1805 to 1827

Main article: Early life of Joseph Smith, Jr.

Joseph Smith, Jr. was born on December 23, 1805, in Sharon, Vermont to Joseph Smith, Sr. and Lucy Mack Smith. After his birth, the family moved to western New York, where they continued farming just outside the border of the town of Palmyra. This region was an area of intense revivalism and religious diversity during the Second Great Awakening. Although Smith had limited involvement with organized religion during his youth, he was religious, and influenced by folk religion.

Smith reported that, at the age of 14 (or thereabouts), he experienced a theophany, referred to by Latter Day Saints as the First Vision. Smith recorded several accounts of the vision later in life[3]. The version which is most well-known and read was published in 1838.

Smith reports he was concerned as to the correct Church to join, and went to a grove of trees to pray. As he did, he reportedly saw God the Father and his Son, Jesus Christ, appear to him as two separate, glorious, resurrected beings (in other accounts, they are described as heavenly beings). They told him that none of the churches established at the time were correct, and so he should join none of them. [4]

In earlier accounts of the vision, he states that he was concerned with the welfare of his own soul and his sinfulness, and the heavenly beings told him that he was forgiven of his sins.[5]

Smith reports that he reported his vision to a local minister, who believed it was "of the devil," because the minister believed "there were no such things as visions or revelations in these days; that all such things had ceased with the apostles, and there would never be any more of them." Smith said that he was soon the object of much persecution and reviling in his neighborhood, for maintaining that he had seen a vision.[6]

He also lived during what has been described as a "treasure hunting craze"[7], and prior to his ministry he was part of a company who attempted to find buried treasure in various areas of western New York.

In March 1826, Smith was convicted after an alleged admission to being a "disorderly person" and an "impostor" in a court in Bainbridge, New York.[8] In court documents Smith was described as a 'Glass Looker' for using his peep stone to locate burried treasure in exchange for fees. It was during this time period when Smith was heavily involved in 'glass looking' that he is said to have discovered the buried golden tablets. He met his wife Emma Hale Smith during a treasure-hunting expedition in Harmony, Pennsylvania (now Oakland), and the couple eloped in 1827.

Smith said that he found and unearthed a long-buried golden book of God's dealings with the ancient Jewish inhabitants of the Americas. The record, along with other artifacts (including a sword, a compass-like device, a breastplate and what Smith referred to as the Urim and Thummim), was buried in a hill near his home. On September 22, 1827, Smith's record indicates that the angel allowed him (after years of waiting and preparation) to take the plates and other artifacts. Almost immediately thereafter Smith began having difficulties with his treasure-hunting colleagues who were trying to discover where the plates were hidden on the Smith farm. They were never found.

[edit] 1827 to 1830

Main article: Life of Joseph Smith, Jr. from 1827 to 1830

Smith and his wife moved to Harmony, Pennsylvania, with the monetary and moral support of a wealthy Palmyra neighbor named Martin Harris. In Harmony, Smith reported to a few family members and colleagues including Harris that he had translated some of the Reformed Egyptian text from the Golden plates. According to Smith's history, he invited Harris to take a sample of the characters from the plates to a few well-known scholars including Charles Anthon. Harris returned to report that Anthon initially provided authentication to the translation of the Reformed Egyptian, but tore up his written statement upon hearing the story of how Joseph had obtained them.[9] Harris returned, and acted as Smith's scribe while Smith translated words using the peep stone in his hat. In June 1828, after reporting to have successfully translated a substantial portion of the so called record, Smith allowed Harris to take 116 pages of the manuscript to Palmyra to show Harris' wife. Smith became despondent, however, when Harris reported that the manuscript had been lost at about the time Emma gave birth to a stillborn son, their first. Smith ceased working on translating the record until about February 1829, when he began sporadically translating with Emma as scribe. Translation greatly intensified on April 7, 1829, when Oliver Cowdery a local school teacher who had taken an interest in Smith's story began acting as scribe. However, Smith would not allow Cowdery, Emma or other scribes to see or touch the golden plates which he keep hidden in the woods even while translating.

At the beginning of June 1829, Smith and Cowdery moved to Fayette, New York for the remainder of the translation, where the plates' title page indicated the book was to be entitled the Book of Mormon: An account written by the hand of Mormon, upon plates taken from the Plates of Nephi (Smith 1830b, title page). Translation was completed around July 1, 1829, and the Book of Mormon was published in Palmyra on March 26, 1830, with the financial assistance of Martin Harris.

By the time the Book of Mormon was published, Smith's record indicates that he had received additional revelations and had begun the work of organizing a new Christian church. Smith and Cowdery, after baptising each other, proceeded to baptize several followers who called themselves the Church of Christ, a new church based on Smith's view of Christian theology which he discovered during his translation of the golden plates.

On April 6, 1830, this church was formally organized, and small branches were soon set up in Palmyra, Fayette, and Colesville, New York. There was strong local opposition to these branches, however, and Smith soon dictated a revelation that the church would establish a "City of Zion" in Native American lands near Missouri. In preparation, Smith dispatched missionaries led by Oliver Cowdery to the area of this new "Zion". On their way, the missionaries converted a group of Disciples of Christ adherents in Kirtland, Ohio led by Sidney Rigdon. At the end of 1830, Smith dictated a revelation that the three New York branches should gather in Ohio pending the results of Oliver Cowdery's mission to Missouri.

[edit] 1831 to 1834

Main article: Life of Joseph Smith, Jr. from 1831 to 1834

The church had more than doubled in size following the conversion of Sidney Rigdon, a former Campbellite minister in September 1830. Rigdon led several congregations of Restorationists in Ohio's Western Reserve area, and hundreds of his adherents followed him into Mormonism. Rigdon was soon called to be Smith's spokesman and quickly became one of the early leaders of the Movement.

Illustration of a mob tarring and feathering Joseph Smith.To avoid further conflict encountered in New York and Pennsylvania, Smith moved with his family to Kirtland, Ohio joining with the converts that joined with Rigdon. The church's headquarters were soon established there and Smith urged the rest of the membership to gather there or to a second outpost of the church in Missouri. However, due to the controversy which followed him, he was not to escape persecution for long.

According to recorded accounts of the event, the mob broke down the front door, took Smith's oldest surviving adopted child from his arms (McKiernan 1971), dragged Smith from the room. [10] The mob beat, tarred and feathered, and attempted to poison Joseph.

[edit] 1835 to 1838

Main article: Life of Joseph Smith, Jr. from 1835 to 1838

Under Smith's leadership & direction, the church's first temple was constructed in Kirtland. The work of building the Kirtland Temple was begun in 1833, and was completed by 1836. Around the time of its completion, many extraordinary events were reported: appearances by Jesus, Moses, Elijah, Elias, and numerous angels, speaking and singing in tongues, prophesying, and other spiritual experiences.

However, the construction of the temple - in addition to other ventures of Smith's - left him and the Church in deep debt.[11] To raise money, Smith planned a banking institution, which was called the Kirtland Safety Society. The State of Ohio denied Smith a charter to legally operate a bank causing Smith to rename the company as 'The Kirkland AntiBanking Saftey Society' and he continued to operate the bank illegally and print notes. The bank collapsed after 21 days of operation in January.[12] During this time, Smith and his associates were accused of illegal and unethical actions [13] In the wake of this bank failure, many Mormons, including prominent leaders, became disaffected with Smith, who had backed the venture wholeheartedly and prophesied it would become the largest bank on earth. [14]

Eventually, law suits and indictments against Smith and his banking partners became so severe that, on January 12, 1838, Smith and Rigdon left Kirtland by dark of night for Far West in Caldwell County, Missouri. At the time, there were at least $6,100 in civil suits outstanding against him in Chardon, Ohio courts, and an arrest warrant had been issued for Smith on a charge of bank fraud.[15] Those who continued to support Smith left Kirtland for Missouri shortly thereafter.

Independence, Missouri was identified as "the center place"[16] and the spot for building a temple. Smith first visited Independence in the summer of 1831, and a site was dedicated for the construction of the temple. Soon afterward, Mormon converts—most of them from the New England area—began immigrating in large numbers to Independence and the surrounding area.

The Missouri period was marked by many instances of violent conflict and legal difficulties for Smith and his followers. The Mormons and non-Mormons in Missouri were, in general, fundamentally very different people:

Local leaders and residents saw the Latter Day Saint community as a threat to their property and their political control due to the Mormon practice of voting 'in block'. The tension was further fueled by the Mormon belief that Jackson County, Missouri, and the surrounding lands would become a "promised land" to the Saints as they purchased property and built settlements. 

The 'Latter Day Saints' began migrating to Missouri after Smith stated that Missouri would be the future center of the New Jerusalem. One main group resided in the Kirtland area, while others moved to the Missouri settlements, resulting in two main centers for approximately seven years. After Mormon leadership left Kirtland in 1838, the Saints from Kirtland followed them to Missouri increasing the church's numbers, which confirmed the fears of the local leaders and residents that the Mormons would dominate Missouri politics. 

Later in 1838, many non-Mormon residents of Missouri, and the LDS settlers engaged in an ongoing conflict often referred to as the Mormon War. After several skirmishes, the Battle of Crooked River (which involved Missouri state militia troops and a group of Latter Day Saints) occurred.[17] Many exaggerated reports of this battle (some claimed that half of the militia's men had been lost, when in fact they had suffered only one casualty), as well as affidavits by ex-Mormons that Mormons were planning to burn both Liberty and Richmond, Missouri, made their way to Missouri Governor Lilburn Boggs. Smith is reported to have stated.[18]:

I will be to this generation a second Muhammed, whose motto in treating for peace was "the Alcoran (Koran) or the sword." So shall it eventually be with us, "Joseph Smith or the sword!"

Boggs issued an executive order in response on 27 October 1838, known as the "Extermination Order". It stated that the Mormon community had "made war upon the people of this State" and that "the Mormons must be treated as enemies, and must be exterminated or driven from the State if necessary for the public peace" [19][20] The Extermination Order was not officially rescinded until 1976 by Governor Christopher S. Bond.

Painting of Liberty Jail, where Smith was held for several months.Soon afterward, the 2,500 troops from the state militia converged on the Mormon headquarters at Far West. They raided Far West, ransacked their homes, raped their women and killed a few in cold blood. Smith and several other Church leaders were brought into the Missouri Militia by Colonel George M. Hinkle under false pretenses. Hinkle then handed the prisoners over to General Lucas. They were held at Liberty Jail, and spent several months in captivity. They were later transferred to a jail in Columbia, Missouri.

