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Mormonism is one of the world's fastest growing religions, doubling its membership every 15
years. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (the formal denomination of the Mormon
church) is now 10 million strong, with more than half of its membership coming from outside the
United States. More than 88 million copies of The Book of Mormon have been printed, and it has
been translated into more than 50 languages. Mormons in America tells the tumultuous story of
this religious group, from its humble origins in small-town New York State in 1830 to its present
heyday. Claudia and Richard Bushman introduce us to charismatic leaders like Joseph Smith
and Brigham Young, go deep behind Mormon rites and traditions, take us along the adventurous
trail of the Mormon pioneers into the West, evoke the momentous erection of Salt Lake City in
the desert, and draw us into the dozens of skirmishes, verbal attacks, and court battles between
Mormons and their neighbors, other religions, the media, and the American
government.Religion in American Life explores the evolution, character, and dynamic of
organized religion in America from 1500 to the present day. Written by distinguished historians of
religion, these books weave together the varying stories that compose the religious fabric of the
United States, from Puritanism to alternative religious practices. Primary source material
coupled with handsome illustrations and lucid text make these books essential in any
exploration of America's diverse nature. Each book includes a chronology, suggestions for
further reading, and an index.

From Library JournalThese are the first of Oxford's new 17-volume "Religion in American Life"
series, aimed primarily at young adults but of value to older students as well. Three of the
volumes will treat the topic chronologically, nine will consider the various religious traditions, four
will be topical, and the last volume will be a biographical supplement and series index. Jon
Butler (American studies and religion, Yale) and Henry S. Stout (American Christianity, Yale)
serve as series editors. The books offer serious treatments of the subjects at hand in a way that
makes them attractive for popular reading by combining text, photographs, and original
documents. In a balanced account, Gaustad (history, emeritus, Univ. of California, Riverside)
treats the (often contentious) role of religion in Colonial America and examines the significant
Supreme Court cases that have helped define the place of religion with regard to the state.
Claudia Bushman (American studies, Columbia) and Richard Bushman (history, Columbia)?
both practicing Mormons?offer a clear, concise, and unbiased account of Mormon history,
especially as it relates to the issue of church and state. They are honest about the number of
disaffected Mormons and examine problems within Mormon history, such as the relationship
with Native Americans. This series, written in a style that would be accessible to bright high-
schoolers, promises to be an excellent supplement to textbooks that too often downplay the



central role religon has played in American history.?Augustine J. Curley, O.S.B., Newark Abbey,
NJCopyright 1998 Reed Business Information, Inc. --This text refers to the hardcover
edition.From BooklistGr. 7^-10. Part of the Religion in American Life series, this volume focuses
on the history, practices, and doctrines of one of the fastest-growing religions in the world, the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, more commonly known as the Mormons. The
authors offer a well-rounded treatment that not only presents readers with the facts but also
deals with questions that naturally arise from a religion that has its origins in the discovery of
mysterious golden plates. For instance, how could Joseph Smith, an uneducated young farmer,
translate from these plates an epic like the Book of Mormon? While emphasizing the strengths
of Mormonism, the book also looks carefully at some of the controversies that have surrounded
it, such as originally allowing polygamy, the longtime reluctance to confer priesthood on blacks,
and the pressure the region's high standards puts on members. Particularly interesting is the
chapter on the role of women in the church, who are viewed in some circles as submissive to
their husbands; this book shows them as strong and enterprising. A solid resource for libraries.
Illustrated with historical material and black-and-white photos. Time line and bibliography
appended. Ilene Cooper --This text refers to the hardcover edition.From Kirkus ReviewsThis
entry in Oxford's Religion in American Life series is a scholarly and well-researched history of
Mormonism in America. Begun in 1830, it is one of the world's fastest-growing Christian
religions, with more than 10 million members, and a membership that doubles every 15 years.
