr. hurts the most. He, not Joseph Sr., would have been the outraged victim and likely would have been the driving force behind the investigation. He would-or should-have explained why he was not the perpetrator. It was not a situation that fell into a legal context. (Innocent until proven guilty).

If Joseph Jr. was being maligned unfairly and publicly as a ghoul he should have issued an icy retort, branded his accusers as contemptible, and only then said no more. He certainly was not a timid young man. Instead, the statement that was released was given solely from the father’s perspective. Joseph Jr.’s absence from the statement does not seem like dignified silence. It seems like a tacit admission of guilt to what the rumors attest.

CEREMONIAL MAGIC

It is certain that the Smiths talked over the problem beforehand of satisfying Moroni’s requirements and considered their options. (Historian Jan Shipps has demonstrated that the Smiths regarded the golden plates as a family project. Her book
 analyzes the preliminary manuscript by Mother Smith which gave rise to her book published in 1853.) They were dealing with ceremonial magic, which is the art of dealing with spirits. Summoning a spirit required a formalized ritual with many exacting rules.

The money diggers were already attempting to follow ritual rules correctly with their well-documented use of consecrated circles, swords, animal sacrifices to spirits, etc.
 They learned their rites from various occult source books, some of which we have been able to identify because of tangible evidence the Smiths left behind.

Dr. Quinn has done a superb job of studying the Smiths’ magic implements, especially the parchments, and analyzing their intricate symbolism. He has shown that the parchments were copied directly from occult books by Ebenezer Sibly, Reginald Scot, Francis Barrett, and Cornelius Agrippa. Quinn names the books and even their editions.

Joseph, Jr. eventually became quite diligent about following correct rubrics, to the point that by 1827 he presented an eerie sight when he went to meet Moroni. (He dressed himself entirely in black and rode “a black horse, with a switch tail
 under a full moon because Moroni—or a passage from an occult book-required it.)

In 1823, however, his expertise was apparently still spotty, for he made an assumption that clouded his recognition of the being with whom he was communing. Joseph considered Moroni to be “an angel,” but Moroni had described himself as the spirit of a mortal man who had lived in the region many centuries ago. This should have alerted Joseph that he was dealing with a departed spirit and that he had to carry out the appropriate rituals described in the occult books he had accepted as truthful.

MAGIC: NECESSITY OF A PARTNER

Someone who wanted to evoke the spirit of a dead man was supposed to perform the ritual with the help of a partner or apprentice. One of Smith’s source books
, stated this several times in the most uncompromising way. In one chapter entitled “The Forms of Adjuring or Citing of the Spirit Aforesaid to Arise and Appear,” appears: “...rehearse in your own name, and your companions for one must always be with you.  This Prayer following ...”
 The statement is repeated
 and the author even reiterates it in a separate note in the margin: For the conjuror ... can do nothing to any purpose without his confederate.

On the preceding page of Scot’s book are complex magic circles (“The Seals of the Earth”) that the Smiths copied on to their “Holiness to the Lord” parchment. (To be precise, their drawing was copied from Sibly’s book which borrowed heavily from Scot, including the two seals. Dr. Quinn has shown that the Smith family used both books.) The page is the beginning of a chapter entitled “An Experiment of the Dead.” The same “booke” describes how to call a spirit into a crystal stone so that visions may be seen. Obviously, these passages must have often been studied by the Smiths, especially Joseph Jr. (Joseph Jr. sought treasure, saw spirits, and allegedly translated the golden plates, all by visions in his seer stones.)

There is a discussion on the use of the two Seals of the Earth
 and says the magician “must have a companion with him when questioning the spirit of an ordinary man by opening the grave.” We belabor this point to show that the Smiths should have been aware of the necessity of a companion for Joseph Jr. in the audience with Moroni. This seems to be the reason Moroni demanded the presence of someone besides Joseph in all the equinox rites we know about, (Joseph’s first experience with Moroni took place in his bedroom, the night before he first went to Hill Cumorah to get the plates with Moroni’s help. No companion is mentioned. Joseph underwent a rite in which he tried to contact “some kind of heavenly messenger.”
 Quinn implies the ritual was one described in Scot’s Discoverie Of Witchcraft to conjure the spirits Paymon, Bathin and Barma.
 They were fallen angels, not dead men. Instead, Moroni appeared, but not on Joseph’s initiative. But after that first meeting Joseph should have known that a companion was required. Even if the companion was different each time. (Alvin in 1824, Samuel Lawrence in 1825 or 1826, Joseph’s new wife Emma in 1827).

MAGIC “A COMMANDMENT OF GOD”

The Smiths took this requirement of Moroni’s so seriously that they considered it “a commandment of God.” The commandments of God that Moroni gave Smith from 1826 to 1827 were not from the Bible. They weren’t even religious. By and large, they were rubrics that were consistent with centuries of ceremonial magic. During Smith’s first visit to the Hill, on September 22, 1823, he reached out and picked up the plates. Then he made his blunder of setting them aside temporarily and the plates slipped back into the hole beneath the stone. When he attempted to recover them, he was rebuffed by a being that was “something like a toad”, i.e., the infamous salamander. “Therefore I cried out unto the Lord in the agony of my soul, ‘Why can I not obtain them?’ Behold the angel appeared unto me again and said unto me, ‘You have not kept the commandments of the Lord which I gave unto you. Therefore you cannot not obtain them.”

Apparently the commandment that Smith had broken was Moroni’s order that once having picked up the plates he was not to lay them down. He was to immediately wrap them in a white linen napkin and take them straightway home and deposit them in a fine chest. A corollary to this ritual demand was that he should have an eye “single to the glory of God”.

Joseph’s mother understood the meaning of these injunctions. She wrote, “The angel told Joseph that the time had not yet come for the plates to be brought forth to the world, that he could not take them from the place wherein they were deposited until he had learned to keep the commandments of God—not only till he was willing but able to do it.

Thus the “commandments of God” referred to rituals and attitudes. This is fits with all magic grimoires (workbooks). In his first appearance on the hill Moroni issued an additional commandment, that Alvin was to accompany Joseph next year, 1824.

The procurement of a substitute Alvin begins to look more like an absolute obligation by the late summer of 1824. Lucy Mack Smith wrote of this time, “... and supposing at this time that the only thing required, in order to possess them (the plates) until the time for their translation was to be able to keep the commandments of God-and he firmly believed he could keep every commandment which had been given him-he fully expected to carry them home with him.”

Evidently, the Smiths had made some arrangement about the requirement for Alvin’s presence. It most likely did not involve a family decision to use Alvin’s body because the fact of the opened grave seemed to catch them so badly off guard. However, when we reread Alvin’s dying injunction to Joseph Jr. it appears that Alvin virtually sanctioned Joseph to bring his remains to the Hill if the need arose: “Do everything that lies within your power to obtain the record. Be faithful in receiving instruction, and in keeping every commandment that is given to you.” When the requirement of Alvin’s presence proved to be a stumbling block, Joseph had only to recall Alvin’s words of solemn urgency for all the permission he would need.

MAGIC QUALIFICATIONS FOR THE RITE

Was there anything else impelling Joseph to take such a drastic step? We have only to look through the books that we know the Smiths were so familiar with. The books referred to are De Occulta Philosophia by Cornelius Agrippa, The Fourth Book [Of Agrippa] (allegedly),
  The Magus by Francis Barrett, A New And Complete Illustration Of The Occult Sciences by Ebenezer Sibly, and two books bound together and authored by Reginald Scot, The Discoverie Of Witchcraft/A Discourse Concerning Devils And Spirits. The Smiths did not simply use isolated pages from these books because the books are a treasure trove of references, anecdotes, and doctrines which cropped up in early Mormonism as set down by Joseph Smith.

The books quoted each other and borrowed from the same tradition-the occult lore of western Europe as set down in the 15th and 16th centuries. ALL of these books spoke of necromancy, from terse comments to elaborate instructions given in unsavory detail. All of the authors seemed to have a perverse fascination with the topic. None of them were comfortable with it. They were able to discourse easily enough about conjuring up evil spirits but to call back a living spirit into a rotting corpse seemed to affect the human psyche in a profound way-it was thrilling, repellent, and sinister.