The legality of Boggs' "Extermination Order" was debated in the legislature, but its objectives were achieved. Most of the Mormon community in Missouri had either immediately left or been forced out by the spring of 1839

[edit] 1838 to 1842

Main article: Life of Joseph Smith, Jr. from 1838 to 1842

Bronze bust of Joseph Smith, Jr.After escaping Missouri in 1839, Smith and his followers regrouped. They established a new headquarters in a town on the banks of the Mississippi River, called Commerce, in Hancock County, Illinois, which they renamed Nauvoo. They were granted a charter by the state of Illinois, and Nauvoo was quickly built up by the faithful, including many new arrivals. The Nauvoo city charter authorized independent municipal courts, the foundation of a university and the establishment of a militia unit known as the "Nauvoo Legion." These and other institutions gave the 'Latter Day Saints' a considerable degree of autonomy.

In October 1839, Smith and others left for Washington, D.C. to meet with Martin Van Buren, then the President of the United States. Smith and his delegation sought redress for the persecution and loss of property suffered by the Saints in Missouri. It was reported by Smith that Van Buren told Smith, "Your cause is just, but I can do nothing for you. If I take up for you I shall lose the vote of Missouri."[21]

Construction of a new temple in Nauvoo began in the autumn of 1840. It was significantly larger and more grandiose than the one left behind in Kirtland. The cornerstones were laid during a conference on April 6, 1841. Although Smith was instrumental in its completion, it was not finished for more than five years - after Smith's death. It was dedicated on May 1, 1846. Approximately four months afterward, Nauvoo was abandoned by the majority of its citizens under threats of mob action.

[edit] 1842 to 1844

Main article: Life of Joseph Smith, Jr. from 1842 to 1844

On March 15, 1842, Smith was initiated as an Entered Apprentice Mason at the Nauvoo Lodge. The next day, he was raised to the degree of Master Mason; the usual month-long wait between degrees was waived by the Illinois Lodge Grandmaster, Abraham Jonas.[citation needed]

In Nauvoo, it is believed Smith taught many new doctrines, which differed significantly from mainstream Christianity. This includes some of his more controversial doctrines, such as Baptism for the dead, the Endowment[22], and "the principle" of plural marriage.[23]

In February, 1844, Smith announced his candidacy for President of the United States, with Sidney Rigdon as his vice-presidential running mate. He also theorized a quasi-republican political system which he termed Theodemocracy and organized the Council of Fifty based upon its principles.

[edit] Death

Main article: Death of Joseph Smith, Jr.

An etching of the Carthage Jail, c. 1885, where Smith was killed in 1844.A few disaffected Mormons in Nauvoo joined together to publish a newspaper, the Nauvoo Expositor. Its first and only issue was published 7 June 1844. The paper was highly antagonistic toward Smith, expounding many beliefs critical of him, and outlining several grievances against him. The bulk of the Expositor's single issue was devoted to criticism of Smith, founder of the Latter Day Saint movement and the mayor of Nauvoo, and inflamed many of Nauvoo's citizens. The city council, headed by Joseph Smith as mayor, responded by passing an ordinance declaring the newspaper a public nuisance designed to promote violence against Smith and his followers.[24] Under the council's new ordinance, Nauvoo's mayor, Smith, in conjunction with the city council, ordered the city marshal to destroy the paper and the press on June 10, 1844.[25]

This action was seen by many non-Mormons as illegal and Smith was accused of violating the freedom of the press. Violent threats were made against Smith and the Mormon community. Charges were brought against Smith and he submitted to incarceration in Carthage, the Hancock County seat. Smith's brother, Hyrum, and eight of his associates including John Taylor and Willard Richards, accompanied him to the jail.[26] The Governor of the state, Thomas Ford, had promised protection and a fair trial.[27] All of Smith's associates left the jail, except his brother Hyrum, Richards and Taylor. Those in jail were not held in the 1st floor jail cell because the jailer felt that that was unsafe, instead, they were held in the jailer's room on the 2nd floor.

Shortly after 5:00 p.m. on June 27, 1844, a mob of about 200 men stormed the jail, and went to where Smith and his associates were imprisoned. Although they attempted to hold the door shut against the mob, the mob opened fire through the still-closed door, shooting Hyrum Smith in the face. As the mob burst through the doorway, Joseph Smith (who had earlier been given a six-shooter by a visitor) managed to fire three shots at the mob.[28] His brother Hyrum Smith died immediately from the shot in the face. Taylor was shot several times, but survived. One of the bullets hit his pocket watch, saving his life. Richards was unharmed. Smith ran to the open window, where he was shot multiple times simultaneously, and fell from the window, dead. Upon falling to the ground, he was shot several more times. Mormons view his death as martyrdom.

Smith and his brother were both interred below the Smith Homestead in Nauvoo, and later excavations ordered by his grandson Frederick M. Smith rediscovered the bodies, and along with his wife's, were reinterred in a location thought to be more safe from Mississippi flooding.[citation needed]

[edit] Marriage and family

Smith met Emma Hale in 1825 when he boarded with the Hales while he was employed in a company hoping to unearth buried treasure. Although the company was unsuccessful, Smith returned to Harmony several times seeking Emma's hand. Isaac Hale, Emma's father, refused to allow the marriage so the couple eloped across the state line to South Bainbridge, New York and were married on 18 January 1827. The couple initially moved to the home of Smith's parents on the edge of Manchester Township near Palmyra.

During the early portion of their marriage, Joseph and Emma Smith had the following children:

June 15, 1828, Alvin, who lived only a few hours. 

April 30, 1831, twins, Thaddeus and Louisa, who died hours after their premature birth. 

April 30, 1831, twins Joseph and Julia. These were the children of Julia Clapp Murdock and John Murdock. Murdock, upon his wife's death in childbirth, gave the infants to the Smiths (who had just lost their own twins) to adopt. 

The couple later had four additional sons:

November 6, 1832, Joseph Smith III 

June 29, 1836, Frederick Granger Williams Smith 

June 2, 1838, Alexander Hale Smith. 

November 17, 1844, David Hyrum Smith, born after Joseph's death. 

[edit] Plural marriages

Main article: Joseph Smith, Jr. and polygamy

Smith was reportedly married to other women along with Emma. In some of these cases evidence exists that he was sealed to other women. Many documented cases were witnessed. Additionally, sealings took place years after his death by proxy in the 1850s in Utah. Most of the "plural wives" left letters and statements that stated their marriages were consummated. Although Smith fathered several children with Emma, no additional offspring from any of the women making a "plural wife" claim has ever been proven. [29] In official church publications, Smith publicly denied such doctrines existed.[30] During Smith's lifetime, his wife Emma reportedly "vacillated between acceptance and rejection" of the practice,[31] with Emma even attending the marriage of Smith to at least one of his plural wives.[32] However, Emma died denying that her husband ever had any other wives, as did Smith's eldest son Joseph. Emma Smith's deathbed testimony stated "no such thing as polygamy, or spiritual wifery, was taught, publicly or privately, before my husband's death, that I have now, or ever had any knowledge of...He had no other wife but me; nor did he to my knowledge ever have".[33] However, one modern commentator has stated that due to Emma's opposition to plural marriage, Smith "moved ahead surreptitiously", resulting in Emma being unaware of the existence of many of Smith's plural wives.[34] Some degree of Emma's opposition may have been directed at clearing up the aftermath of an incident in which:

John C. Bennett, mayor of Nauvoo and adviser to Joseph Smith, ...twisted the teaching [of plural marriage] to his own advantage. Capitalizing on rumors and lack of understanding among general Church membership, he taught a doctrine of "spiritual wifery." He and associates sought to have illicit sexual relationships with women by telling them that they were married "spiritually," even if they had never been married formally, and that the Prophet approved the arrangement. The Bennett scandal resulted in his excommunication and the disaffection of several others.[35]

Claims that Smith neither taught nor practiced polygamy were challenged by the official publication by the LDS Church in Utah of the Doctrine and Covenants Section 132 in 1852. This document, stating to be a revelation recorded on July 12, 1843 in which Jesus Christ[36] is believed to have revealed through Smith that "a new and an everlasting covenant" of plural marriage is given, contains numerous Biblical references to and justifications of polygamy, as well as the demand that Smith's wife, Emma, accept all of Smith's plural wives, and warns of damnation if the new covenant is not observed.[37] In his personal records, Smith nowhere explicitly mentions plural marriage or the existence of other wives; however, his scribe Willard Richards is believed to have recorded Smith's plural marriages in Smith's journal in code.[38] He does write a sincere apology to his wife Emma, but the page explaining what he had done is torn out.[39] Some sects of the Latter Day Saint movement believe he was apologizing for an extramarital affair brought to light by Oliver Cowdery shortly before Cowdery's excommunication.[citation needed] It was only after his death that some, including William Marks and Brigham Young, came forward and publicly claimed that Smith taught and practiced plural marriage.

[edit] Major teachings

Main article: Teachings of Joseph Smith, Jr.

During his adult life — from the time he began dictating the Book of Mormon in 1827 until his death in 1844 — Smith introduced a large number of religious teachings. Although a number of his teachings are similar to doctrines circulating during his lifetime, several are unique to Smith.

Nearly all Smith's teachings had some root in the King James Version of the Bible, or his interpretation or elaboration of it. However, he believed in other scripture, and that in some instances, the Bible was translated incorrectly.[40] Thus, he "restored" temples, orders of priesthood, and other elements of the Bible that he felt had been wrongly abandoned by mainstream Christianity as part of a Great Apostasy. Much of this "restoration" is presented in the Doctrine and Covenants, which is described as modern scripture.

In many cases, Smith's doctrines or interpretations of the Bible, as well as his own revelations, placed him at odds with mainstream Christianity. For example, it has been interpreted by some Latter Day Saints that Smith rejected mainstream Christianity's long-standing formulation of the Trinity as recorded in the 4th Century Nicene Creed.

Joseph Smith, Jr. wrote the basic beliefs of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints in what has come to be known as the Wentworth letter. These Articles of Faith were subsequently published in Times and Seasons, a newspaper published by the church:

We believe in God the Eternal Father, and in his son Jesus Christ, and in the Holy Ghost.

We believe that men will be punished for their own sins and not for Adam’s transgression.

We believe that through the atonement of Christ all mankind may be saved by obedience to the laws and ordinances of the Gospel.

We believe that these ordinances are 1st, Faith in the Lord Jesus Christ; 2d, Repentance; 3d, Baptism by immersion for the remission of sins; 4th, Laying on of hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost.

We believe that a man must be called of God by "prophecy, and by laying on of hands" by those who are in authority to preach the gospel and administer in the ordinances thereof.

We believe in the same organization that existed in the primitive church, viz: apostles, prophets, pastors, teachers, evangelists &c.

We believe in the gift of tongues, prophecy, revelation, visions, healing, interpretation of tongues &c.

We believe the bible to be the word of God as far as it is translated correctly; we also believe the Book of Mormon to be the word of God.