The Laupers explain, in addition to traditional Christian doctrines, the role of the Book of
Mormonrevelations published by Joseph Smith when he was only 24 years old. The authors also
cover the controversies, e.g., the Mormon practice of polygamy. This balanced presentation
reveals how the church's members aim to develop a faith ``strong enough to withstand the
reverses and temptations of daily life.'' Readers will be left with a great appreciation for the
determination and spiritualism of the Mormons. (b&w photographs and reproductions,
chronology, further reading, index) (Nonfiction. 12+) -- Copyright ©1998, Kirkus Associates, LP.
All rights reserved. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.Review"Tells the remarkable story
of how a new religion was born, developed amid persecution and hardship, and became one of
the world's fastest growing faiths...Gives great insight into Mormon beliefs and the elaborate
organization of community life that is a hallmark of the faith."--The ChristianScience Monitor"A
well-rounded treatment that not only presents readers with the facts but also deals with
questions that naturally arise...While emphasizing the strengths of Mormonism, the book also
looks carefully at some of the controversies that have surrounded it...A strong resource
forlibraries."--Booklist"A rich and sympathetic portrayal of what for a time was America's most
persecuted religious minority."--The Wall Street Journal"An engaging and accessible
overview...An informative, sympathetic introduction to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day
Saints. A major strength of this book is its graceful prose."--Religious Studies in Secondary
Schools"An admirable and objective history of the Mormon church../Invaluable for any reader
wanting to learn something about the Mormon religion; even Mormon readers will find this book



a very useful guide to their church's history."--VOYA"A clear, concise, and unbiased account of
Mormon history, especially as it relates to the issue of church and state. [The Bushmans] are
honest about the number of disaffected Mormons and examine problems within Mormon history,
such as the relationship with Native Americans....Serious treatment ofthe subject at hand in a
way that makes [it] attractive for popular reading by combining text, photographs and original
documents."--Library Journal--This text refers to the hardcover edition.About the AuthorClaudia
Lauper Bushman and Richard Lyman Bushman are both at Columbia University. --This text
refers to the hardcover edition.Read more
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BUILDING THE KINGDOMBUILDING THE KINGDOMA History of Mormons in
AmericaCLAUDIA LAUPER BUSHMAN and RICHARD LYMAN BUSHMANOxford New
YorkAthens Auckland Bangkok Bogotá Buenos Aires Cape TownChennai Dar es Salaam
Delhi Florence Hong Kong Istanbul KarachiKolkata Kuala Lumpur Madrid Melbourne
Mexico City Mumbai NairobiParis São Paulo Shanghai Singapore Taipei Tokyo Toronto
Warsawwith associated companies in Berlin IbadanOxford is a registered trademark of Oxford
University PressPublished by Oxford University Press, Inc.198 Madison Avenue, New York, New
York 10016Copyright © 1999, 2001 by Claudia L. Bushman and Richard L. BushmanAll rights
reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or
transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or
otherwise, without the prior permission of Oxford University Press.Library of Congress
Cataloging-in-Publication DataBX861l.B84 2001 289.3'73-dc21 2001035924Design:
Casper GrathwohlFrontispiece: Maneuvering wagons over the narrow, winding Mormon Trail
took great skill and daring. Ruts from the wagon wheels are still visible today on parts of the
Trail.To our grandchildren, who will soon be old enough to read this book.PREFACEM ormonism
began as one of the numerous small sects that sprang up in the United States in the decades
between the American Revolution and the Civil War. The antebellum era was one of
extraordinary religious creativity, unmatched in our history for its variety and spontaneity.Joseph
Smith, the founder of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, was one of many religious
leaders who promised salvation to a nation passing through a time of intense change.Today,
Mormonism is no longer purely an American religion. More than half of the members of the
Church live outside of the United States. In the last decade of the twentieth century, the Church's
greatest growth occurred in Latin America, the Philippines, and Africa. The little sect, led by the
prophetic voice of one man, has grown into a vast movement winning converts inall parts of the
globe.This international expansion makes the American origins of Mormonism all the more
significant. How did this burgeoning world religion begin? How did it develop in the United
States? While the religion has been expanding around the globe, Mormon growth has also
continued in the United States. More than 5 million Latter-day Saints live in this country.