Most of the writers denounced the practice-but sometimes the denunciation seemed pro forma and was given with a wink to let the reader know how potent the practice was. (Scot’s Discourse... is an exception. It contains a long condemnation of the practice, based on theological truths, which can hardly be improved upon.)

Nevertheless, they conceded that necromancy performed upon the corpse was consummate Black Magic, or more properly, The Black Art. The practice was more or less codified by the time of the Renaissance and was known as The Ritual of Necromantic Evocation. It is described exclusively in Sibly. The rite is described guardedly in The Fourth Book and in The Magus which quotes “Agrippa’s Fourth Book extensively. The Ritual of Necromantic Evocation was for the questioning of the spirit-or of the corpse itself. This, of course, was not Joseph’s motive in recalling Alvin. But the ritual taught how to get the soul back into the corpse and this did suit Joseph. He did not want an amulet of flesh that was dead and useless.

A.E. Waite, occultist, summarized the pertinent passages from Agrippa’s Fourth Book (quoted in The Magus) and noted: “The more intimate the knowledge possessed by the operator concerning the deceased person, the more easily he was supposed to call him up.
 Alvin certainly qualified to be exorcised by his brother.

Folklore also decreed that “the shade of the departed lingered in the vicinity of its grave for a period of 12 months.
 Again, Alvin qualified.

According to both Agrippa and Barren the soul may be raised from the corpse only if the deceased was known to be evil, or to have died violently or prematurely, or if he wasn’t buried properly. Now, Alvin was buried correctly-but he died prematurely. Any early death enhanced the magical value of human flesh, since it could then be assumed to contain some element of unconsumed vitality.
 

Alvin also was “known to be evil”. At Alvin’s burial, the pastor alienated the Smiths by inferring that Alvin was damned because he was not a good church member due to his money digging. (Years later, in the Kirtland temple, Joseph Smith related a vision of Alvin in the LDS Celestial Kingdom.) The Smiths might have rejected this graceless assessment but, oddly enough, this official pronouncement from a religious authority undoubtedly reassured Joseph that Alvin was in the correct category to be useful, necromantically speaking. Once more, Alvin qualified.

Scot writes: “When desires and lusts, after Wife, or Children, House, Lands or money, is very strong at their departure, it is a certain truth, that this same spirit .. will be hankering after these things, and drawn back by the strong desires and fixations of the imagination, which is left behind it, Nor can it ever be at rest, till the thing be accomplished, for which it is disturbed. When treasure hath been hid, or any secret thing ... there is a magical cause of something attracting the [spirit] back again.”

Alvin’s deathbed interest in the golden plates would make it much easier to attract his spirit back to his corpse if the necromancer had that venture in mind. Alvin qualified ‘perfectly. Thus, on many counts, Joseph was eminently qualified to call Alvin back into his corpse and Alvin was an ideal candidate to respond.

Other comments about the practice from The Magus: Necromancy has its name because it works on he bodies of the dead, ...alluring them into the carcasses of the dead by certain hellish charms, and infernal invocations, and by deadly sacrifices and wicked oblations. (“Oblations” refers in this case to various potions which always included men’s or animal’s blood.) There are two kinds of necromancy: raising the carcasses, which is not done without blood,...”
 This massage adopts a disapproving attitude toward the rite but this is negated at the end when Barrett writes: “by what influences the body may be knit together again for the raising of the dead, requires all these things which belong not to men but to God only, and to whom he will communicate them.” In other words, this stuff is out-of-bounds-except to those chosen by God.

MAGIC NECESSITY OF BLOOD

The massages just quoted indicate an new ingredient not previously discussed-the necessity of fresh blood to be a part of any rite calling the spirit back into the body. The various books are emphatic on this point:
 “In the raising therefore of these shadows, we are to perfume with new blood the bones of the dead.” This tradition is ancient. Homer, in 800 B.C., was familiar with it. (Antiquities specialist E.O. James comments in Origins Of Sacrifice: “Letting blood drip over a corpse is to strengthen the deceased in the grave. In classical mythology it is this belief which is expressed in the story of the visit of Odysseus to the underworld ... Here he dug a trench and poured into it the blood of black victims and soon the shades gathered around clamoring for blood ... they slowly revived and became animated.” The animal sacrifices that Smith made during treasure digging were usually described as black dogs and black sheep.

Magicians regarded fresh blood as so potent that it even overrode other defects in the Ritual of Evocation. Scot’s Discourse...gives an example
 of conjuring up infernal spirits in which a “fumigation” made up of sulfur, various unguents, and a mixture of man’s blood and the blood of a black cat, “which mixtures are said to be exceedingly magical so that without any other addition, they say, this fumigation is able of itself to make such spirits appear before the exorcist.”

So it would seem that once Joseph acquired what he needed from the corpse he had to “activate’ it with fresh blood. The question as to how Smith acquired the blood is not hard to answer. Waite says blood is “indispensable.”
 The question as to how Smith acquired the blood is not hard to answer. Joseph could have simply nicked his finger with his ceremonial dagger and squeezed out a drop of blood to fall onto what was probably the severed hand of the corpse. It would not be the first time that Joseph had spilled fresh blood during a ritual. He had probably used his own blood often since various rites described by Agrippa and Scot required the blood of the practitioner for the drawing of circles and “angelic characters.”

Whether Joseph Jr. used his own blood or any blood on Alvin, it is hard to say because the Rite involving the corpse referred to is not the rite that Joseph was performing.

The Ritual of Necromantic Evocation effected the whole corpse and the idea was to call the soul back into the body for a short time so that it could answer questions. Joseph’s reason for securing Alvin’s remains was entirely different. He wanted to take a piece of Alvin to Hill Cumorah, because Moroni required Alvin’s presence. We mention blood because the Smith’s various occult books made it clear that blood was so effective in enlivening a corpse with the soul of its owner. It would be a logical move for Joseph to make and one he shouldn’t have shrunk from since he had done it while treasure digging.

Agrippa
 directly addresses Joseph’s situation when it tells how to call a spirit back into a portion of the corpse: “From hence it is, that the souls of the dead are not to be called up without blood, or by the application of some part of their relict body.” The next page
 amplifies this: “..it behooveth us to take to whatsoever place is to be chosen, some principal part of the body that is relict, and therewith make a perfume in due manner, and to perform other component rites. “

Once the “principle part of the body that is relict” was obtained, the practitioner had other duties to perform, which included fresh blood. Blood was always the ne plus ultra. From The Magus: “For there are in the blood certain vital powers, [this is] no less wonderful than true.”
 To perceive blood this way was to discover the key which would convert part of the corpse into a true talisman. To an ambitious neophyte magician like young Joseph such a simple, dramatic and effective tool must have seemed irresistible. Its significance was not subtle, such as the distinction as to whether Moroni was a holy angel or the spirit of a dead man. So the use of blood by Joseph seems extremely likely, but ultimately speculative.

SMITH SR. COPING WITH THE SITUATION

By now it has become obvious who opened Alvin’s grave. Joseph Jr. must have regarded such a task with distaste but was by now consumed in a quest that he regarded as having divine sanction. Joseph might have dug up the body a day or so before the meeting, or on the night of September 21, or even directly afterwards in a last desperate attempt to assuage Moroni.

The latter scenario best fits the circumstances and would have unfolded like this: Smith Jr.’s disappointing audience with Moroni followed by an impulsive decision to unearth the corpse. Moroni refusing the too-late gesture. Smith Sr. confronted with knowledge of the desecrated grave and a crises which threatened to besmirch the family name. A depressed and ashamed Joseph Jr. removing himself from the affair. Smith Sr. taking the high road and doggedly declaring that nothing was amiss.

We will proceed on the assumption that the father knew first hand that Joseph, Jr. had opened the grave. All of the contradictions in the newspaper statement then make sense.

An immediate explanation to the public was needed. Maybe Smith Sr. first tried taking responsibility for the deed himself by telling the first sensation seekers that he had heard the rumors too, so he had gone out and disinterred the body but found nothing wrong.