We believe all that God has revealed, all that he does now reveal, and we believe that he will yet reveal many great and important things pertaining to the kingdom of God.

We believe in the literal gathering of Israel and in the restoration of the Ten Tribes. That Zion will be built upon this continent. That Christ will reign personally upon the earth, and that the earth will be renewed and receive its paradasaic glory.

We claim the privilege of worshiping Almighty God according to the dictates of our conscience, and allow all men the same privilege let them worship how, where, or what they may.

We believe in being subject to kings, presidents, rulers, and magistrates, in obeying, honoring, and sustaining the law.

We believe in being honest, true, chaste, benevolent, virtuous, and in doing good to all men; indeed we may say that we follow the admonition of Paul "we believe all things we hope all things," we have endured many things and hope to be able to endure all things. If there is anything virtuous, lovely, or of good report or praise worthy we seek after these things. Respectfully &c,

JOSEPH SMITH.[41]

[edit] Legacy

[edit] Immediate reaction

Smith's death created a crisis for the Latter Day Saints. Their charismatic founder was dead and their hierarchy was scattered on missionary efforts and in support of Smith's presidential campaign. Brigham Young recorded in his journal his initial concern after Smith's murder: "The first thing which I thought of was, whether Joseph had taken the keys of the kingdom with him from the earth." Without the keys of the kingdom, that is, the appropriate Priesthood authority, Young recognized the possibility that, according to the church's doctrine and Smith's own teachings, the church lacked a divinely-sanctioned leader.

Because of ongoing tensions, the state legislature revoked Nauvoo's city charter and it was disincorporated. All protection, public services, self-government and other public benefits were revoked. Those who lived in the former City of Nauvoo referred to it as the City of Joseph—He being its founder—after this time, until the city was again granted a charter. Without official defenses, city residents continued to be persecuted by opponents, leading Young to consider other areas for settlement, including Texas, California, Iowa, and the Great Basin region.

[edit] Succession

Main article: Succession crisis (Mormonism)

Smith left ambiguous or contradictory succession instructions that led to arguments and disagreements among the church's members and leadership, several of whom claimed rights to leadership.

An August 8, 1844 conference which established Young's leadership is the source of an oft-repeated legend. Multiple journal and eyewitness accounts from those who followed Young state that when Young spoke regarding the claims of succession by the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, he appeared to look or sound like the late Smith. Although many of these accounts were written years after the event, there were contemporary records. Historian D. Michael Quinn wrote:

The Times and Seasons reported that just before the sustaining vote at the afternoon session of the August meeting, "every Saint could see that Elijah's mantle had truly fallen upon the 'Twelve.'" Although the church newspaper did not refer to Young specifically for the "mantle" experience, on 15 November 1844 Henry and Catharine Brooke wrote from Nauvoo that Young "favours Br Joseph, both in person, manner of speaking more than any person ever you saw, looks like another." Five days later Arza Hinckley referred to "Brigham Young on [w]hom the mantle of the prophet Joseph has fallen."[42]

Most Latter Day Saints followed Young, but some aligned with other various people claiming to be Smith's successor. Some waited for Smith's son, Joseph Smith III, to assume leadership of the church despite his young age at the death of his father. The church had published a revelation in 1841 stating "I say unto my servant Joseph, In thee, and in thy seed, shall the kindred of the earth be blessed",[43] and this was widely interpreted as endorsing the concept of Lineal Succession. Documentary evidence indicates also that Smith set apart his son as his successor at various private meetings and public gatherings, including Liberty[44] and Nauvoo.[45] Indeed, Brigham Young assured the bulk of Smith's followers as late as 1860 that young Joseph would eventually take his father's place.[46] That year, the younger Smith became leader of what was to later be incorporated as the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints (now called the Community of Christ church) in the Midwest, made up of scattered church members not having journeyed west with Young, including Smith's widow Emma and two of Joseph III's brothers.

In addition, Smith's Vice Presidential running mate Sidney Rigdon formed the Church of Jesus Christ, headquartered in Greensburg, Pennsylvania with a few more congregations scattered throughout the area. Rigdon had been ordained by Smith as a Prophet, Seer, and Revelator to the church in 1841. He was also the First Councilor in the First Presidency, which had led the church in all matters prior to the death of Joseph Smith. This group following Rigdon's leadership later reorganized as The Church of Jesus Christ.

Many of these smaller groups were spread throughout the midwestern United States, especially in Independence, Missouri, and several remain viable as religious groups. Issues relating to the succession crisis are still the subject of discussion and debate

Celestial marriage (also called the New and Everlasting Covenant) is a doctrine peculiar to Mormonism, particularly The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS Church) and branches of Mormon fundamentalism. It is an ordinance associated with a covenant that usually takes place inside temples by those authorized to hold the sealing power. As such the only people allowed to enter the temple are those that hold an official temple recommend. In the sacred marriage ceremony a man and a woman make covenants to God and to each other and are sealed as husband and wife for time and all eternity.

In the 19th century, the term Celestial marriage often referred specifically to the practice of plural marriage, a practice which the LDS Church abandoned in 1890. Plural marriage is still continued by Mormon fundamentalists not affiliated with the LDS Church, and is referred to as Celestial marriage. In the LDS Church, a man may enter a Celestial marriage with only one woman at a time; however, if his wife dies, he may enter another Celestial marriage, and both marriages will be valid in the eternities and they may live together in the afterlife as a polygamous family. As with other covenants, the celestial marriage covenant requires the continued righteousness of the couple, although if only one remains righteous that person is promised a righteous eternal companion in eternity.

Baptism for the dead, vicarious baptism or proxy baptism is a religious practice of baptising a living person on behalf of an individual who is dead; the living person is acting as the deceased person's proxy. So it is with this practice, an individual is baptized to give those beyond the grave the opportunity of baptism by proxy (John 3:5). It has been practiced since 1840 in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, where it is also called temple baptism because it is performed only in dedicated temples.The practice is referred to in The New Testament (1 Cor. 15:29) but was forbidden by the Orthodox Church in the 4th Century and is not practiced in modern mainstream Christianity. Baptism for the dead is also practiced by several other groups in the Latter Day Saint movement.

LDS Church doctrine
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Members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints believe that baptism is a prerequisite for entry into the kingdom of God as stated by Jesus in John 3:5: "Except that a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God" (KJV).

The LDS Church teaches that performing baptisms for the dead allows this saving ordinance to be offered to those who have died without accepting or knowing Jesus Christ or his teachings during their mortal lives. It is taught that this is the method by which all who have lived upon the earth will have the opportunity to receive baptism and to thereby enter the Kingdom of God.

The LDS Church teaches that those in the afterlife who have been baptized by proxy are free to accept or reject the ordinance done on their behalf. Baptism on behalf of a deceased individual is not binding if that individual chooses to reject it in the afterlife.[3]
Any member of the LDS church, male or female, who is at least 12 years old and holds a current temple recommend may act as a proxy in this ordinance. Men must also hold the Aaronic Priesthood prior to entering the temple. A man must act as proxy for a deceased man, and a woman must act as proxy for a deceased woman. The concept of a spiritual proxy is compared by some in the LDS Church to the belief that Jesus acted as proxy for every human when he atoned for the sins of the world.[4]
Only an adult male holder of the Melchizedek priesthood who has undergone the Endowment ordinance may perform baptisms for the dead.

[edit] Origin

According to The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the practice of baptism for the dead is based on a revelation received by the prophet Joseph Smith. He first taught the doctrine at the funeral sermon of a deceased member of the Church, Seymour Brunson.[5] In a letter written on October 19, 1840, to the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles of the Church (who were on a mission in the United Kingdom at the time), Smith refers to the passage in 1 Corinthians 15:29 (KJV):

“
I presume the doctrine of "baptism for the dead" has ere this reached your ears, and may have raised some inquiries in your minds respecting the same. I cannot in this letter give you all the information you may desire on the subject; but aside from knowledge independent of the Bible, I would say that it was certainly practiced by the ancient churches; and Saint Paul endeavors to prove the doctrine of the resurrection from the same, and says, "Else what shall they do which are baptized for the dead, if the dead rise not at all? Why are they then baptized for the dead?"[6]
”

LDS Church scripture expands further upon this doctrine and states that such baptisms are to be performed in temples.[7] Vicarious baptism is performed in connection with other vicarious ordinances in temples of the LDS Church, such as the Endowment and celestial marriage.

Initially, women could be baptized for dead men, and vice versa; this, however, was changed in order to ensure that the person being baptized for a dead man could also be ordained on their behalf to the priesthood.[8]
[edit] Genealogy and baptism

The LDS church holds that deceased persons who have not accepted or had the opportunity to accept the gospel of Christ in this life will have the opportunity to accept the gospel in the afterlife. As all must follow Jesus Christ, they must also receive all the ordinances that a living person is expected to receive, including baptism. For this reason, members of the LDS Church are encouraged to seek out their genealogy. This genealogy research is then used as the basis of research in the Church's efforts to perform temple ordinances for as many deceased persons as possible. As a part of these efforts, Mormons have performed temple ordinances on behalf of a number of high profile people. Of particular interest are: the Founding Fathers of the U.S., Presidents of the U.S., John Wesley, Christopher Columbus, and others.

Vicarious baptism does not mean that the decedent is forced to accept the ordinance performed for him or her or that the deceased becomes a member of the LDS Church; it merely means that the decedent has the option to accept the ordinance and the benefits which the Latter-day Saints claim baptism provides. (See Exaltation (Mormonism).)

While members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints consider it a great service to perform vicarious ordinances for the deceased, some non-members have taken offense. To be sensitive to the issue of proxy baptizing for non-Mormons that are not related to Church members, the Church in recent years has published a general policy of only performing temple ordinances for direct ancestors of Church members. For example, the Church is in the process of removing sensitive names (such as Jewish Holocaust victims) from its International Genealogical Index. D. Todd Christofferson of the Church's Presidency of the Seventy stated that removing the names is an "ongoing, labor intensive process requiring name-by-name research ... When the Church is made aware of documented concerns, action is taken ... Plans are underway to refine this process."[citation needed]

Some members of the LDS Church see significant parallels between the Baptism for the Dead and the prayers and requiem masses read for the dead in some churches (e.g. Roman Catholic), both historical and modern. Others see similarities to other doctrines associated with Purgatory. However, these parallels are disputed by non-Mormons and Mormons.[citation needed]

Other Christian denominations generally do not accept the Latter-day Saint interpretation of baptism for the dead contemplated in 1 Corinthians 15:29, and no other contemporary Christian church practices such an ordinance. These Christians interpret that in this chapter Paul is arguing, to Christians in Corinth, against those who do not believe in the bodily resurrection (1 Corinthians 15:12). While there are different approaches taken to interpreting the meaning of this scripture, some mainstream Christians believe Paul was merely demonstrating the logical contradiction between the practices of these local Christians and their lack of belief in the resurrection without giving any approval of the action. Others believe that "the dead," though plural in the original Greek, refers to Christ (rendering the interpretation of the verse as "why are you baptized for [one of] the dead, [Jesus], if the dead rise not at all?"), or to the symbol of Baptism - the death, burial and resurrection of the individual as they begin their new life as a disciple of Jesus Christ. Other scholars are not exactly sure about what Paul meant by the comments (see links below).