Mormons outnumber Presbyterians and Episcopalians. What is the source of this vitality?The
approach of this book is to understand Mormonism in terms of the experience of the Mormon
people. The satisfactions they derive from their religion must, in the end, account for the strength
of the movement. Like every religion, Mormonism has had its problems, both external pressure
from opponents and critics and internal dissension and controversy within the Church. Mormons
have had to cope with these tensions personally and as an institution. The ways of dealing with
controversy have been as important in the success of the Church as the rewards that faith brings
to individuals.One controversy centers on a singular contradiction in the history of Mormonism in
America. From the beginning, Latterday Saints have considered themselves Christian, claiming
their religion to be the most authentic form of Bible Christianity in existence. Joseph Smith
consciously strove to replicate biblical patterns of worship and to revive biblical doctrines.



Mormons believe in the divinity of Jesus Christ and His atonement for the sins of humankind.
And yet their Christianity has been in question down to the present day. The critics claim that
Latter-day Saint doctrines, the doctrine of God particularly, do not conform to the traditional
creeds of Christianity. By individual critiques and in official church pronouncements, Mormons
have been declared outside the bounds of traditional Christian belief.Objections are also
brought against the extraordinary claims of Joseph Smith to revelation. Other visionaries of his
time received prophetic callings, saw into heaven, and were visited by angels, but Joseph Smith
was the only one to record his revelations and consider them as scripture. In writing his
revelations, he reenacted the writing of the Bible. His followers gave his words the same
credence as the words of Isaiah or Paul.Such claims were an affront to traditional Christians who
believed Joseph Smith broke the biblical prohibition against adding words to the book. He was
considered a scoundrel and a fraud, his followers dupes and fanatics. Critical historians to this
day argue that Smith contrived the Book of Mormon and deceived his followers into believing it
was an authentic record of ancient scripture. Against these charges, modern Mormons assert
their faith in Joseph Smith's inspiration. They guide their belief by words that critics believe were
mere creations of Smith's imagination.Disputes like these have typified the stormy history of the
Church of Jesus Christ from the outset. Its growth in the United States and abroad has always
proceeded in the midst of controversy. One result of this history is that Mormons think of
themselves as a people apart. They are Christians, but of a particular sort. The aim of this book
is to explain how Mormons feel about their religion and how they hold on to their faith in the
modern era.CONTENTSPREFACECHAPTER ONE Joseph Smith's First Visions,
1820-30CHAPTER TWO Zion, 1831-37CHAPTER THREE Nauvoo, 1838-46CHAPTER FOUR
The Westward Trek, 1846-69CHAPTER FIVE Building the Kingdom, 1847-69CHAPTER SIX
Mormon Women, 1831-90CHAPTER SEVEN Mormons in the Nation, 1890-1945CHAPTER
EIGHT The Church Since 1945CHRONOLOGYFURTHER READINGINDEXCHAPTER
ONEJoseph Smith's First Visions, 1820-30W hile I was thus in the act of calling upon God, I
discovered a light appearing in my room, which continued to increase until the room was lighter
than at noonday, when immediately a personage appeared at my bedside, standing in the air, for
his feet did not touch the floor.—Joseph Smith, Jr., "History," Papers of Joseph Smith, Volume 1,
1839Mormonism, one of the world's fastest growing Christian religions, doubles its membership
about every 15 years. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (the formal name of the
Mormon church) now claims more than 10 million members, more than half of whom are outside
the United States. Within a decade after its organization in New York State in 1830 the church
had more than twenty thousand adherents, and it has grown rapidly ever since.Mormonism is a
Christian denomination. Mormons believe in the Bible as other Christians do and accept most
traditional Christian doctrines regarding faith in Christ, the need for repentance, and the
importance of loving one's neighbor.Joseph Smith, the faith's first "prophet" or spiritual leader,
said his intention was to restore the true religion of the Bible, not start something entirely new.