Maybe he blamed the deed on a prankster and then actually went with neighbors supposedly to see if the body was still there. It seems evident that at some point Smith Sr. did visit the grave site with others to resolve the situation, but the orderly steps described in the statement don’t seem credible. If this investigation did occur, it was slapdash, at best.

We have only Smith Sr.’s word that the body was not disturbed. If his son had opened the grave then Smith Sr. was also confronted with a pried open coffin and a mutilated corpse. Maybe Joseph Jr. had replaced the coffin lid, after a fashion. Maybe the mutilation was minimal. Maybe only a finger was used. But the requirements would be fulfilled with more certainty by an entire hand. (Agrippa recommended “a principle part of the body”, and goetic practitioners were conscious of decorum. To gouge out a chunk of flesh indiscriminately was unseemly. Taking an organic entity was preferable, and the hand was “nobler” than the foot. There even existed a tradition of obtaining a hand from a corpse. This was the “Hand of Glory,” cherished by thieves since the Middle Ages.)

If Smith did uncover the corpse in front of bystanders it would not be hard for him to be the first and only one to examine the corpse and then announce his findings. We have no proof of mutilation but we are asserting it as a probability because the circumstantial evidence is so compelling. Once the momentous decision had been made to turn the first shovel of dirt it seems unlikely that Joseph Jr. turned back. In his own mind, it was an utterly serious and worthy task. Maybe Smith Jr. had made only a desultory effort at covering the coffin and some of the neighbors helped to re-cover the body properly.

Any of these situations could be explained by Smith Sr. with superficial glibness. Maybe some of the neighbors believed him and some didn’t. But someone would have to challenge Smith’s version if they wanted to disprove it and evidently no one had the stomach to do that. Even those who did not believe him could appreciate that he was caught in a bad situation that was not of his own making.

SUMMATION

We can declare dogmatically: 1) That the incident which prompted Smith’s statement was related to Joseph Jr.’s audience with Moroni. 2) The grave was disturbed. 3) The same occult world view that allowed Joseph Jr. to invoke Moroni would have allowed him to substitute some of Alvin’s remains for the living Alvin. 4) Alvin’s presence was a “commandment of God”, and Joseph was splendidly qualified to effect that presence. 5) The statement in the Wayne Sentinel is suspect.

Taking all this into account, we can confidently observe that the only interpretation of the notice that makes sense is that Smith Sr. knew his son was responsible for violating Alvin’s grave and was trying to conceal the fact.

As for piecing together the details we have to rely on what we know about the Smiths at this time and make educated guesses. Choosing what details to accept as the most logical does not really change the gist of the incident. Whether Smith Jr. walked to the Hill Cumorah or rode on horseback, whether he took a shovel along or not, may never be known. That is why we have prefaced descriptions of the details with “probably”, “likely”, and “maybe.”

These adverbs are chosen to convey the degree of the author’s certainty of what occurred. We have avoided presenting a scenario as possible just because there is no evidence to the contrary. Suggestions have been offered in which any one of several possible actions to support our thesis. For instance, we cannot state dogmatically whether Joseph Jr. unearthed the corpse just before or just after the audience with Moroni. But either case is more likely than what is implied in the notice: that no such thing happened. The final summary will set aside these qualifying adverbs and give the author’s version of what probably happened.

We can now flesh out this interpretation of the events of September 22, 1824. Joseph Jr., his family, and the inner circle of money diggers knew long before hand that Alvin’s death changed the portents for the 1824 rite. They hoped that the spirit would accept the death as a reasonable excuse for Alvin’s absence. The family talked over the problem and on the night of September 21 they dressed Joseph Jr. in Alvin’s clothing with Alvin’s personal articles in the pockets.

Joseph Jr. set out for the Hill Cumorah on foot, shortly after 10 pm under a full moon. He carried his ceremonial dagger and robes with him. Most of the family stayed up all night awaiting the results. Joseph performed the ceremony of conjuration and at midnight Moroni appeared. When Joseph was informed that without Alvin he could not have the plates he concluded this was a problem he could solve. He quietly returned home, surreptitiously picked up a shovel and hurried to the grave site.

With roiling emotions, he dug up the corpse murmuring prayers and incantations the whole time. He took what he needed and hastily recovered the corpse. He returned to the Hill Cumorah and implored Moroni for another audience. Moroni either did not appear at all or else told Smith that his effort was useless, to try again the following year. (Ceremonial magic included rules of timing and preparation. Smith had advanced part way through the ceremony with Moroni but was brought up short when Moroni inquired after Alvin. If Smith thought he could go off for a few hours to solve the problem and pick up again where he left off, he was mistaken.) He returned home after dawn, physically and emotionally exhausted. He told his family the entire train of events, of failure at every turn, and fell into bed.

Smith Sr. went out in the sunlight to pack down the earth around Alvin’s grave as neatly as possible. Other money diggers, intensely curious, came to the Smith home and were told of Joseph’s failure. They learned then, or very shortly afterward, that Alvin’s grave had been violated. They knew who had done it and why. This development was so sensational and so impossible to keep secret that they started bruiting the tale around the countryside. Within a day or two the appalling rumors begin to reach the Smith family. Smith Sr. was confronted with an impossible situation. Joseph Jr. had acted rashly but he was only doing his best in a project that involved the entire family.

Soon the senior Smith launched his charade and issued his forlorn newspaper notice which pasted a fig leaf of propriety over the whole affair. The episode might seem bizarre to those who read about it 164 years later but to Smith Sr. it seemed like a reasonable thing to do at the time. Likewise with his son. His actions might seem horrific today but they seemed perfectly rational to Joseph, Jr.

PUTTING THE FACTS IN PERSPECTIVE

One objection that will be made against this paper are the physical demands made on Joseph Smith Jr. The Smiths were poor and did not seem to own any horses for travel Joseph probably trekked all night on foot. As a child, Joseph suffered a severe shinbone infection which left him with a lifelong limp. This did not hamper his ability to walk long distances and he was reported to have done so for most of his life. He was a robust young man. Almost 19 years old, he would be at the peak of his physical powers.

Referring to the map, we can see that the three point axis of Joseph’s route on September 21-22 was connected then, as now, by a fine road in level country. The Hill Cumorah was just 150 feet high and the site of the audience was 100 yards from the road. Joseph walked 2¾ miles from his home to the hill. He was told by Moroni that without Alvin there would be no plates; this was probably shortly after midnight.

Then, according to our thesis, he walked 2¾ miles back home to pick up a shovel. He walked 1¾ miles to the cemetery. He spent an hour or more unearthing the coffin. He spent half an hour re-covering it. He was tired but barely aware of it because he was ready to complete his task which had to be finished before dawn. It was already approaching 4 am. He rapidly walked four miles back to Cumorah. Then he met failure a second time. He straggled home as the sun rose, having covered 14 miles on foot and engaged in at least an hour of furious digging. In addition, he may have undergone a modified fast for a couple of days, since that was common in ceremonial magic. Clearly, this was a physical trial that would tax Joseph nearly to his limit.

Happily, we are able to propound this as within Joseph’s ability because his mother devoted four pages of her book to describing a very similar ordeal undertaken almost 5 years later
. Smith was under terrible stress at the time. Against his better judgment, Smith had allowed Martin Harris to go off on a trip for a few days while carrying the only copy of the translation of the plates. Smith had not heard from Harris for three weeks and was in great anxiety.

In the same period, Emma had given birth to their first child. The child was stillborn and Emma hovered near death. Joseph was forced, nevertheless, to take a stagecoach to check on Harris. After traveling many hours without food or sleep he disembarked the stage at 10 pm. He walked twenty miles through a forest, finally arriving at his destination just before dawn. He needed the help of a stranger to lead him by the hand for the last four miles, but this journey seems even more daunting than the earlier one.