Another counter-argument to baptism for the dead is that there is little or no record (or incomplete, or disputed) of any mainstream Christian denomination historically practicing it, and therefore it fails the test set forth by Saint Vincent of Lerins, that Christians should believe that which "has been believed by all Christians in all places at all times."

Many Christians dismiss this practice because they believe salvation is not dependent on baptism at all and that Christ's example of being baptized by John the Baptist is irrelevant to one's own personal salvation. If baptism is not important, then baptism on behalf of the dead is irrelevant and unneeded. The practice of baptism for the dead also appears to some Christians to abrogate the individual's personal responsibility.[citation needed]

Sealing power

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia
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In Mormonism, the sealing power is the means whereby all "covenants, contracts, bonds, obligations, oaths, vows, performances, connections, associations, or expectations" attain "efficacy, virtue, or force in and after the resurrection from the dead." (D&C 132:7.) All things that are not sealed by this power have an end when men are dead.
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[edit] New Testament References

Christ refers to this power in Matthew 16:19 when he says to Peter:

“
And I will give thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.
”

This is later repeated in Matthew 18:18:

“
Verily I say unto you, Whatsoever ye shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever ye shall loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.
”

[edit] Restoration

This power is believed to have been held in Old Testament times by the prophet Elijah, and that he restored this power to Joseph Smith, Jr. in the Kirtland Temple of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints on April 3, 1836 in fulfillment of an Old Testament prophecy in Malachi 4:5-6:

“
Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the LORD: and he shall turn the heart of the fathers to the children, and the heart of the children to the fathers, lest I come and smite the earth with a curse.
”

[edit] Baptism

Today, the sealing power is used in temples to perform ordinances for the living and for the dead. One of the critical uses of the sealing power is for baptism for the dead. The sealing power is the authority that allows a living person to be baptized by proxy for a dead person so that ordinance is valid in the spirit world.

[edit] Marriage

Main article: Sealing (Latter Day Saints)
An ordinance where the sealing power is clearly displayed is in marriage. A typical marriage ceremony includes the caveat "until death do you part", whereas marriages performed with the sealing power in a temple, can exist beyond death and into heaven. These marriages are referred to as celestial marriages, and are for eternity, not just until death. In this instance, husbands and wives are referred to as being sealed to one another, and the children are sealed to their parents, making an "eternal family."

[edit] Detailed explanation

The sealing power is explained in greater detail in D&C 132:7-19:
“
And verily I say unto you, that the conditions of this law are these: All covenants, contracts, bonds, obligations, oaths, vows, performances, connections, associations, or expectations, that are not made and entered into and sealed by the Holy Spirit of promise, of him who is anointed, both as well for time and for all eternity, and that too most holy, by revelation and commandment through the medium of mine anointed, whom I have appointed on the earth to hold this power (and I have appointed unto my servant Joseph to hold this power in the last days, and there is never but one on the earth at a time on whom this power and the keys of this priesthood are conferred), are of no efficacy, virtue, or force in and after the resurrection from the dead; for all contracts that are not made unto this end have an end when men are dead. Behold, mine house is a house of order, saith the Lord God, and not a house of confusion. Will I accept of an offering, saith the Lord, that is not made in my name? Or will I receive at your hands that which I have not appointed? And will I appoint unto you, saith the Lord, except it be by law, even as I and my Father ordained unto you, before the world was? I am the Lord thy God; and I give unto you this commandment—that no man shall come unto the Father but by me or by my word, which is my law, saith the Lord. And everything that is in the world, whether it be ordained of men, by thrones, or principalities, or powers, or things of name, whatsoever they may be, that are not by me or by my word, saith the Lord, shall be thrown down, and shall not remain after men are dead, neither in nor after the resurrection, saith the Lord your God. For whatsoever things remain are by me; and whatsoever things are not by me shall be shaken and destroyed. Therefore, if a man marry him a wife in the world, and he marry her not by me nor by my word, and he covenant with her so long as he is in the world and she with him, their covenant and marriage are not of force when they are dead, and when they are out of the world; therefore, they are not bound by any law when they are out of the world. Therefore, when they are out of the world they neither marry nor are given in marriage; but are appointed angels in heaven, which angels are ministering servants, to minister for those who are worthy of a far more, and an exceeding, and an eternal weight of glory. For these angels did not abide my law; therefore, they cannot be enlarged, but remain separately and singly, without exaltation, in their saved condition, to all eternity; and from henceforth are not gods, but are angels of God forever and ever. And again, verily I say unto you, if a man marry a wife, and make a covenant with her for time and for all eternity, if that covenant is not by me or by my word, which is my law, and is not sealed by the Holy Spirit of promise, through him whom I have anointed and appointed unto this power, then it is not valid neither of force when they are out of the world, because they are not joined by me, saith the Lord, neither by my word; when they are out of the world it cannot be received there, because the angels and the gods are appointed there, by whom they cannot pass; they cannot, therefore, inherit my glory; for my house is a house of order, saith the Lord God. And again, verily I say unto you, if a man marry a wife by my word, which is my law, and by the new and everlasting covenant, and it is sealed unto them by the Holy Spirit of promise, by him who is anointed, unto whom I have appointed this power and the keys of this priesthood; and it shall be said unto them—Ye shall come forth in the first resurrection; and if it be after the first resurrection, in the next resurrection; and shall inherit thrones, kingdoms, principalities, and powers, dominions, all heights and depths—then shall it be written in the Lamb’s Book of Life, that he shall commit no murder whereby to shed innocent blood, and if ye abide in my covenant, and commit no murder whereby to shed innocent blood, it shall be done unto them in all things whatsoever my servant hath put upon them, in time, and through all eternity; and shall be of full force when they are out of the world; and they shall pass by the angels, and the gods, which are set there, to their exaltation and glory in all things, as hath been sealed upon their heads, which glory shall be a fulness and a continuation of the seeds forever and ever.
”

Boyd K. Packer has also elaborated on the meaning of the term "seal" in conjunction with the phrase "sealing power":

“
For many centuries it has been the practice all over the world to use an official seal to certify that a document or a proceeding is indeed authoritative. The word seal, used in that context, becomes synonymous for endorse or confirm, to license, to favor, to ratify, to accredit, to authorize, to advocate, and to bind. Everywhere in the world this system is used. Governments have their official seal, sometimes called the great seal. It was common in earlier eras in the courts of kings. In those courts it was a position of the greatest responsibility and honor to be designated as the keeper or the clerk of the great seal. To have custody of the seal was an office of unequalled trust. We see the use of seals everywhere. When a signature is notarized, an impression is made upon the paper with a seal. When a license is obtained from a municipality or a state, from a federation or an association, somewhere upon it is impressed the official seal of the organization. You find it on the diploma issued by universities, on legal documents that process through the courts, and on many other papers. The use of a seal is a visible means of signifying that the document is authoritative, that it is worthy of respect and recognition, that its effect is binding. Seal is the right word, therefore, to be used to represent spiritual authority. In this case it is not represented by an imprint, by a wax impression, by an embossment, or by a ribbon; nor by an engravement on a signet, or by a stamp, or by a gold design pressed onto a document. The seal of official authority relating to spiritual matters, like other things spiritual, can be identified by the influence that is felt when the sealing power is exercised. The sealing power represents the transcendent delegation of spiritual authority from God to man. The keeper of that sealing power is the Lord's chief representative here upon the earth. That is the position of consummate trust and authority.

The Mormon War is a name sometimes given to the 1838 conflict which occurred between Latter-day Saints (Mormons) and their neighbors in the northwestern region of the U.S. state of Missouri. This conflict is also sometimes referred to as the Missouri Mormon War to differentiate it from the Utah Mormon War (also known as the "Utah War") and the lesser known Illinois Mormon War.

The specific dates of the war are from August 6, 1838 (the Gallatin election battle) to November 1, 1838 when Joseph Smith surrendered at Far West. During the conflict 22 people were killed (3 Mormons and 1 non-Mormon at Crooked River and 18 Mormons at Haun’s Mill).

The conflict was preceded by the eviction of the Mormons from Jackson County, Missouri in 1833. In 1831, Smith had proclaimed that the county was the Biblical Garden of Eden and that Mormons should establish the City of Zion there. However, the "old settlers" objected to the growing political power of the Mormons, as well as their belief in abolition and the divine destiny of the Native Americans, whom they called Lamanites.

All of the conflicts in the Mormon War occurred in a corridor 100 miles to the east and northeast of Kansas City, Missouri.

As a result of the war, nearly all Mormons in Missouri, estimated at more than ten thousand, were to leave Missouri and settle in or near Nauvoo, Illinois.

Joseph Smith 

Joseph Smith (1805-1844), American religious leader, was the founder of a unique American sect, the Mormons, or the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints.
On Dec. 23, 1805, Joseph Smith was born in Vermont; in 1816 his family migrated to western New York. Among the more prominent features of the terrain were the Indian mounds containing the skeletons of long-dead warriors. Shortly after his marriage in 1827, Smith began to talk of some golden plates he had discovered in these mounds under an angel's guidance, as well as magic spectacles that enabled him to decipher the tablets' hieroglyphics. Moving to Pennsylvania, he worked on the translation, which turned out, he said, to be a history by Mormon, an American prophet and historian of the 4th century, telling of two Jewish peoples who had migrated to North America and whom Jesus visited after his ascension. In 1830 the Book of Mormon appeared for sale and quickly became important in spreading the Mormon faith.

Smith soon announced the founding of a restored Christian church and proclaimed himself a "seer, a Translator, a Prophet, an Apostle of Jesus Christ and Elder of the Church." Eventually, his claim to special revelations stirred hostility among the residents of New York and Pennsylvania, and in 1831 he summoned his ever-increasing flock to an exodus. Settling in Kirtland, Ohio, the Mormon community evolved into a utopian communal experiment in which the church held all property and each family received sustenance from a common storehouse. When dissension inspired some to move to Independence, Mo., Smith joined them briefly to consecrate ground for a new temple.

In 1833 Smith published the "Word of Wisdom," which encouraged members of the church to abstain from tobacco, alcohol, and hot drinks and to eat meat only in winter. In 1836 Mormon temperance advocates forced a vote for total abstinence. Increasing criticism over his inept management of Kirtland's financial affairs caused Smith to rejoin his Missouri followers. That colony, too, attracted hostility, and Smith had to flee under sentence of death, leading a migration to Nauvoo, Ill.