But Mormonism is a Christian religion with a difference. Smith did not follow the path of earlier



Protestant reformers, like Martin Luther or John Calvin, learned men who reasoned their way to
new interpretations of the Bible. Smith, born December 2 3, 1805 in Sharon, Vermont, and
brought up on farms in Vermont and New York had little schooling as a boy and rarely attended
church. Nothing prepared him to debate with the educated clergy as Luther and Calvin did.
Smith did not search the Bible for new insights or find fault with the teachings of other churches
as the starting point for his religion. He said he received his doctrines directly from heaven like
prophets of ancient times. Angels appeared to him and the Holy Spirit inspired his mind. He
made a fresh beginning by communicating directly with God.Because of the heavenly
revelations he is believed to have received, Joseph Smith has the same place in Mormon history
as Moses does in the history of the Jews. Mormons honor Smith as a prophet who taught the
law of God and led his people. In Jewish tradition Moses recorded his revelations in the first five
books of the Bible. Joseph Smith's revelations have been compiled into a work called the
Doctrine and Covenants, a book of scripture for Mormons that supplements the Old and New
Testaments. In short, Mormons think of Joseph Smith as a prophet very much like those who
wrote the Bible.Smith's revelations began when he was a boy, in answer to a prayer for
guidance. He was then living in New York near a little town called Palmyra, bordering the route of
the Erie Canal, which was under construction at the time. In that period there were many
preachers who were seeking to convince people that they had sinned and must depend on
Christ to save them. Joseph Smith, although not overly religious until then, worried about his
worthiness and wanted assurance of God's forgiveness. But the diversity of churches confused
him. Four churches met in the village of Palmyra-the Methodists, Presbyterians, Baptists, and
Quakers-all with slightly varying doctrines. Joseph Smith did not know whom to trust or which
church to attend, making it difficult for him to find answers to his religious questions.His parents,
Joseph Smith, Sr., and Lucy Mack Smith, could not give him much help. They had drifted away
from the Congregational church in New England at a time when the old religions were breaking
up and splintering into scores of different churches. Preachers and visionaries confused
worshipers with their own versions of Christianity, making it hard to know where the truth lay. And
the movement of the population from country to city as well as east to west hastened the
disruption of traditional churches. In this flow of migrants, Joseph Smith's grandparents, for
example, had moved from settled towns in Massachusetts and Connecticut to Vermont, leaving
behind their ancestors' religion.Although Smith's parents were believing Christians, the family
rarely attended church. As tenant farmers who rented land for most of their married life-Joseph
was born on a rented farm in Vermont-they never settled anywhere long enough to join a local
church. When the Smiths moved from Vermont to Palmyra in 1816 and became able to buy a
farm, his mother attended the Presbyterian Church, but his father refused to go with her,
believing that the churches were full of hypocrites. This family division added to young Joseph's
confusion.Smith's religious concern climaxed in 1820 when he was 14. He later wrote that he
was "excedingly distressed for I become convicted of my sins and by searching the scriptures I
found that mankind did not come unto the Lord but that they had apostatised [fallen away] from



the true and liveing faith." Hoping to find the truth for himself, he went to pray in the woods near
his father's clearing. To his amazement, as he prayed, "A piller of light above the brightness of
the sun at noon day come down from above and rested upon me and I was filled with the spirit of
god and the Lord opened the heavens upon me and I saw the Lord and he spake unto me
saying Joseph my son thy sins are forgiven thee." Grateful for God's mercy, Smith also asked
which church he should join. The being that he called the Lord told him not to join any: "They
have turned asside from the gospel and keep not my commandments."When Smith told a
minister about his visions, the man was suspicious. He said that "all such things had ceased with
the Apostles and there never would be any more of them." The minister pressured the boy to
deny his experiences, but he refused. Although he was poorly educated, as the spelling and
grammatical errors in his account reveal, he relied on the messages from heaven and his own
understanding of God's will.The vision did not immediately transform Smith's life. Over the next
few years, he said, "I fell into transgression and sinned in many things which brought a wound
upon my soul." But his religious experiences were not at an end. He prayed again for forgiveness
in 1823, when he was seventeen, and received a revelation then that was more extraordinary