THE STARTLING MARTIN HARRIS LETTER

One might wonder how something as amazing as a salamander or “something like a toad,” to use Joseph’s words, could have prevented him from recovering the plates on September 22, 1823. While Joseph Smith-History fails to record the incident, a letter written by Martin Harris, the first convert to Mormonism, later reveals the episode.

Palmyra Oct 23d 1830 Dear Sir,

Your letter of yesterday is received & I hasten to answer as fully as I can--Joseph Smith Jr first came to my notice in the year 1824 in the summer of that year I contracted with his father to build a fence on my property in the corse of that work I aproach Joseph & ask how it is in a half day you put up what requires your father & 2 brothers a full day working together he says I have not been without assistance but cannot say more only you better find out

the next day I take the older Smith by the arm & he says Joseph can see anything he wishes by looking at a stone Joseph often sees Spirits here with great kettles of coin money it was Spirits who brought up such because Joseph made no attempt on their money I latter dream I converse with Spirits which let me count their money when I awake I have in my hand a dollar coin which I take for a sign Joseph describes what I seen in every particular says he the spirits are grieved so I through (threw) back the dollar

In the fall of the year 1827 I hear Joseph found a gold bible I take Joseph aside & he says it is true I found it 4 years ago (1823) with my stone but only just got it because of the enchantment the old spirit came to me 3 times in the same dream & says dig up the gold but when I take it up the next morning the spirit transfigured himself from a white salamander in the bottom of the hole & struck me 3 times & held the treasure & would not let me have it because I lay(laid) it down to cover over the hole when the spirit says do not lay it down Joseph says when can I have it the spirit says one year from today if you obay me look to the stone after a few days he looks the spirit says bring your brother Alvin Joseph says he is dead shall I bring what remains but the spirit is gone Joseph goes to get the gold bible but the spirit says you did not bring your brother you can not have it look to the stone Joseph looks but cannot see who to bring the spirit says I tricked you again look to the stone Joseph looks to the stone & sees his wife on the 22 day of Sept 1827 they get the gold bible I give Joseph $50 to move him down to Pa Joseph says when you visit us I will give you a sign he gives me some hiroglyphics I take them to Utica Albany and New York in the last place (NY) Dr. Mitchel gives me a introduction to Professor Anthon says he they are shorthand Egyptian the same what was used in ancient times bring me the old book & I will translate says I it is made of precious gold & is sealed from view says he I can not read a sealed book -------

Joseph found some giant silver spectacles with the plates he puts them in a old hat & in the darkness reads the words & in this way it is all translated & written downabout the middle of June 1829 Joseph takes me together with Oliver Cowdry & David Whitmer to have a view of the plates

our names are appended to the Book of Mormon which I had printed with my own money-space and time both prevent me from writing more at present if there is any thing further you wish to inquire I shall attend to it

Yours Respectfully W W Phelps Esq Martin Harris

EXPERTS SAY LETTER IS AUTHENTIC

For years, historians within the Church suspected the existence of the letter and concluded that it was a forgery and a fraud. However, confronted with the original letter, the Church has been forced to reconsider its earlier position. An article appearing in the Los Angeles Times by Religion Writer, John Dart, which follows, records the official response to the letter.

A leading expert on Mormon documents termed the letter as “authentic” and indicates Joseph Smith was involved with magic and treasure-digging at the time he was said to have had religious revelations leading to the Book of Mormon.

The letter, dated Oct. 23, 1830, was written by Martin Harris challenges the official church accounts that say an angel named Moroni delayed Smith from obtaining the golden plates in 1823 that were the basis for the Book of, Mormon. Instead, Harris says in his letter that the young Smith encountered an antagonistic salamander/spirit upon discovering the plates.

The salamander, which the letter said transformed itself into “an old spirit” and struck Smith three times, was considered then to be a creature with magical powers.

Non-Mormon critics have long claimed that Smith was preoccupied with using occult methods to search for buried riches and that only later did he interpret his activities as religious experiences. Recent books on Smith and on the church’s origins have already started to alter the traditional saintly portrait of the founder as a religious prophet unaffected by the culture of his day.

Historians say, however, that the Harris letter is the first early writing by one of the movement’s principal figures to shed light on Smith’s initial descriptions of his experiences.

The Harris letter was found in a stamp collection in late 1983 and purchased in 1986 by Salt Lake City businessman Steven Christensen, who is also a Mormon bishop. He commissioned historians Dean C. Jessee and Ronald W. Walker to determine its authenticity. Both researchers are associated with the Joseph Fielding Smith Institute of Church History at the church-run Brigham Young University in Provo, Utah.

In a paper read at the Mormon History Assn.’s annual meeting here, Jessee said, “On the basis of the paper, ink and handwriting, the Harris letter appears authentic.”

The oval, double-line Palmyra, N.Y., postmark matched precisely those used there between 1829 and 1834, he added. Although very few other examples of Harris’ handwriting were available, “there is enough to identify the 1830 letter as an authentic sample of his writing,” said Jessee, a former church archivist frequently consulted in the last decade for his handwriting analyses.

OFFICIAL COMMENT

The first official church comment on the document, issued this week, was cautious. “At this point, we accept the judgment of the examiner (Jessee) that there is no indication that it is a forgery,” said Gordon Hinckley, second counselor to church President Spencer W. Kimball. “This does not preclude the possibility that it may have been forged at a time when the church had many enemies. It is, however, an interesting document of the times,” Hinckley said in a statement. Both Jessee and Walker attempted Thursday night to picture Smith’s mixture of religious and folk magic interests as typical of his period and region. American “money diggers” had sought fabled coins in mines since the Colonial period, Walker said:

They placed faith in conjuring common elemental spirits ... dreams, seeric gifts and enchanted treasure,” he said. Walker said Hill Cumorah, a site in Palmyra sacred to Mormon history because Smith is supposed to have found the plates there, was a popular money-digging spot before and after Smith’s claim. The Harris letter also said Smith found some “giant silver specticles with the plates (and) he puts them in an old hat & in the darkness reads the words & in this way it is all translated and written down.” The standard Mormon Church account says that Smith used “seer stones” to translate the plates but mentions nothing about an old hat. The Harris letter was addressed to William W. Phelps, the editor of a newspaper in Canandaigua, N.Y., a man who was soon to become an ardent believer in Mormonism. Jessee pointed out that apparently neither Harris nor Phelps perceived Smith’s tale as ‘out of the ordinary.’ That readers in our time do, probably tells more about our present mind-set than anything else. 

FURTHER EXPERT TESTIMONY

“The Harris letter reveals that Joseph claimed to have known for several years about the gold bible which he had learned by “looking in the stone.” The Chase affidavit states “I brought it to the top of the well, and as we were examining it, Joseph put it into his hat, and then his face into the top of his hat .... After obtaining the stone (from Chase) he began to publish abroad what wonders he could discover by looking in it .... IN THE MONTH OF JUNE, 1827, JOSEPH SMITH Sr., related to me the following story: That some years ago a spirit had appeared to Joseph [Smith Jr.] his son, in a vision, and informed him that in a certain place there was a record on plates of gold, and that he was the person to obtain them .... He repaired to the place of deposit and demanded the book. After obtaining the book, then placing it back on the stone, he attempted to get it a second time and was HINDERED. He saw in the box something LIKE A TOAD which assumed the appearance of a man, and struck him on the side of the head ... (and then) struck again and knocked him three or four rods .... he enquired why he could not obtain the plates; to which the spirit made reply, because you have not obeyed orders.”

Following the disclosure of the existence of the “white salamander” letter, much uproar came forth from Salt Lake City. A great deal of obfuscation came from the individual that supplied the letter. Mark Hofman, soon to become infamous for a murderous bombing attack, became a convenient target for Mormons, determined to preserve the illusion of Moroni, discloser of the plates. Regardless of Hofman’s infamy, the truth of the letter became evident to even the most reluctant believer.

What possible connection could a salamander have to do with the gaining the golden plates, one might ask? Well, if we examine some of the books that explore occultism we begin to broaden our knowledge. A salamander is described as “an elemental of fire.”
 An elemental is further described as “A spirit evolved in and from, and inhabiting one of the four elements; a sylph (spirit of the air), a gnome (spirit of the earth), a salamander (spirit of fire), or an undine (spirit of the water). (ibid., pg. 55) Occultists regard elementals as beings having substance, but visible only to those who have inner sight; some elementals are benign, others are malignant.