In the 1840s Smith published a work which elaborated upon the "Hamitic curse" in such a way as to exclude blacks from the Mormon priesthood. At the same time he undertook a history of the Mormon Church. He had also arrived at a doctrinal position which permitted polygamy. He kept this potentially dangerous practice a secret, revealing it only to a privileged few. By 1844 Smith had come to regard Nauvoo as an enclave independent of the United States, and the leaders of his church crowned him king of this new kingdom of God on earth. That same year Smith offered himself for president of the United States, advocating the establishment of a "theodemocracy" and the abolition of slavery.

In 1844 an apostate published an exposé of Mormon polygamy. Smith ill-advisedly permitted his followers to destroy the defector's press, which gave the surrounding "Gentiles" an excuse to retaliate against the Mormons. The Illinois governor sent the militia to arrest Smith for riot, but the militiamen exceeded their orders and brutally murdered Smith on June 27, 1844.

Further Reading

Until recently the literature on Mormonism has been polemical, and the biographies of Smith have reflected either the uncritical views of his followers or the diatribes of disaffected converts. John Henry Evans, Joseph Smith: An American Prophet (1933), is a sympathetic account marred by important omissions. The most comprehensive treatment is Fawn Brodie, No Man Knows My History: The Life of Joseph Smith, the Mormon Prophet (1945; 2d ed. 1971), which implicitly discounts Smith's claims of special gifts of revelation and prophecy but arrives at a favorable view of his accomplishments. Robert Bruce Flanders, Nauvoo: Kingdom on the Mississippi (1965), adds information on Smith's years in Illinois. 

Joseph Smith 
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Joseph Smith, detail from an oil painting by an unknown artist; in the Community of Christ Temple … (credit: Courtesy of the Community of Christ, Independence, Missouri)(born Dec. 23, 1805, Sharon, Vt., U.S. — died June 27, 1844, Carthage, Ill.) Founder of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormon church). He began experiencing visions as a teenager in Palmyra, N.Y. In 1827 he claimed that an angel had directed him to buried golden plates containing God's revelation; these he translated into the Book of Mormon (1830). He led converts to Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois, where he established the town of Nauvoo (1839), which soon became the state's largest town. Imprisoned for treason after his efforts to silence Mormon dissenters led to mob violence, he was murdered by a lynch mob that stormed the jail where he was held. His work was continued by Brigham Young.

Smith, Joseph 

(1805-1844), founding prophet of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormon). This charismatic and controversial religious leader was born in Sharon, Vermont, fourth in a family of nine children. His parents worked on rented farms before moving to Palmyra in western New York State in 1816, when Joseph was ten.

The Smith family was religious; young Joseph read the Bible, attended religious revivals, and pondered which church to join. In the spring of 1820, when he was fourteen, he went to a clearing in the nearby woods to pray and had a vision of God in which, he reported to his parents, he was forgiven his sins and instructed to keep a pure heart.

Three years later, he informed his family that during a nighttime prayer, he was visited by an angel named Moroni who told him about a sacred history engraved on gold plates, which gave an account of the religious and other experiences of former inhabitants of the Western Hemisphere who had migrated from the Near East. Young Joseph, however, was not permitted to take the plates until September 1827, after he had married and established a home on a farm in Manchester, New York. Over the next two years, in between farming and other enterprises, Smith dictated to his wife and other scribes the contents of the book, and it was published as the Book of Mormon in the spring of 1830. The six-hundred-page work was equivalent to a Bible for the Chosen People of ancient America.

Shortly after the book appeared, Smith gathered a few believers and organized the Church of Christ (later called the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints) on April 6, 1830, in Fayette, New York. Smith, who claimed to be in communion with God, established a lay priesthood of all worthy adult males, revealed doctrines and practices, and set up gathering places for believers on the Western Reserve in northeastern Ohio; in Jackson and Caldwell counties, Missouri; and Nauvoo in western Illinois.

A superb organizer, Smith ordained deacons, teachers, priests, elders, "seventies," and high priests and gave each appropriate tasks. As leader of the Latter-day Saint communities he also laid out cities, organized cooperative farms and industries, founded a university, built temples in Ohio and Illinois, and founded a woman's auxiliary, the Women's Relief Society.

Smith was a controversial personality. Ministers and members of other faiths refused to accept the Book of Mormon and his revelations as emanating from divine sources. Because of his claims of heavenly instruction and his leadership of an exclusivist community, Smith was subjected to kidnappings, tarrings and featherings, threats on his life, and vexatious lawsuits. There were also disputes among his followers over some of his precepts and policies. Nevertheless, Smith was able to attract and retain the loyalty of a large, diverse, and talented group of associates.

On June 27, 1844, an anti-Mormon mob, including many members of the Illinois state militia, broke into the jail in Carthage, Illinois, where he was being held on a charge of inciting a riot, killed Smith and his brother Hyrum, and injured two others who were in jail with them. At Smith's death there were approximately thirty-five thousand Latter-day Saints.
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Charles Anthon (November 19, 1797 – July 29, 1867) was an American classical scholar, born in New York City.

After graduating with honors at Columbia College in 1815, he began the study of law, and in 1819 was admitted to the bar, but never practiced. In 1820 he was appointed assistant professor of Greek and Latin in his old college, full professor ten years later, and at the same time headmaster of the grammar school attached to the college, which post he held until 1864.

He produced, for use in colleges and schools, a large number of classical works, which enjoyed great popularity, although his editions of classical authors were by no means in favor with schoolmasters, owing to the large amount of assistance, especially translations, contained in the notes. He also wrote A Manual of Greek Literature from the Earliest Authentic Periods to the Close of Byzantine Era providing a list of all Greek writers in that period, with a summary of their life and works and a bibliography of editions then in use. The overview is still useful today, but outdated. His intention to provide a similar volume for Latin Literature was never fulfilled.

Charles Anthon is famous among members of the Latter Day Saint movement because of his interactions with Martin Harris concerning a fraction of Joseph Smith's translation of the Golden Plates. According to Harris, Anthon wrote Harris a letter of authenticity declaring the Golden Plates to be "reformed Egyptian" but then tore it up. However, Anthon later wrote two letters to acquaintances describing his encounter with Harris, in which he claims that the Golden Plates were a mishmash of Greek and Hebrew, with a crude reproduction of an Aztec calendar at the bottom. Anthon also wrote in both these letters that he believed Smith to be a con man. In the first letter, he claims that he wrote a letter for Harris explaining that the characters were nonsensical and meaningless (which Harris or Smith, presumably, would have torn up by themselves). In the other letter, he denies having ever written a certificate of authenticity. Mormons see these two accounts as contradictory[1] and claim their summary of the events has been verified by history.[2]
Dr. Anthon's work was carried on by his successor, Henry Drisler.
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reformed Egyptian 

According to the Book of Mormon, this scripture of the Latter Day Saint movement was originally written in reformed Egyptian characters[1] on plates of "ore"[2] by prophets living in the Western Hemisphere between 600 B.C. and A.D. 421. Joseph Smith, Jr., the founder of the movement, published the Book of Mormon in 1830 as a translation of these plates. Nevertheless, no scholar unassociated with a Latter Day Saint church acknowledges the existence of "reformed Egyptian."[citation needed]

Reformed Egyptian and the Book of Mormon

The Book of Mormon uses the term "reformed Egyptian" in only one verse, Mormon 9:32, which notes that "the characters which are called among us the reformed Egyptian, [were] handed down and altered by us, according to our manner of speech" and that "none other people knoweth our language."[3] The book says that its first author, Nephi, was taught the "learning of the Jews and the language of the Egyptians."[4] Some LDS scholars have interpreted this to mean that while one of the original written languages of Lehi's group was Egyptian, that language evolved (possibly due in part to contact with other cultures) into a language that became a modified or reformed Egyptian.[5]
The Book of Mormon prophet Moroni said that he wrote in "reformed Egyptian" both because it took less space on the plates than Hebrew and because of the evolution of his language since his ancestors had left Jerusalem.[6] Critics of Mormonism have suggested that Smith identified "reformed Egyptian" as the source language because many early nineteenth-century Americans knew Hebrew and no one in 1830 could read Egyptian hieroglyphics. Critics also suggest that "reformed Egyptian" might have been an even safer creation than "Egyptian," and claiming that New World Hebrew had also been modified over time would have provided additional insurance that no linguist might call such a language into question.[7]
Although accounts of the process differ, Smith is said to have translated the reformed Egyptian characters engraved on Golden Plates into English through various means including the use of a seer stone and/or the Urim and Thummim.[8] When Smith finished the translation, he said that he returned the plates to the angel Moroni, and therefore they are unavailable for study.[9]
The Anthon transcript or "Caractors" document
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The only image of what "reformed Egyptian" might have looked like is the Anthon transcript or Caractors document. In 1887, David Whitmer said that he had in his possession "the original paper containing characters transcribed from one of the golden plates, which paper Martin Harris took to Charles Anthon (a Columbia college linguist and classicist) of New York, for him to read."[10] The sample, currently owned by the Community of Christ, is alleged to have been copied by Smith from the Golden Plates.[11]
According to an account attributed to Harris by Smith, Anthon "stated that the translation was correct, more so than any he had before seen translated from the Egyptian. I then showed him those which were not yet translated, and he said that they were Egyptian, Chaldaic, Assyriac, and Arabic; and he said they were true characters. He gave me a certificate, certifying to the people of Palmyra that they were true characters, and that the translation of such of them as had been translated was also correct."[12]
During this period Egyptology was in its infancy, and Anthon could not have read the script had it been written in Egyptian hieroglyphics. Anthon's report is that the transcript "consisted of all kinds of crooked characters disposed in columns, and had evidently been prepared by some person who had before him at the time a book containing various alphabets. Greek and Hebrew letters, crosses and flourishes, Roman letters inverted or placed sideways, were arranged in perpendicular columns, and the whole ended in a rude delineation of a circle divided into various compartments, decked with various strange marks, and evidently copied after the Mexican Calender given by Humboldt, but copied in such a way as not to betray the source whence it was derived. I am thus particular as to the contents of the paper, inasmuch as I have frequently conversed with my friends on the subject, since the Mormonite excitement began, and well remember that the paper contained any thing else but 'Egyptian Hieroglyphics.'"[13] Anthon's description seems inconsistent with the "caractors document," which has neither perpendicular columns nor a circle "divided into various compartments" reminiscent of a Mexican calender. It has been suggested that Anthon saw a different or an additional document.