than the first. Once again a heavenly person appeared. An angel calling himself Moroni told
Smith about "plates of gold" containing an account of people who had lived centuries earlier on
the North American continent. Smith learned that he was to translate the characters on the
plates, creating a work that came to be known as the Book of Mormon.The 1823 vision included
a view of the gold plates: thin metal sheets inscribed with ancient writing, bound together by
large rings. The next day Smith went to the location he had seen in the vision, pried up a rock,
and saw the plates lying in a stone box. But when he tried to lift them out, he suffered a shock
that stopped him short. After three attempts, the angel Moroni returned and told him he could not
have the plates yet. Smith had earlier been cautioned against trying to become rich from the
plates, but coming up the hill he "had been tempted of the advisary [by an adversary] and
saught the Plates to obtain riches and kept not the commandment that I should have an eye
single to the glory of God." A poor young man whose family was trying to pay off the mortgage
on their farm might well be tempted by the thought of potential riches, but even thinking of them
delayed the recovery of the plates for four years. Not until 1827 did Smith receive them and
begin translation of the text.Moroni's visit occurred on September 22, 1823. From then on
Joseph Smith had revelations and visions to the end of his life. These stories of revelations seem
strange in an age when accounts of the supernatural are discounted. Even believing Christians,
who accept biblical revelations, distrust a modern visionary, especially one as poor and
uneducated as Joseph Smith. To explain his visions, critics have suggested various
explanations. Smith's contemporaries thought he was a fraud who made up stories to deceive
his followers. A noted twentieth-century biographer called him a great fabricator with a gift for
making up stories who was carried along by his own success. Others have offered psychological
explanations related to epileptic seizures or "automatic" writing coming uninvited from his
subconscious mind. Most recently, people have suspended judgment, granting that religious



experiences may be authentic for those who undergo them but not necessarily be real in a
scientific sense. One recent commentator, an avowed atheist, called Joseph Smith a religious
genius.Unfazed by general disbelief, Mormons consider the Joseph Smith revelation stories to
be actual events when God spoke to people on earth. Moroni's appearance to Smith in 1823 and
the 1820 visit of the Lord to him seem credible to Mormons. Joseph Smith's simple narrative of
the events, his naive and untutored language describing them, and the concrete details in the
accounts make the stories convincing. Most important, Mormons feel they are themselves in
touch with God through these occurrences. They say that anyone who sincerely asks God for
inspiration will believe them too. It is their faith in these founding stories that sets the Mormons
apart from other Christians.At first only Joseph Smith's family believed his stories. His father, a
visionary himself, accepted his son's account without hesitation. He believed in buried treasure,
which he tried to find with the help of magic rituals, a practice common among rural Yankees. An
angel guarding a pile of gold plates seemed possible to him, as magic and religion blended in
the family culture. But the warnings of Moroni showed Joseph that he had to put aside magical
pursuits to make room for a religious mission.During those years from 1823 to 1827, Joseph and
his father went on a treasure-hunting expedition near Harmony, Pennsylvania, just south of the
New York state line. By this time Joseph had become reluctant to look for treasure and went
along only at his father's insistence, because the family needed the money. The expedition
yielded no treasure, but Joseph met an attractive young woman in the household where he and
his father boarded. He told his mother that tall, dark-haired Emma Hale "would be my choice in
preference to any other woman I have ever seen." Isaac Hale, Emma's father, did not want his
daughter to marry a poor treasure hunter. But Emma liked the tall, handsome Joseph, with his
broad chest, light brown hair, and long-lashed blue eyes. "Preferring to marry him to any other
man I knew," she later told her son, Joseph III, she married Smith in January 1827, against her
father's wishes.Joseph and Emma Smith were devoted to each other. "When she lay near death
after the birth of their first child, he nursed her back to health. She eventually bore nine children,
only four of whom lived to maturity. One of Smith's revelations spoke of her religious mission:
"Thy time shall be given to writing, and to learning much." She produced the first Mormon hymn
book and led the church's women's organization, the Relief Society.In September 1827, Joseph
and Emma Smith were back at his family's farm near Palmyra. The time had come to retrieve the
plates. Shortly after midnight on September 22, the two rode to the hill where the gold plates