Because salamanders could withstand great heat they could be found in smelters for refining and were associated with gold. Occultists in the 1800s believed that they guarded caches of hidden gold. From the above definitions it is easy to see how a salamander could transfigure himself into an “old spirit.”

Helen P. Blavetsky and the Theosophical Society use the word “elementary” to refer to “the disembodied souls of the depraved.” As a footnote, twentieth-century treasure hunters still associated salamanders with hidden treasure.

In December 1984, when Mario Angelucci, 67, found a two-tailed lizard as he was repairing the foundations of his house near Florence, Italy, he was convinced it was a sign of good luck. He refused to hand it over to biologists at the local university and wouldn’t even let them near his house. With his lizard nearby, Angelucci dreamed one night that Roman soldiers from 2000 years ago were marching past his house. One of them said to him, “Go 15 meters into your field behind your house and dig down 60 centimeters.” As soon as he awoke, Angelucci grabbed a shovel and followed instructions. He found a hoard of Roman coins, valued at $50,000. “ I knew that lizard was a good luck sign,” be said. “I might never have believed the dream if I hadn’t believed in the powers of a lizard with two tails.”

Does this story sound similar to Joseph Smith and his salamander? What is this connection between lizards, salamanders and buried treasures? Maybe a white salamander is not such a strange companion for someone who used occult methods to hunt for buried treasures.

GUILTY! NEXT CASE!

It was charged that Joseph Smith was accused and found guilt of parting a local farmer from his money in a less than honest scheme, commonly known as money digging or glass looking. It was reported to have been an activity that brought him rebuke from his soon-to-be father-in-law, Isaac Hale. It is also historically recorded that he was removed from membership in a local Methodist church because of the activity and trial results. Joseph Smith skims over the specific event leading to the trial in the Pearl of Great Price
 explaining that he was only a day worker for the man so engaged and not personally involved. Mormon writers have continually challenged its doubters to find the records (seemingly lost) and prove Joseph Smith a liar or stop the attacks. Mormon writer Hugh Nibley, the most prolific defender of the Mormon faith, used almost 20 pages in his book The Mythmakers, in an attempt to discredit this “alleged” court trial. On page 142 we find:

“... If this court record is authentic it is the most damning evidence in existence against Joseph Smith” and would be “the most devastating blow to Smith ever delivered.”

Of course when that was first published back in 1961, Dr. Nibley undoubtedly felt that after 130 years no such record would turn up in 1971.  Once again, the actual evidence, which the Mormon Church had denied ever existed came to light   in 1971. You can read about how it was discovered as well as the relevance of other historical documents of that time that Joseph used a “seer” stone to find money, etc. in the 54 page brochure “Joseph Smith’s Bainbridge, N.Y., Court Trials.”

One might wonder why this should be cause for concern among investigators of Mormonism. The fact is the up to then, the Mormon Leaders had denied that there WAS such a trial. Indeed, they claim that the story of Joseph’s arrest was a “fabrication of unknown authorship and never in a court record at all.”

The charge that Joseph was known to hunt treasure with “Peep” or “seer” stones, etc., was serious enough that Mormon scholar Francis W. Kirkham stated that if the court record could be found, it would show that the Mormon Church was false:

Careful study of all facts regarding this alleged confession of Joseph Smith in a court of law that he had used a seer stone to find hidden treasure for purposes of fraud, must come to the conclusion that no such record was ever made, and therefore, is not in existence ... If any evidence had been in existence that Joseph Smith had used a seer stone for fraud and deception, and especially had he made this confession in a court of law as early as 1826, or four years before the Book of Mormon was printed, and this confession was in a court record, it would have been impossible for him to have organized the restored Church.
 

Later, in the same book, Mr. Kirkham states:

... if a court record could be identified, and if it contained a confession by Joseph Smith which revealed him to be a poor, ignorant, deluded, and superstitious person unable himself to write a book of any consequence, and whose church could not endure because it attracted only similar persons of low mentality if such a court record confession could be identified and proved, then it follows that his believers must deny his claimed divine guidance which led them to follow him.... How could he be a prophet of God, the leader of the Restored Church to these tens of thousands, if he had been superstitious fraud which the pages from a book declared he confessed to be? (pp. 486-487)

Well, in spite of 140 years of silence, the records did surface. Rev. Wesley Walters discovered the documents in the basement of the Chenango County, New York jail house at Norwich, N.Y. in 1971. The records, affidavits, and other data show conclusively that Joseph Smith was arrested, went to trial, was found guilty as an imposter in the Stowell matter of “glass looking.” It is not a matter of debate, opinion or religious preference. It is a proven historical fact.

 Initially Mormons denied that Joseph ever participated in “money digging” activities saying that would invalidate his claim as a prophet. Now that indisputable evidence confirms that Joseph was a convicted “money digger” Mormons have taken a “so what” attitude.  At least one says, now that the evidence proves that Joseph was a “money digger” that it really doesn’t matter. (What could a BYU professor say?) Mormon scholar Marvin Hill says:

There may be little doubt now, as I have indicated elsewhere, that Joseph Smith was brought to trial in 1826 on a charge, not exactly clear, associated with money digging.. Brodie’s thesis that the prophet grew from necromancer to prophet assumes that the two were mutually exclusive, that if Smith were a money digger he could not have been religiously sincere. This does not necessarily follow. Many believers active in their churches, were money diggers in New England and western New York in this period. Few contemporaries regard these money diggers as irreligious, only implying so if their religious views seemed too radical... For the historian interested in Joseph Smith the man, it does not seem incongruous for him to have hunted for treasure with a seer stone and then to use with full faith to receive revelations from the Lord.

Marvin Hill’s appraisal of the treasure seeking activities make it appear that contemporaries of Joseph Smith treated this enterprise with a casual air. One such contemporary that was closer to Joseph than most, could hardly disguise his disdain. This was Isaac Hale, father of the girl that Joseph would later elope with.   In an affidavit signed by Hale and published in the Susquehanna Register, May 1, 1834, Joseph’s father-in-law said:

I first became acquainted with Joseph Smith, Jr. in November, 1825. He was at that time in the employ of a set of men who were called ‘money diggers’; and his occupation was that of seeing, or pretending to see by what means of a stone placed in his hat, and his hat closed over his face. In this way he pretended to discover minerals and hidden treasure. Smith and his father, with several other money diggers boarded at my house while they were employed in digging for a mine that they supposed had been opened and worked by the Spaniards. Young Smith made several visits at my house, and at length asked my consent to his marrying my daughter Emma. This I refused ... he was a stranger, and followed a business that I could not approve.... Smith stated to me, that he had given up what he called ‘glass looking,’ and that he expected to work hard for a living... Soon after this, I was informed that they had brought a wonderful book of plates down with them... The manner in which he pretended to read and interpret, was the same as when he looked for the money-diggers, with the stone in his hat, and his hat over his face, while the Book of Plates were at the same time hid in the woods.

“YOU JUST GOTTA’ BELIEVE!”

A further article by John Dart
 records the Church’s reaction to the publicity surrounding the letter. The article follows:

LETTER REVEALING MORMON FOUNDER’S BELIEF IN SPIRITS, OCCULT RELEASED

The Mormon Church on Friday released photographic copies of an 1825 letter written by church founder Joseph Smith Jr., the oldest ever found in his hand, in which he suggests occult methods for finding treasure guarded by “some clever spirit.” The letter thus adds new evidence that the origins of Mormonism were interwoven with magical lore.

Church leaders acknowledged only this week that they own the letter, whose contents were rumored as long as a year ago. Its release comes on the heels of the announcement last week at the Mormon History Assn. meeting that an 1830 letter written by Martin Harris, Mormonism’s first follower, was authentic in spite of Harris’ seemingly bizarre report that Smith told him a “white salamander” guarding the golden plates (later the basis for the Book of Mormon) in 1823 turned into an old spirit who fended off Smith, striking him three times.