In the early 1980s, convicted forger Mark Hofmann sold forged Mormon materials to Mormon investors and the LDS Church.[14] The papers included an alleged sample of reformed Egyptian characters probably copied (somewhat recklessly) from the Caractors Transcript in a manner intended to make them more closely agree with the description given by Anthon.[15]
LDS studies of reformed Egyptian

LDS studies of "reformed Egyptian" are necessarily limited to whatever linguistic footprints might be discovered in the translated text plus the extant seven-line Anthon transcript that may be the characters Joseph Smith said he copied from the gold plates.[16] Some Mormons have attempted to decipher the Anthon transcript but, according to John Gee, "the corpus is not large enough to render decipherment feasible."[17] Nevertheless, various LDS scholars and one RLDS scholar, have made the attempt, including Ariel L. Crowley,[18] Blair Bryant,(RLDS)[19] and Stan and Polly Johnson.[20]
References and Notes

golden plates 

 An 1893 engraving of Joseph Smith receiving the Golden Plates and the Urim and Thummim from the angel Moroni. The sword of Laban is shown nearby.The golden plates, also called the gold plates or the golden bible,[1] were a set of engraved plates, bound into a book, that Joseph Smith, Jr. said was his source material for the Book of Mormon, a scripture of the Latter Day Saint movement. Smith, the founder of that movement, said he obtained the plates on September 22, 1827 on Cumorah hill in Manchester, New York, where they were hidden in a buried box and protected by an angel named Moroni. After dictating a translation and obtaining signed statements by eleven other witnesses, he said he returned the plates to the angel in 1829.

According to the Book of Mormon the Golden Plates were engraved by a pre-Columbian prophet-warrior named Mormon and his son Moroni (who after death protected the buried plates as the angel Moroni) in about the year 400. These men said they had abridged earlier historical records from other sets of metal plates in a language they called "reformed Egyptian."[2] Part of the plates were said to have been sealed, and thus could not be translated. The Golden Plates are the most significant of a number of metallic plates important to Latter Day Saint history and theology.

Story of the plates

Background of Joseph Smith

 the Golden PlatesAs a youth, Joseph Smith, Jr. lived on his parents' farm near Palmyra, New York a place and time noted for its participation in the Second Great Awakening and a "craze for treasure hunting."[3] Beginning in the early 1820s, he was paid to act as a "seer", to use seer stones in (mostly unsuccessful) attempts to locate lost items and buried treasure.[4] His contemporaries said he would put the stone in a white stovepipe hat, put his face over the hat to block the light, and then "see" the information in the reflections of the stone.[5] His favored stone, chocolate-colored and about the size of an egg,[6] was found in a deep well he helped dig for one of his neighbors.[7]

Obtaining the plates

Smith said that he first learned about the golden plates on the eve of September 22[8] in 1823 (or possibly 1822),[9] when, in his bedroom late at night, an angel[10] named Moroni appeared to him three times.[11] Moroni told him that the plates could be found buried in a prominent hill near his home later referred to as Cumorah (a name from the Book of Mormon).[12]

According to Smith and contemporaries who heard his account, the angel said he would not allow Smith to take the plates until he was able to obey certain "commandments".[13] Smith and his believing followers said the angel's requirements included the following: that Smith tell his father about the vision,[14] that he have no thought of using the plates for monetary gain,[15] that he take the plates and go directly away without looking back,[16] that the plates never directly touch the ground until safe at home in a locked chest,[17] and that he never show the plates to any unauthorized person.[18] The last three of the angel's requirements were corroborated by non-believers who heard the story from Smith or his father, and who also add that Smith said the angel required him to wear "black clothes" to the site of the plates,[19] to ride a "black horse with a switchtail",[20] to call for the plates by a certain name,[21] and to "give thanks to God".[22]

 An 1841 engraving of "Mormon Hill" (looking south), where Smith said he found the Golden Plates on the west side, near the peak.In the morning, Smith began to work as usual and did not tell his father about the vision[23] because he did not think his father would believe him.[24] When he fainted because he had been awake all night, he said the angel appeared a fourth time and chastised him for failing to tell his father.[25] Smith's father believed the vision and encouraged his son to obey the angel's commandments.[26] Smith then set off to visit the hill. To locate the place where the plates were buried, both believing and non-believing witnesses say he used his seer stone[27] and, according to one hearer of the account, he used the seer stone to follow a sequence of landmarks by horse and on foot until he arrived at the place the plates were buried.[28] Smith said he "knew the place the instant that I arrived there" because the angel had shown him the location during the previous night's visions.[29]

At the proper location, he saw a large stone covering a stone (or possibly iron) box.[30] After moving the stone, he said he saw the plates inside, together with other artifacts.[31] According to Smith's 1835 biography and other accounts, he "supposed his success certain" in obtaining the plates.[32] According to Smith's trusted followers, Smith said he picked up the plates, but then put them on the ground while he covered the box with the stone to protect other valuable treasures in the box from being taken later by passers-by.[33] Nevertheless, when Smith looked back at the plates on the ground after closing the box, the plates had once again disappeared into the box.[34] According to two non-believing Palmyra residents, when Smith once again raised the stone and attempted to retrieve the plates, Smith saw in the box something like a toad that grew larger and struck him to the ground.[35] Although Smith's contemporary followers do not mention a toad-like creature, they agree with several non-believers that Smith said he was stricken by a supernatural force that hurled him to the ground as many as three times.[36]

Disconcerted by his inability to obtain the plates, Smith said he briefly wondered whether his experience had been a "dreem of Vision" [sic].[37] Concluding that it was not, he prayed asking why he had been barred from taking the plates.[38] In response to his question, Smith said the angel appeared and told him he could not receive the plates because he "had been tempted of the advisary (sic) and saught (sic) the Plates to obtain riches and kept not the commandments that I should have."[39] According to Smith's followers, Smith had also broken the angel's commandment "not to lay the plates down, or put them for a moment out of his hands",[40] and according to a non-believer, Smith said "I had forgotten to give thanks to God" as required by the angel.[41]

Smith said the angel instructed him to return the next year, on September 22 1824, with the "right person", who the angel said was his older brother Alvin.[42] Alvin died in November 1823, and when Smith returned to the hill in 1824, to his family's disappointment, he did not return with the plates.[43] Smith said he was told to return the next year with the "right person," but the angel did not tell Smith who that person might be.[44] For the visit on September 22 1825, Smith may have attempted unsuccessfully to bring his treasure-hunting associate Samuel T. Lawrence,[45] but eventually, Smith determined after looking into his seer stone that the "right person" was Emma Hale, his future wife.[46] Smith said that he visited the hill "at the end of each year" for four years after the first visit in 1823,[47] but there is no specific record of him being in the Palmyra vicinity between January 1826 and January 1827 when he returned to Palmyra from Pennsylvania with his new wife.[48] After his arrival in Palmyra in January 1827, Smith visited the hill and returned to tell his parents that the angel had severely chastised him for not being "engaged enough in the work of the Lord."[49] The next annual visit on September 22 1827 would be his last chance to receive the plates.[50]

According to Brigham Young, as the scheduled date to obtain the plates approached, several Palmyra residents expressed concern "that they were going to lose that treasure" and sent for a skilled necromancer from 60 miles away, encouraging him to make three separate trips to Palmyra to find the plates.[51] During one of these trips, the unnamed necromancer is said to have discovered the location, but was unable to determine the value of the plates.[52] A few days prior to the September 22 1827 visit to the hill, Smith's loyal treasure-hunting friends Josiah Stowell and Joseph Knight, Sr. traveled to Palmyra, in part, to be there during Smith's scheduled visit to the hill.[53] Another of Smith's former treasure-hunting associates, Samuel T. Lawrence, was also apparently aware of the approaching date to obtain the plates, and Smith was concerned he might cause trouble.[54] Therefore, on the night of September 21, Smith dispatched his father to spy on Lawrence's house house until dark and to tell him if he attempted to leave that Joseph Smith, Jr. would "thrash the stumps with him" if he found him at the hill. Lawrence never left his home.[55] Late at night, Smith took a horse and carriage to the hill Cumorah with his wife Emma.[56] Leaving Emma in the wagon, where she knelt in prayer,[57] he walked to what he said was the site of the Golden Plates, retrieved them, and may have hidden them in a fallen tree-top on or near the hill.[58]

 A 19th century painting by C.C.A. Christensen, showing Joseph Smith, Jr. kneeling while receiving the golden plates from a standing or floating angel Moroni.Shortly after he retrieved the plates from Cumorah, Smith said he escaped from unknown assailants. Smith said he had wrapped the plates in his frock and started for home with them "under his arm," when he was chased through the woods by a man who gave him a "heavy blow with a gun." Knocking the man down with a single punch, Smith ran "at the top of his speed" for a half mile and was assaulted in the same manner two more times before arriving safely and suffering only a dislocated thumb.[59]

Several of Smith's neighbors made attempts to find and seize the plates, and Smith said he moved them from place to place to keep them from being discovered.[60] Smith said that he first kept the plates in a chest under the hearth in his parents' home, then under the floor boards of his parents' previous log home nearby, and finally in a barrel of flax shortly before the chest was discovered and the place ransacked.[61]

Translation of the plates

With some financial assistance from a prominent, though superstitious, local landowner Martin Harris,[62] Smith and his wife Emma moved to Harmony, Pennsylvania, Emma's home town, in early October 1827, with the golden plates reportedly hidden for the trip in a barrel of beans. [63] In Harmony, Joseph and Emma stayed for a time in the home of Emma's father Isaac Hale, but when Smith refused to show Hale the plates, Hale banished the concealed object from his house.[64]

Smith claimed that he copied characters from the golden plates and translated them through the use of "Urim and Thummim" found with the plates.[65] Emma Smith later recalled that when she took dictation from her husband, she "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 had given him to fold them in. I once felt of the plates as they thus lay on the table tracing their outline and shape. They seemed to be pliable like thick paper, and would rustle with a metallic sound when the edges were moved by the thumb, as one does sometimes thumb the edges of a book."[66]

Usually, however, the golden plates were not even in the same room. Michael Morse, Smith's brother-in-law, said that he watched Smith on several occasions:"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." David Whitmer said that "the plates were not before Joseph while he translated, but seem to have been removed by the custodian angel." Isaac Hale said that while Joseph was translating, the plates were "hid in the woods." Joseph Smith, Sr. said they were "hid in the mountains."[67] During the translation process a curtain or blanket was placed between Smith and his scribe or between the living area and the area where Smith and his scribe worked. [68] Sometimes Smith dictated to Martin Harris from upstairs or from a different room. [69]

Smith used a number of assistants during the process of transcribing The Book of Mormon, including Emma Smith, Martin Harris, and most notably, Oliver Cowdery. Nevertheless, Smith's "translation" process did not involve his understanding of an ancient script. As he looked into the seer stone, the words of the text appeared to him in English. When in mid-1828, Smith loaned the manuscript pages to Martin Harris, and Harris lost them, Smith said that opponents would try to see if he could "bring forth the same words again." Smith did not explain why he believed different translations of a text should not be different or why a fraudulent version with different handwriting would not be obvious.[70]