were buried and Joseph removed them. With the plates, Smith said, was a pair of unusual
eyeglasses for interpreting them. Two stones set in rims were attached to a breastplate worn
over the shoulders. Smith was told that if he looked through the stones he would be able to
translate the engravings on the plates.After recovering the plates, Joseph and Emma moved to
Harmony, Pennsylvania. Emma's forgiving father supplied them with a small cabin and a few
acres of land, and Smith began to translate the characters, which were like the ancient Egyptian
hieroglyphic picture script. (A sample of these characters still exists.) Writing and translating an
unfamiliar narrative posed problems for a young man whose wife later said that in 1829 he could



not even write a decent letter. Yet those who saw him at work said that he looked into the
interpreting device and read out the words with no hesitation. When he picked up after a break,
he did not review the last translated passage but went straight on. His words were taken down
by someone else sitting in the room, Emma at first but then others who wanted to be part of this
unusual enterprise. Oliver Cowdery, a schoolteacher who heard about the gold plates from
Smith's parents in Palmyra, arrived in Harmony in April 1829 and proved the most satisfactory
scribe. From then on the Book of Mormon was written out in a great rush, first in Harmony and
later at the house of another friendly family, the Whitmers, of Fayette, New York. By June 1829,
three months after he and Oliver had begun in earnest, Joseph Smith applied for a copyright. He
found a printer in Palmyra and typesetting began in August 1829. In March 1830 the local
newspaper announced the publication of the Book of Mormon.The Book of Mormon purports to
be the religious history of a civilization that once existed in Central America. Just as the Bible
records the prophecies and history of the people of Israel in Palestine, the Book of Mormon
contains revelations of a people in Central America. This history goes back thousands of years
before the time of Christ and ends in 421 A.D., some fourteen hundred years before Joseph
Smith's time.The 531 pages in the current edition of the Book of Mormon contain hundreds of
personalities, intricate stories of wars and battles, warnings and exhortations from prophets,
complicated doctrinal expositions, and passages of religious devotion. It is not what you would
expect from an uneducated Yankee farmer. Though presumably about the ancestors of the
American Indians, the book says nothing of the stereotypical artifacts familiar to Americans of
Joseph Smith's time, like canoes, wigwams, or peace pipes. All in all, the Book of Mormon is a
remarkable production for an inexperienced young man who was just twenty-four when the book
was published.The Book of Mormon is like the Bible in many ways. The people in it emigrated
from Jerusalem and were themselves Israelites. Leaving in 600 B.C., a few years before the
Jews were taken into captivity in Babylon, they carried the writings of the Old Testament
prophets with them. They studied Isaiah and copied lengthy segments of his writings into the
Book of Mormon. In a sense, the departure from Jerusalem in the Book of Mormon parallels
Israel's exodus from Egypt to the Promised Land. The Book of Mormon exodus was much
smaller, though, with only two families, probably no more than 50 people in all. They traveled
down the Arabian peninsula to the sea, built a boat, and, driven by the wind, crossed the Indian
and Pacific Oceans to America. Mormon scholars believe this small band landed on the west
coast of Central America.In their new land a rivalry between brothers-Nephi, a prophet and
inspiring leader on the one side, and Laman and Lemuel, jealous older brothers on the other-
developed into warring factions. The descendants of Laman and Lemuel, called Lamanites,
attacked the followers of Nephi, the Nephites. Battles between these two nations raged down to
the end of their history, when the Lamanites ultimately killed off the Nephites. Moroni, the last of
his people the Nephites, finished the historical record and buried the gold plates Smith found in
New York. (Mormons debate how the plates got there.)Although alike in many ways, the Bible
and the Book of Mormon differ in their writing style and the contents of the prophecies. The Book



of Mormon is simpler to read; Nephi said that his soul delighted in plainness. No Book of
Mormon prophets wrote poetry as complex as Isaiah's or recorded mystical visions as intricate
and baffling as Ezekiel's. The Book of Mormon prophets spoke more directly about the Christ
whose life had been foretold. People were warned to prepare for his coming.At the climax of the
book, Jesus appears to people in Central America. For generations they had anticipated this
event. At Christ's death on the cross in Jerusalem and before His resurrection, terrible
destruction came upon Americastorms, earthquakes, a dark mist. These cataclysms destroyed
the wicked, and only the righteous remained to see Christ when he descended from heaven as a