The official Mormon story mentions no salamander, a mythical figure long familiar to occultists, but instead says that Smith was denied immediate possession of the plates by an angel named Moroni, who is depicted widely in Mormon statuary and paintings. Several prominent Mormon historians say that together the two letters establish Smith’s involvement in popular folk magic and “money digging” during the 1820s when the young prophet later said he was receiving heavenly revelations.

But differences of opinion have emerged as to whether the uncomfortable mixture of magic, money-digging fads and religion will disturb the nearly 6 million followers of Mormonism or hinder the church’s proselytizing efforts. The majority of Mormons would tend to trust church officials who have down played the implications for faith, some Mormon historians said. “Many people would rely on present church prophets for interpretation,” said Milton Beckman of Brigham Young University. But others, including Canadian historian Klaus Hansen of Queen’s University, said that the historical implications of the letters are “potentially devastating.”

Valeen Avery, co-author of a new biography of Smith’s first wife, Emma, said she thinks the letters will “cause a profound change (because) we can’t say our history proves we are right.” In other words, Avery said, “A missionary now approaches someone and says, “I know the Mormon Church is true because an angel directed by God showed Joseph Smith golden plates from which he translated the Book of Mormon.” The book, which complements the Bible in Mormon churches, tells of earlier civilizations in the Western Hemisphere and an appearance of the resurrected Jesus to some of them. Avery predicted that the church would increasingly de-emphasize the origins of the Book of Mormon and Smith’s personality and start emphasizing what the church has to say.

“The [Los Angeles] Times obtained the first photocopy of the Smith letter earlier this week and learned that it was sold to the church about two years ago for a reported $25,000. Dated June 18, 1825, five years before the Book of Mormon was published and the church was organized, the letter to Josiah Stowell of Bainbridge, N.Y., advised him about locating buried riches.”

“You know the treasure must be guarded by some clever spirit,” Smith said, “and if such (a spirit) is discovered, so also is the treasure.”

Smith then gave instructions about using a “hasel stick” split down the middle to divine the presence of buried treasure. Smith said he was close to accepting an offer from Stowell and, indeed, Smith and his father signed a digging agreement on Nov. 1 that year with Stowell and three others.

With Smith himself writing matter-of-factly in 1825 about a “clever spirit” guarding buried treasure, the later Harris letter also gains credibility, said George D. Smith of San Francisco, an independent publisher of Mormon books. Some church members were starting to discount the Harris letter by speculating that Harris got the story wrong from young Smith, or had heard the salamander version from Smith’s father instead. Smith’s account in scripture
  bears little resemblance to the text of his letter to Stowell (Stoal). After time for reflection, he states that the Stowell incident was the origin of “... the very prevalent story of my having been a money-digger”.

The publisher, one of four speakers on the Harris letter at the Mormon historians’ meeting, asked, “If we say that the white salamander letter emerged from the occult culture of Joseph Smith’s day, what about the origin of the church? Does the 1830 letter contain Joseph Smith’s original story of obtaining the gold plates?”

The new findings and increasingly frank academic discussions of Smith’s attitudes and practices are important not only for the 8.5 million-member Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints based in Salt Lake City, but also the 200,000-member Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints in Independence, Mo., and scores of small Mormon sects in North America. All claim Smith as their prophet in “restoring” the gospel in the “latter days” before Christ’s return.

Charles Hamilton, a prominent New York City autograph collector, said Thursday by telephone that he was shown the Joseph Smith letter in 1984 by manuscript collector Mark Hofman of Salt Lake City, who bought it from a stamp collector. “I’ve seen hundreds of letters signed by ‘Joseph Smith,’ a very common name, but the second I saw this one I recognized it as the Mormon prophet’s signature,” Hamilton said. “I said it was probably of great historical interest and was worth about $15,000. Hofman told me he sold it within three weeks to the church for $25,000.”

Much or all of the material that was brokered by Hofman has been discredited by many Mormans simply because of his subsequent conviction for the bombing attack.  The fact that some of the letters and documents have proved to be forgeries does not explain those that continue to be accepted as authentic by the Church.

A typewritten copy of the Smith letter had been circulating anonymously among Mormon historians since last spring but its existence was unconfirmed and its owner apparently unknown. After a previous denial that the church owned it, Jerry Cahill, the church’s spokesman, said he was called into the office of Gordon Hinckley, second counselor to Mormon President Spencer Kimball, on May 3 and told that the First Presidency had the letter in its vault and that it might eventually be available for study. As it became clear during this week that photocopies of the letter would soon be circulated by sources outside the official church, Cahill announced that the church would discuss the contents and release a photographic copy of the letter.

While the Mormon Church leadership in one sense may have been prodded to acknowledge and talk about the new finds, it was aided in taking that course by scholars who have argued that the Smith and Harris letters will not inflict great harm to the church. Ronald W. Walker of BYU’s Joseph Fielding Smith Institute and Richard P. Howard, church historian for the Reorganized LDS Church based in Independence, Mo., both recently took that approach.

Walker said many Americans in the Northeast during the early 19th Century believed that previous civilizations, pirates or Spaniards had left buried treasure that could be found by certain magical methods. Vermont, where Joseph Smith’s family first lived, had many digging sites, he said. Dreams and “peep stones” contributed to locating lost treasure, and it was widely understood that trickster spirits would be guarding these rich caches. “We’re not talking about black magic or dark occult powers,” Walker said. “Angels were as real to Martin Harris as were conjured spirits.”

Howard claimed that prayer and magic were “consistent companions” throughout the world. Churchgoers should try to bridge the gap to Joseph Smith’s time and walk with (the early Mormons) in empathy and imagination,” he said. On the other hand, Peggy Fletcher, publisher-editor of the independent Mormon-oriented magazine Sunstone, questioned the approach by Walker and Howard: “Why does it not make me feel better to hear that everybody was into magic then? I think historians are naive if they think members are going to buy this.”

The letter which caused so much consternation but which has been authenticated by Church experts follows. Written in Joseph’s hand, it suggests that a clever spirit was guarding buried treasure and offers some occult methods for detecting the spirit.

Canandagua June 18th 1825

Dear Sir

My Father has Shown me your letter informing him and me of your Success in locating the mine as you Suppose but we are of the oppinion that Since you cannot asertain any particulars you Should not dig more untill you first discover if any valluables remain you know the treasure must be guarded by Some clever spirit and if such is discovered so is the treasure so do this take a hasel Stick one yard long being new Cut and cleave it Just in the middle and lay it asunder on the mine so that both inner parts of the stick may look one right against the other one inch distant and if there is treasure after a while you shall see them draw and Join together again of themselves let me know how it is Since you were here I have almost decided to accept your offer and if you can make it convenient to come this way I shall be ready to accompany you if nothing happens more than I know of I am very respectfully

Joseph Smith Jr ---------------

The History of the Church, much of it written by the “Prophet” himself, is just a notch below the “scripture” which it supports. George A. Smith and Wilford Woodruff, when they were Church historians, said in referring to the History of Joseph Smith that “a history more correct in its details than this was never published.”
 The History goes on to say that it “has been CAREFULLY REVISED under the strict inspection of President Brigham Young, and APPROVED BY HIM”
 (editor’s emphasis).

It is difficult to imagine a perfect work requiring revisions but then the Book of Mormon has had over 4,000 revisions with no end in sight. It is remarkable then that Joseph could refer to the perfection of Book of Mormon when he said:

I told the Brethren that the Book of Mormon was the most correct of any book on earth ... and a man could get nearer to God by abiding by its precepts, than by any other book ... (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, pg. 194)

JOSEPH SMITH, “TRANSLATOR OF ANCIENT RECORD”

With growing acceptance of the “Golden Bible,” Joseph was flush with success. His closest followers felt that they were in the presence of a man that spoke often with God and could accomplish any feat. Another test came in 1843 with the discovery of more ancient “plates.” Could the “seer” translate these latest plates with the ease that he had the gold plates, sixteen years earlier?