Shortly after baptizing each other in the Susquehanna River and experiencing a vision of John the Baptist, Smith and Cowdery moved on to the farm of the Whitmers, a family of supporters in Fayette, New York. Rather than hide the Golden Plates for this trip, Smith gave them over to an angel for safekeeping until they had completed their journey.[71]

Witnesses

Main articles: Three Witnesses and Eight Witnesses

As Smith finished the translation of the plates, he revealed that witnesses would be asked to testify to their existence. In June 1829, two sets of witnesses (the Three Witnesses[72]and a separate group of Eight Witnesses[73]) signed joint statements, written by Smith, which were subsequently published with the text of the Book of Mormon.[74] The Three Witnesses — Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer, and Martin Harris — affirmed that an angel had descended from heaven and presented the plates, which they saw but did not touch. Then they heard a voice from heaven declaring that the book was translated by the power of God and that they should bear record of it. The Eight Witnesses were members of the Joseph Smith and David Whitmer families. Like the Three Witnesses, the Eight signed a joint statement that they had seen and (in their case) hefted the plates.[75]

In March 1838, disillusioned church members said that Martin Harris, who had given many specific descriptions of the plates, had now publicly denied having seen them at all.[76]Near the end of his long life, Harris also said that he had seen the plates only in "a state of entrancement."[77] Nevertheless, in 1871 Harris testified that no one had "ever heard me in any way deny the truth of the Book of Mormon [or] the administration of the angel that showed me the plates."[78] Yet even after Smith had returned the plates to the angel, other early LDS Church members testified that an angel had also showed them the plates.[79]

Physical description of the Golden Plates

Format, binding, and dimensions

 Full-scale model of the Golden Plates based on Joseph Smith's description.The plates were said to be in the format of a book, bound at one edge by a set of rings. Martin Harris, one of Joseph Smith, Jr.'s early scribes, is reported to have said in 1828 that he understood the plates were "fastened together in the shape of a book by wires"[80] After saying that he saw the plates in 1829, Harris said in 1859 that the plates "were seven inches wide by eight inches in length, and were of the thickness of plates of tin; and when piled one above the other, they were altogether about four inches thick; and they were put together on the back by three silver rings, so that they would open like a book."[81] David Whitmer, another 1829 witness, was quoted in a 1831 Palmyra newspaper as saying the plates were "the thickness of tin plate; the back was secured with three small rings...passing through each leaf in succession".[82] Anomalously, Smith's father is quoted as saying the plates were only half an inch thick [83] Smith's mother, who said she had "seen and handled" the plates, is quoted as saying they were "eight inches long, and six wide,... all connected by a ring which passes through a hole at the end of each plate".[84]

Hyrum Smith and John Whitmer, also witnesses in 1829, are reported to have stated that the rings holding the plates together were, in Hyrum's words, "in the shape of the letter D, which facilitated the opening and shutting of the book".[85] Joseph Smith's wife Emma, and his younger brother William said they examined the plates while they were wrapped in fabric. Emma said she "felt of the plates, as they thus lay on the table, tracing their outline and shape. They seemed to be pliable like thick paper, and would rustle with a metallic sound when the edges were moved by the thumb, as one does sometimes thumb the edges of a book".[86] William agreed that the plates could be rustled with one's thumb like the pages of a book.[87]

Joseph Smith did not provide his own published description of the plates until 1842, when he said in a letter that "each plate was six inches [150 mm] wide and eight inches [200 mm] long, and not quite so thick as common tin. They were...bound together in a volume, as the leaves of a book, with three rings running through the whole. The volume was something near six inches [150 mm] in thickness." [88]

Composition and weight

The plates were first described as "gold." Beginning about 1827, the plates were widely called the "gold bible".[89] When the book was published in 1830 eight witnesses described the plates as having "the appearance of gold."[90] The Book of Mormon itself describes the plates as being made of "ore."[91] In 1831, a Palmyra newspaper quoted David Whitmer, another witness to the plates, as saying the plates were a "whitish yellow color," with "three small rings of the same metal."[92]

Joseph Smith, Jr.'s first published description of the plates agreed that the plates "had the appearance of gold."[93] but gave no further information about their composition. Late in life, Martin Harris stated that the rings holding the plates together were made of silver,[94] and he said the plates themselves, based on their heft of "forty or fifty pounds,"[95] "were lead or gold."[96] Joseph's brother William Smith, who said he felt the plates inside a pillow case in 1827, said in 1884 that he understood the plates to be "a mixture of gold and copper...much heavier than stone, and very much heavier than wood."[97]

Different people estimated the weight of the plates differently. According to Smith's one-time-friend Willard Chase, Smith told him in 1827 that the plates weighed between forty and sixty pounds, most likely the latter.[98] Smith's father Joseph Smith, Sr., who was one of the Eight Witnesses, reportedly weighed them and said in 1830 that they "weighed thirty pounds."[99] Joseph Smith's brother, William, said that he lifted them in a pillowcase and thought they "weighed about sixty pounds according to the best of my judgment."[100] Others who lifted the plates while they were wrapped in cloth or enclosed in a box thought that they weighed about sixty pounds. Martin Harris said that he had "hefted the plates many times, and should think they weighed forty or fifty pounds." [101] Joseph Smith's wife Emma never estimated the weight of the plates but said they were light enough for her to "move them from place to place on the table, as it was necessary in doing my work".[102] Had the plates been made of 24-karat gold (which Smith never claimed), they would have weighed about 140 pounds. [103]

The plates might have been made from tin or various gold alloys. They might have been made of a gold and copper Mesoamerican alloy, called tumbaga by the Spanish, which would have weighed between 50 and 70 pounds.[104] Plates of roughly similar dimensions and weight might also have been made of tin, which was readily available in the Palmyra area. [105]

"Sealed" portion

According to Joseph Smith and others, the book of Golden Plates contained a "sealed" portion [106] containing "a revelation from God, from the beginning of the world to the ending thereof."[107] Although Smith never personally described the nature or extent of the seal, witnesses have offered several descriptions. The language of the Book of Mormon is interpreted by many to describe a sealing of the plates that was spiritual, metaphorical,[108] physical, or any combination of these elements.

The Book of Mormon refers to other documents and plates being "sealed" by being buried to come forth at some future time. For example, the Book of Mormon says the entire set of plates was "sealed up, and hid up unto the Lord",[109] and that a separate record of John the Apostle was "sealed up to come forth in their purity" in the end times.[110] One set of plates referred to in the Book of Mormon was "sealed up" in the sense that "no one can interpret them," because they were written "in a language that they cannot be read."[111]

Smith may also have understood the sealing as a supernatural or spiritual sealing of the plates "by the power of God" (2 Nephi 27:10).[112] This idea is supported by a reference in the Book of Mormon to the "interpreters" (Urim and Thummim) with which Smith said they were buried or "sealed." [113] Oliver Cowdery also stated that when Smith visited the hill, he was stricken by a supernatural force because the plates were "sealed by the prayer of faith".[114]

A physical "sealing" placed on part of the plates by Mormon or Moroni has been described by several witnesses. David Whitmer said that an angel showed him the plates in 1829, and that "a large portion of the leaves were so securely bound together that it was impossible to separate them."[115] He also said that the "sealed" part of the plates were held together as a solid mass that was "stationary and immovable,"[116] it "appeared as solid to my view as wood",[117] and it had "perceptible marks where the plates appeared to be sealed".[118]. Whitmer also stated that the leaves "were so securely bound that it was impossible to separate them".[119] Lucy Mack Smith said in 1842 that "some of [the plates] are sealed together and are not to be opened, and some of them are loose".[120] The testimony of the Eight Witnesses states that they saw the plates in 1829 and handled "as many of the leaves as the said Smith has translated," implying that they did not examine un-translated parts of the book such as the sealed portion.[121]

David Whitmer said that "about half" the book was sealed in one interview,[122] and in 1881 said that "about one-third" of the book was un-sealed, and the remainder sealed.[123] Whitmer's 1881 statement is consistent with a 1856 statement by Orson Pratt, an associate of Smith's who never saw the plates himself, but who said he had spoken with the witnesses.[124] According to Pratt, "about two-thirds" of the plates were "sealed up".[125]

The sealed portion of the plates is said to contain "a revelation from God, from the beginning of the world to the ending thereof."[126] The Book of Mormon states that this vision was originally given to the Brother of Jared, recorded by Ether on a set of 24 plates later found by Limhi and then "sealed up."[127] According to this account, Moroni copied the plates of Limhi onto the sealed portion of the Golden Plates.[128]

Engravings

Main article: Reformed Egyptian

 A transcription by Joseph Smith, Jr. of characters he said were engraved on the Golden Plates.The Golden Plates were said to contain engravings in an ancient language that the Book of Mormon describes as Reformed Egyptian.[129] Smith later described them as "Egyptian characters...small, and beautifully engraved," exhibiting "much skill in the art of engraving."[130]

According to John Whitmer, one of the Eight Witnesses who said he saw the plates in 1829, the plates had "fine engravings on both sides".[131] Orson Pratt, who did not see the plates himself, who had spoken with the witnesses, understood that there were engravings on both sides of the plates, "stained with a black, hard stain, so as to make the letters more legible and easier to be read."[132]

Plates returned to Moroni

Once the translation was complete, about July 1829, Smith said that he returned the plates to the angel.[133] Many Latter Day Saints, including Brigham Young, have believed the plates were returned to Hill Cumorah and that other ancient records lie buried there, including the Sword of Laban and the special spectacles given to aid the translation process.[134]

Other metal plates mentioned in the Book of Mormon

In addition to the Golden Plates, the Book of Mormon refers to several other sets of books written on metal plates:

The brass plates originally in the custody of Laban, containing the writings of Old Testament prophets before the Babylonian Exile, as well as the otherwise unknown prophets Zenos and Zenoch, and possibly others. 

The large plates of Nephi, the source of the text abridged by Mormon and engraved on the Golden Plates. 

The small plates of Nephi, the source of the first and second books of Nephi, and the books of Jacob, Enos, Jarom and Omni, which replaced the lost 116 pages. 

A set of twenty-four plates found by the people of Limhi containing the record of the Jaredites, translated by King Mosiah, and abridged by Moroni as the Book of Ether. 