resurrected person. He taught the people for many days, repeating the Sermon on the Mount,
administering the Lord's supper, and foretelling coming events. After he ascended into heaven,
the people lived together peacefully for two hundred years. Then wickedness and dissension
divided the Lamanites and Nephites, and the two nations plunged once more into war. A Nephite
general named Mormon led his nation into battle and rewrote the history of the two peoples,
abbreviating and editing their accumulated records. It is for him that the Book of Mormon was
named, and it was his son Moroni who buried the plates containing these records and later
appeared as an angel to Joseph Smith.As Joseph Smith began to distribute the Book of
Mormon in March 1830, a few people started believing in the book and in him. One observed
that it was "a book, a strange book, a very strange book." What could have appealed to these
first readers? Some may have read the Book of Mormon as a history of Indian origins, a subject
of speculation at that time. Others may have appreciated its clarification of contested doctrines
like baptism and the nature of Christ's redemption. For many, the book itself, coming from an
uneducated young man, was evidence enough of God at work.Joseph Smith said that after he
completed his translation of the plates he returned them to the angel Moroni. Before he did,
however, others also saw them. Their actual existence was thus not left entirely to conjecture.
Although Smith was told not to show the plates to anyone while he was translating them, there
were exceptions after he finished. In the front of the book appeared two statements signed by
eleven witnesses who said they had seen the plates. Three witnesses signed a document
reporting that "an angel of God came down from heaven, and he brought and laid before our
eyes, that we beheld and saw the plates." Eight other witnesses affirmed that "as many of the
leaves as the said Smith has translated we did handle with our hands; and we also saw the
engravings thereon." These statements may have reduced the skepticism of readers who
wanted proof before believing themselves.These eleven witnesses and their families came
together with a handful of other believers soon after the publication of the Book of Mormon to
organize a church. On April 6, 1830, about fifty people met in the Peter Whitmer cabin, in
Fayette, New York, to accept Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery as their leaders. The two of
them ordained each other as elders in the church, then prayed and preached. They had
launched a new church.Because the Book of Mormon told about the ancestors of the Native
Americans, the early Mormons took an interest in the American West. In October 1830, four
missionaries set off to visit Indian nations: first near Buffalo, New York, and Sandusky, Ohio, then



on to the boundary of Indian country in western .Missouri. These missionaries traveled 1,500
miles out, mostly by foot, presenting the Book of .Mormon as a religious history of the Indians
and a prophecy of their future part in God's plan.They had little luck with the Indians, but on their
way the missionaries made some significant converts. After leaving New York, the four stopped
in Kirtland, Ohio, a small village east of Cleveland, where one of them knew an important local
preacher named Sidney Rigdon. He and his congregation were seeking the pure religion of the
New Testament and were interested in the missionaries' account of a new revelation. Within a
few weeks many of them, including Rigdon himself, joined the .Mormons, more than doubling
the size of the church.After the missionaries continued their journey west, Rigdon and a
companion traveled back to New York to meet Joseph Smith. Rigdon, who was then the only
member of the church with much education or literary ability, was warmly welcomed. A revelation
called him to assist Smith, but reminded him that learning was not everything. "I call upon the
weak things of the world, those who are unlearned, and despised, to thrash the nations by the
power of my Spirit," the revelation said. The young prophet attracted many experienced men
whom he pressed into service, but he yielded his leadership to none of them.Shortly after
Rigdon arrived in New York with the good news of the Kirtland converts, a revelation instructed
Smith to move the entire church to Ohio. This revelation promised "a land flowing with milk and
honey" and the bestowal of spiritual blessings. "There I will give unto you my law; and there you
shall be endowed with power from on high." The original New York converts accordingly sold
their farms and moved west, the first of many moves the Mormons would make over the coming
years as they attempted to practice their religion without interference. Joseph and Emma Smith
left New York for Ohio in January 1831, and the remainder of the church followed in the
spring.CHAPTER TWOZion, 183 1-37A nd the Lord called his people Zion, because they were
of one heart and one mind, and and dwelt in righteousness; and there was no poor among them.