1843: A FRESH TRANSLATION CHALLENGE

A remarkable discovery was made in 1843, in Pike county, Illinois, which resulted in reverberations that would be felt more than a hundred years later. The find was of the “Kinderhook Plates” which were fraudulently made and placed in a burial mound to “fool’ the Mormon Prophet, Joseph Smith, who, unaware of their origin, began to “translate” them. As he wrote in his diary under the date of May 1, 1843: “ I insert fac-similes of the six brass plates found near Kinderhook, in Pike county, Illinois, on April 23, by Mr. Robert Wiley and others, while excavating a large mound.... I HAVE TRANSLATED A PORTION OF THEM, and find they contain the history of the person with whom they were found. HE WAS A DESCENDANT OF HAM, THROUGH THE LOINS OF PHARAOH, KING OF EGYPT, and that he received his kingdom from the Ruler of heaven and earth.”
  The Mormon Prophet was so impressed with these “plates” that he included the “fac-similes” in the “official” history of the Church.

1879: THE TRICKSTERS CONFESS

One of the perpetuators of the fraud, a Mr. Wilbur Fugate, signed a sworn affidavit on June 30, 1879 explaining not only WHO was involved in the plan to trick the Mormon Prophet, but HOW they made the plates, i.e. Bridge Whitton cut them out of some pieces of copper, Wiley and I made the hieroglyphics by making impressions on beeswax and filling them with acid and putting it on the plates. When they were finished we put them together with rust made of nitric acid, old iron and lead, and bound them with a piece of hoop iron, covering them completely with the rust.
 Not too surprising, the Mormon Leaders disregarded the affidavit because of the implications. Besides, the plates were believed “lost” since they had been gone since the Civil War and were thought to have been destroyed with the museum which housed them. So far, so good’

1960: OH, OH, A PLATE “REAPPEARS”

What do we do now? A couple of fellows walk into the Chicago Historical Society and ask to see a bell-shaped brass plate known as a Kinderhook Plate. These fellows, non-LDS, proclaim that “the plate was engraved with a pointed instrument and not etched with acid.” So! They must be authentic!

1962: THE “PROPHET” WAS RIGHT!

Based on the “report” that the plate was “engraved” rather than “etched” the official Mormon Church monthly magazine proclaims “A recent rediscovery of one of the Kinderhook plates which was examined by Joseph Smith, Jun., REAFFIRMS HIS PROPHETIC CALLING and reveals the false statements made by one of the finders.”
 The Mormon Church then proclaimed that this “rediscovery” then “put the plates back into the category of ‘genuine’ WHICH JOSEPH SMITH, JUN., HAD SAID THEY WERE IN THE FIRST PLACE.” The Church then states that their “Prophet” had” pronounced them genuine and translated a part of them.” The Church observes that the “Prophet” had also recorded these facts in his diary.
 

1964: SO WHAT DOES IT REALLY MEAN?

“THE PLATES ARE NOW BACK IN THEIR ORIGINAL CATEGORY OF GENUINE. What scholars may learn FROM THIS ANCIENT RECORD IN FUTURE YEARS or what may be translated by divine power is an exciting thought to contemplate. This much remains. JOSEPH SMITH, JUN. STANDS AS A TRUE PROPHET AND TRANSLATOR OF ANCIENT RECORDS by divine means AND ALL THE WORLD IS INVITED TO INVESTIGATE THE TRUTH which has sprung out of the earth NOT ONLY OF THE KINDERHOOK PLATES, but of the Book of Mormon as well.”
 

1981: OOPS!

Additional testing PROVES the KINDERHOOK PLATES TO BE A FRAUD. In an interesting nine page article titled “Kinderhook Plates Brought to Joseph Smith Appear to Be a Nineteenth-Century Hoax” the official Mormon magazine “Ensign” states “The conclusion, therefore, is that this Chicago plate is indeed one of the original Kinderhook plates, which now fairly well evidences them to be faked antiques.”
 

IF NOT PLATES, THEN HOW ABOUT PAPYRI

No discussion of LDS scripture would be complete without touching upon the Pearl of Great Price, and in particular, The Book of Abraham. The Book of Abraham was translated by Joseph Smith from some papyrus fragments that he had purchased from a man claiming to be an Egyptologist traveling through the area with several mummies on display.

THE MUMMIES

To summarize, the “prophet Joseph Smith” came into the possession of some Egyptian mummies including two rolls of papyrus in July of 1835. In his own words: “Soon after this, some of the Saints at Kirtland purchased the mummies and papyrus, ... I commenced the translation of some of the characters or hieroglyphics, and much to our joy found that one of the rolls contained the writings of Abraham, another the writings of Joseph of Egypt, etc.”
  Joseph “translated” what is now The Book of Abraham from the papyrus. (No one could understand Egyptian hieroglyphics until years later).

PAPYRI FOUND

It was long thought that the mummies and papyri were lost in the Chicago fire, but it turns out the papyri had been in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, which presented them to the Mormon Church in November 1967. The papyri are rather common funerary text from the Egyptian “Book of Breathings” and have since been translated and bear absolutely no resemblance to Joseph’s Book of Abraham.
 By matching portions of these recently RE-discovered papyri with Joseph Smith’s Egyptian Alphabet & Grammar, it can be conclusively illustrated that Joseph’s “translation” is a hoax. He had actually “translated” 76 words from ONE simple character that resembled an inverted “E.”

Incidentally, the Joseph Smith’s Egyptian Alphabet & Grammar was suppressed by the Mormon Church’s Leaders for over 125 years, and would still be “unavailable” had it not been for someone who smuggled it, and for their own reasons, made it available for publication in 1966. Conclusive proof of this particular “translation” fraud and its many implications can now be disclosed.
 While some have come to accept the conclusion of fraud, the intriguing story of how the Mormon leaders have handled this problem is just as interesting.
 

Using several of the facsimiles from the papyri, Joseph Smith demonstrated that these were representations of Abraham in Egypt and proceeded to then “translate” the papyri fragments into their English meanings. This was done prior to the general understanding of the Rosetta Stone decoding of the ancient Egyptian language. In a recent comparison of the papyri to Joseph’s notes, it was apparent that the 13th and 14th verses of Abraham 1 were translated from one single character resembling a backward E. Yet, in fact, Joseph Smith translated this into 76 words, with 9 proper names, and 8 other nouns. The character for the Egyptian god, Khonso, was translated by Joseph Smith into 177 words in Abraham 1:16-19.

Dealing with this issue has been a major test of faith for Mormon scholars. Three Major non-LDS Egyptologists, Klaus Baer, Richard A. Parker, and the late John A. Wilson, reviewed the fragments and all concluded that Joseph’s translation was totally incorrect and his restorations of the facsimiles were a gross injustice to the art of Egyptology.

Parker describes Facsimile number 1 as a “well-known scene from the Osiris mysteries, with Anubis, the jackal-headed god on the left, ministering to the dead Osiris on the bier. The pencilled (?) restoration (by Smith) is incorrect. Anubis should be jackal-headed. The left arm of Osiris is in reality lying at his side under him. The apparent upper hand is part of a second bird which is hovering over the erect phallus of Osiris (now broken away). The second bird is Isis and she is magically impregnated by the dead Osiris and then later gives birth to Horus who avenges his father and takes over his inheritance.”

Klaus Baer basically repeats the same description, in his translation of the papyri as the “Breathing Permit of Hor.” He states, “The vignette of P. JS I is unusual, but parallels exist on the walls of the Ptolemaic temples of Egypt, the closest being the scenes in the Osiris chapels on the roof of the Temple of Dendera.” He specifically describes Facsimile 1, “There are some problems about restoring the missing parts of the body of Osiris. He was almost certainly represented as ithyphallic, ready to beget Horus, as in many of the scenes at Dendera”
 In all, all three Egyptologists confirm that the Joseph Smith papyri deal exclusively with pagan rituals, pagan gods, and the Breathing Peak of Hor.

One of the most revealing and honest “in-house” appraisals of this document was published recently by Dr. Edward H. Ashment, an LDS Egyptologist working with the translation department of the LDS Church.
 