—Book of Moses, 7:18When the small band of Mormons straggled into Kirtland, Ohio, during
the winter and spring of 1831, the new church was still largly undefined. The Book of Mormon,
the church's most distinctive feature, provided no creed or program for action. Like the Bible, the
Book of Mormon was a sprawling compilation of history, sermons, prophesies, and visions with
no single, outstanding doctrine other than faith in Christ. Joseph Smith's revelations reaffirmed
such basic Christian principles as repentance, but they only faintly outlined a special mission.
The titles of church officers-elder, priest, teacher, and deacon-were familiar from Protestant
churches, but the particular character of the new church was yet to be determined.Within six
months, Joseph Smith made a number of bold departures from traditional Protestantism. Less
than two weeks after his arriva l in Kirtland, he had a revelation "embracing the law of the
Church" that laid out a new social and economic order in a specific location. Missionaries were
to travel west until "it shall be revealed unto you from on high, when the city of the New
Jerusalem shall be prepared, that ye may be gathered in one." In the Bible, the New Jerusalem
was a heavenly city that was to come to earth when Christ returned. In Smith's revelation, the
saints were to construct a New Jerusalem on earth as the center of a godly society organized on



divine principles.According to this plan, the members of the New Jerusalem community were to
divide their property among themselves to eliminate inequality, just as the New Testament
Christians had held all things in common. The members of this community, called Saints, were to
deed over everything they owned-land, cattle, tools, wagons-and receive back what they
needed for their support. The remaining property would be divided among the poor so that
everyone could have a farm or shop. Each year, after a family had provided for itself, the surplus
would again go to a common storehouse, where the poor could find aid. This economic order,
called the Law of Consecration because people dedicated their property to God, was hard to
practice when most converts had nothing to spare. Eventually the church pulled back from it. But
this law became the basis for the practice of tithing-giving one-tenth of one's annual income to
the church. Consecration remained one of the laws of Zion, the Old Testament word for the
godly society the Saints were directed to organize, thus making Mormonism both a social
movement and a church.In June 1831, soon after the revelation about Zion was received, a
small band of Mormons led by Joseph Smith headed west, preaching as they went. In mid July
they reached Independence, Missouri, a village on the western boundary of white settlement
near present-day Kansas City. The Lord revealed to Smith that "Independence is the center
place" and a temple was to be built near the courthouse. They were to purchase surrounding
land and gather their families to dwell under the Law of Consecration. In early August the group
dedicated the land and laid the cornerstone for a temple. Joseph Smith wrote in his history that
"it was a season of joy to those present, and afforded a glimpse of the future, which time will yet
unfold to the satisfaction of the faithful." He foresaw the growth of Zion with New Jerusalem as
its capital.
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R. W. Rasband, “Nice History for Young Readers. It must be difficult to reduce such a complex
subject as Mormonism into a good, short book for non-member young people, but that is what
the Bushmans have done for this installment of the Oxford University Press series "Religion in
American Life." I assume Richard, the well-known historian, wrote the chapters on basic LDS
history. He doesn't sugarcoat or sensationalize. Claudia must have written the chapters on
Mormons facing contemporary issues. They are refreshingly candid, and give the accurate
impression that Mormons are human beings who struggle with personal problems along with
everyone else. The two viewpoints nicely complement each other and give insight into a much-
misunderstood movement. That they have been a successful couple in the New York academic
world should make Mormons proud and should attract the attention of curious "gentiles":-)”

The book by Charles  M. Schulz has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 4 people have provided feedback.
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