Throughout Ashment’s Appraisal of the Facsimiles, he deals with pagan rituals and pagan gods. At no time does he make a connection to Abraham, Abraham’s God or Abraham’s religion-just paganism. While Ashment went far out of his way in softening any blows against the prophet Joseph, no one can read his work and not see the totally illiterate definitions given the pagan works by Joseph Smith.
 

As one Mormon writer said: “To a professional historian, for example, the recent translation of the Joseph Smith papyri may well represent the potentially most damaging case against Mormonism since its foundation. Yet the ‘Powers That Be’ at the Church Historian’s office should take comfort in the fact that the almost total lack of response to this translation is an uncanny proof of Frank Kermode’s observation that even the most devastating acts of disconfirmation will have no effect whatever on true believers.”
 Translation? Joseph Smith papyri? What’s going on here? Simply this. Book of Abraham is part of the Mormon Church’s canonized scripture called the Pearl of Great Price. The Book of Abraham states at the heading above that book’s chapter one that it is: “Translated from the papyrus, by Joseph Smith” and that it came “from the catacombs of Egypt...The writings of Abraham... written by his own hand, upon papyrus.”

The Mormon scriptures appear to be akin to a pickup truck filled with tangled fishing line. We are still standing in that pickup truck, up to our waists, almost incomprehensibly looking all about us at the unbelievable mess. Where do we go from here? We have hardly begun to clear up the twisted ends. Our God is not the author of such confusion. You should have progressed far enough through this volume to the point where you may never doubt what Proverbs 30:6 means when it says, Add thou not unto His words, lest He reprove thee, and thou be found a liar. What you have seen here is an endless series of lies built upon lies, so compounded that it is an impossible task to work your way back to truth.

BY 1843 GOD HAS BECOME FLESH AND BONE

Why were the Lectures removed from the Doctrines and Covenants published in 1921? Ask the missionaries. Most likely because they raised more questions than they answered. They were reflective of Joseph’s doctrine in 1835. By 1843 Joseph provided some items of instruction which were to become section 130 of the Doctrines and Covenants which states:

The Father has a body of flesh and bones as tangible as man’s; the Son also; but the Holy Ghost has not a body of flesh and bones, but is a personage of Spirit .... (verse 22)
Where was Joseph’s evolution of God leading? Just three months before his murder he integrated his developed theology in one significant sermon. As Mormon writer, Van Hale, wrote in his 17 page article entitled The Doctrinal Impact of the King Follett Discourse
 that:

Joseph took the stand at 3:15 pm Sunday, April 7, 1844 and delivered the most controversial sermon of his life, unparalled in Mormonism in historical and doctrinal significance. (p. 211)

What did Joseph say? You can read a compilation of three scribes of the full sermon which has been published in the same issue of BYU Studies that Mr. Hale’s article comes from.
 Limited space prohibits inclusion here. However, Mr. Hale summarizes the four primary concepts from the King Follett discourse as follows
:

1. Men can become gods,

2. There exists many gods,

3. The gods exist one above the other innumerably, and...

4. God was once as man now is.

So Joseph’s god is now a resurrected man with a body of flesh and bones in direct conflict with his earlier teachings in the Lectures on Faith which taught that God is a Spirit. Writer Van Hale must have done exhaustive research for his article (aside from his some seventy-three footnotes). He is to be congratulated. His research includes the views of the Mormon Apostle Parley P. Pratt who was a contemporary of Joseph’s and a most prolific Mormon Writer. Incidentally, Pratt, in an article in Dialogue
, is called “Father of Mormon Pamphleteering” by Brigham Young University professor, Peter Crawley, who lists some thirty-one written works by Parley P. Pratt and states that he “all but single-handedly, invented Mormon bookwriting.” Insightful, is one of these writings: 

Whoever reads our books, or hears us preach, knows that we believe in the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost as one God. That the Son has flesh and bones, and the Father is a spirit. But we would inform Mr. H. that a personage of Spirit has its organized formation, its body and parts, its individual identity, its eyes, mouth, ears, and that it is in the image or likeness of the temporal body, although not composed of such gross materials as flesh and bones; hence it is said that Jesus is the express image of his (the Father’s) person.

Mormon writer Hale adds this obvious, but very important thought:

This represents at least Pratt’s understanding of Mormon doctrine on the Godhead in 1840. 

DOCTRINE FORMATION CAN BE CONFUSING

What’s the bottom line? What can we conclude when the actual history of the Mormon concept of God is studied over time? Mr. Hale, following extensive research into the subject states that: 

Prior to 1841, church doctrine described the father as ‘being a personage of spirit, while the Son was a ‘personage of tabernacle, made or fashioned like unto a man.’ This was well established doctrine, having been taught to the elders at the School of the Prophets in 1834, published in the Church paper in Kirtland in 1835, approved by the general assembly of the Church at Kirtland in 1835 to be part of the ‘doctrine’ section of the Doctrine and Covenants, and taught by the elders until at least 1840. However, by April 2, 1843 the new doctrine taught, of Jesus, that ‘all things that he had seen the Father do, he had done, and that he had done nothing but what he saw the Father do.’ Thus the Father is a resurrected being of flesh and bones like the Son. The old doctrine gave way to the new, upon Joseph’s frequent teachings on the subject, and its harmony with the concepts of eternal progression which were becoming more common at Nauvoo.


 SUMMARY OF THE CONFUSION

     JESUS TAUGHT:   And  This Is  Life Eternal,  That They Might Know Thee The Only True God, and Jesus Christ Whom Thou Has Sent. John 17:3

     BRIGHAM:   But There Never Was A Time When There Were Not Gods...”
 




       God’s Father 

         (A God)

       Adam’s Father 

         (A God)

            Adam 

         (A God)

       Jesus Christ 

         (A God)

         Holy Ghost 

         (A God)

          Abraham 

         (A God?)

       Joseph Smith 

         (A God?)

      Brigham Young 

         (A God?)

             YOU 

        (if male)
         (A God?)

   I learned it by translating the papyrus which is now in my house.... If Jesus Christ was the Son of God, and John discovered that God  the Father of Jesus Christ had a Father, you may suppose that He had a Father also....D.H.C. Vol. 6, pp. 474, 476 (Sermon given by the prophet Joseph Smith)
Now hear it, O inhabitants of the earth, Jew and Gentile, Saint and Sinner! 
When our father Adam came into the garden of Eden, he came into it with a celestial body, and brought Eve, one of his wives, with him. He helped to make and organize Adam this world. He is Michael the Archangel, the Ancient of Days! about whom holy men have written and spoken-HE IS OUR FATHER AND OUR GOD, AND THE ONLY GOD WITH WHOM WE HAVE TO DO. Every man upon the earth, professing  Christians or non-professing must hear it, and will know it sooner or  later ..... [Journal of Discourses, Vol. 1, pp. 50, 51 (Brigham Young sermon given April 9,1852)] 

Christ is the God of Israel. [Mormon Doctrine, 1979 ed. by Bruce McConkie, p. 323]

...the Holy Ghost is a man; he is one Holy Ghost of the sons of our father and our God; and  he is that man that stood next to Jesus Christ, just as I stand by brother Brigham. [ Journal of Discourses, Vol. 5, p. 179 (Comments by Heber C. Kimball given August 23, 1857)]
Abraham ... ; as Isaac also and Jacob did  none other things than that which they were commanded;... and sit upon thrones, and are not angels but are gods.  [Doctrine and Covenants, Section 132:37 (from the “Revelation” regarding Polygamy recorded July 12, 1843)] 
No man or woman of this dispensation will enter the Celestial Kingdom without the consent of Joseph Smith. [ Journal of Discourses, 7:289]
The only men who become Gods, even the Brigham Young Sons of God, are those who enter into  polygamy.  [Journal of Discourses, 11:269 (Brigham Young, August 19, 1866)]
Brethren, 225,000 of you are here tonight. I suppose 225,000 of you may become gods. [The Ensign, November 1975, p. 80 (speech given by Spencer W. Kimball]
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