Other metal plates in the Latter Day Saint Tradition

In 1843, Smith acquired a set of six small bell-shaped plates, known as the Kinderhook Plates, found in Kinderhook, Pike County, Illinois. Smith said that they contained information about a descendant of Ham "through the loins of Pharaoh," but he never produced a translation. After Smith's assassination, the Kinderhook Plates were presumed lost, but for decades The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints published facsimiles of them in its official History of the Church as evidence that ancient Americans wrote on metal plates. In 1980 the Kinderhook Plates were proved to have been manufactured in the nineteenth century, probably in an attempt to catch Smith in a fraud. Today the LDS Church acknowledges the plates as a hoax and makes no attempt to defend their authenticity.[135] 

James J. Strang, one of the rival claimants to succeed Smith, also claimed to have discovered and translated a set of plates known as the Voree Plates. Strang likewise produced witnesses to their authenticity. Although Strang's movement was short-lived, Joseph Smith's mother, Lucy Mack Smith, and all living witnesses to the Book of Mormon, including the three Whitmers and Martin Harris (although perhaps excluding Oliver Cowdery), accepted "Strang's leadership, angelic call, metal plates, and his translation of these plates as authentic."[136] 

Metal plates outside the Latter Day Saint tradition

Image:Etruskian gold plates.jpg Gold book, written in Etruscan, circa 600 BCESome ancient European and Mesopotamian cultures kept short records on metal plates. Those found to date have been extremely thin to facilitate being engraved with a pointed tool. In 500 BCE, Darius the Great of Persia inscribed a history on a gold plate and sealed it in a stone box in the temple at Persepolis. [137] A six-page, 24-carat gold book, written in Etruscan, circa 600 BCE, was found in Bulgaria;[138]and in 2005, an eight-page golden codex, allegedly from the Achaemenid period, was recovered from smugglers by the Iranian police. The Pyrgi Tablets (now at the National Etruscan Museum, Rome) are gold plates with a bilingual Phoenician-Etruscan text. Gold Laminae funerary texts similar to Books of the Dead have also been found in Italy. In the caves where the Dead Sea Scrolls had been found, archeologists later discovered the aptly-named Copper Scroll, two rolled sheets of copper that may describe locations where treasures of the Second Temple of Jerusalem may have been hidden.[139] Nevertheless, there is no known extant example of writing on metal plates longer than the eight-page Persian codex.

Notes

^ Use of the terms golden bible and gold bible by both believers and non-believers dates from the late 1820s. See, for instance, Harris 1859, p. 167 (use of the term Gold Bible by Martin Harris in 1827); Smith 1853, pp. 102, 109, 113, 145 (use of the term gold Bible in 1827–29 by believing Palmyra neighbors); Grandin 1829 (stating that by 1829 the plates were "generally known and spoken of as the 'Golden Bible'"). Use of these terms has been rare, especially by believers, since the 1830s. 

^ Smith & 1830 538. 

^ Bennett 1893. See also Quinn 1998, pp. 25–26 (describing widespread treasure-seeking in early 19th century New England). 

^ Smith 1838a, pp. 42–43 (admitting that he was what he called a "money digger", but saying that it "was never a very profitable job to him, as he only got fourteen dollars a month for it"). 

^ Harris 1833, p. 251; Hale 1834, p. 265; Clark 1842, p. 225; Turner 1851, p. 216; Harris 1859, p. 164; Tucker 1867, pp. 20–21; Lapham 1870, p. 306; Lewis & Lewis 1879, p. 1; Mather 1880, p. 199; Bushman 2005, pp. 50–51, 54–55. 

^ Roberts 1930, p. 129. 

^ Harris 1859, p. 163; Lapham 1870, pp. 305–306. The stone was found in either 1819 ( Tucker 1867, pp. 19–20; Bennett 1893) or 1822 (Chase 1833, p. 240). 

^ September 22 was listed in a local almanac as the autumnal equinox, which has led to the suggestion that the date had astrological significance according to Smith's worldview ( Quinn 1998, p. 144; Owens 1995). A Palmyra minister said that Martin Harris told him in 1827 that Smith had been on a treasure-hunting excursion earlier the night of the angel's first visit.(Clark 1842, p. 225). 

^ Smith's first mention of the angel in later histories is an appearance on the eve of September 22 1823 (Smith 1838, p. 4); however, other accounts say or infer that the angel may have appeared a year earlier in 1822. Smith's first history in 1832 said the angel's first visit was on September 22 1822, although he also said he was "seventeen years of age" (Smith 1832, p. 3), which would have made the year 1823 (he turned 17 in December 1822). In 1835, after Oliver Cowdery initially dated the angel's visit to the "15th year of our brother J. Smith Jr's, age," he corrected the statement to read the 17th year of his age (16 years old, or 1822) —but he said this visit in Smith's "17th year" occurred in 1823 (Cowdery 1835a, p. 78). Smith's father is quoted by an inquirer who visited his house in 1830 as saying that the first visit by the angel took place in 1822 but that he did not learn about it until 1823 (Lapham 1870, p. 305). A Smith neighbor who said Smith told him the story in 1823 said the angel appeared "a year or two before" the death of Joseph's brother Alvin in November 1823. 

^ Smith referred to the visitor as an "angel of the Lord" at least as early as 1832 (Smith 1832, p. 4). Some early accounts related by non-Mormons described this angel as a "spirit" ( Hadley 1829; Harris 1833, p. 253; Chase 1833, p. 242) or a "ghost" ( Burnett 1831; see also a later-published account using the "ghost" terminology: Lewis & Lewis 1879, p. 1). In 1838, however, Smith later said that the "angel" was a man who had been "dead, and raised again therefrom" (Smith 1838a, pp. 42–43). 

^ Smith, Cowdery & Rigdon 1835, p. 180; Smith 1838a, pp. 42–43. Contrary to his other statements, Smith's 1838 autobiography said that the angel was Nephi (Smith 1838, p. 4); nevertheless, modern historians and Latter Day Saints generally refer to the angel as Moroni. 

^ Smith 1838, p. 4 (identifying the hill, but not referring to it by a name); Cowdery 1835b, p. 196 (referring to the hill as Cumorah). 

^ Smith 1838, p. 6 (saying the angel told him to obey his charge concerning the plates, "otherwise I could not get them"); Clark 1842, p. 225–26 (the angel "told him that he must follow implicitly the divine direction, or he would draw down upon him the wrath of heaven"); Smith 1853, p. 83 (characterizing the angel's requirements as "commandments of God", and saying Smith could receive the plates "not only until he was willing, but able" to keep those commandments). 

^ Smith's mother Lucy Mack Smith said he was commanded to tell his father during the third vision (Smith 1853, p. 81), but he disobeyed because he didn't think his father would believe him, and the angel appeared a fourth time to rebuke him and reiterate the commandment (p. 82). Joseph Smith said the angel gave him the commandment in his fourth visit, but did not say whether he had received the commandment earlier that night (Smith 1838, p. 7). Smith's father is quoted by a skeptical interviewer to say that in 1830, Smith delayed telling his father about the vision for about a year (Lapham 1870, p. 305). Smith's brother William, who was 11 at the time, said the angel commanded him to tell his entire family (Smith:1883, p. 9), although he may have been remembering Smith tell the story that night after he visited the hill, according to their mother's recollection (Smith 1853, p. 83). 

^ Smith 1832, p. 5 (saying he was commanded to "have an eye single to the glory of God"); Smith 1838, p. 6 (saying the angel commanded him to "have no other object in view in getting the plates but to glorify God.") 

^ This commandment is described in the account of Joseph Knight, Sr., a loyal Latter Day Saint friend of Smith's (Knight 1833, p. 2), and Willard Chase, an associate of Smith's in Palmyra during the 1820s (Chase 1833, p. 242). Both Knight and Chase were treasure seekers, but while Knight remained a loyal to his death, Chase was a critic of Smith's by the early 1830s. 

^ There is agreement on this commandment by Smith's mother (Smith 1853, pp. 85–86) and by two non-Mormons ( Chase 1833, p. 242; Lapham 1870, p. 305). 

^ Hadley 1829; Smith 1838, p. 6. 

^ Chase 1833, p. 242 (an affidavit of Willard Chase, a non-Latter Day Saint treasure seeker who believed Smith wrongly appropriated his seer stone). Chase said he heard the story from Smith's father in 1827. Fayette Lapham, who traveled to Palmyra in 1830 to inquire about the Latter Day Saint movement and heard the story from Joseph Smith, Sr., said Smith was told to wear an "old-fashioned suit of clothes, of the same color" as those worn by the angel," but Lapham did not specify what color of clothing the angel was wearing (Lapham 1870, p. 305). 

^ Chase 1833, p. 242 (affidavit of Willard Chase, relating story heard from Smith's father in 1827). A friendly but non-believing Palmyra neighbor, Lorenzo Saunders, heard the story in 1823 from Joseph Smith, Jr., and also said Smith was to required to ride a black horse to the hill (Saunders 1884b). 

^ Chase 1833, p. 242 (affidavit of the skeptical Willard Chase). 

^ Saunders 1893 (statement of Orson Saunders of Palmyra, who heard the story from Benjamin Saunders, who heard the story from Joseph Smith). 

^ Smith 1838, p. 7. 

^ Smith 1853, p. 82. 

^ Smith 1853, p. 82; Smith 1838, p. 6. 

^ Smith 1853, p. 82; Smith 1838, p. 7. Smith's brother William, who was 11 at the time, said he also told the rest of his family that day prior to visiting the hill (Smith:1883, pp. 9–10)}}, although he may have been remembering Smith tell the story the night after he visited the hill, according to their mother's recollection (Smith 1853, p. 83). 

^ Harris 1833, p. 252 (statement were by Henry Harris, a non-Mormon Palmyra resident); Harris 1859, p. 163 (statement by Martin Harris, a Latter Day Saint who became one of the Three Witnesses of the Golden Plates). 

^ Lapham 1870, p. 305). 

^ Smith 1838, pp. 6–7 

^ Most accounts, including those written by Smith, say the plates were found in a stone box ( Cowdery 1835b, p. 196; Smith 1838, pp. 15–16); according to two non-believing witnesses, however, Smith said they were buried in an iron box ( Bennett 1831, p. 7; Lewis & Lewis 1879, p. 1). 

^ Smith 1838, pp. 15–16. According to various accounts, these artifacts may have included a breastplate (Cowdery 1835b, p. 196), a set of large spectacles made of seer stones (Chase 1833, p. 243), the Liahona, the sword of Laban (Lapham 1870, pp. 306, 308), the vessel in which the gold was melted, a rolling machine for gold plates, and three balls of gold as large as a fist (Harris 1833, p. 253). 

^ Cowdery 1835b, p. 197; Smith 1853, pp. 83–83, 85–86 (saying that Smith, after failing to obey the commandment to tell his father about the visions, would not be allowed to receive the plates until he was "not only willing, but able" to keep the commandments, but that he and his family "fully expected" that he would carry them home on September 22 1824). In Smith's 1838 autobiography, he said the angel told him the previous night that retrieving the plates would require four yearly visits, and therefore he already knew his first three visits would not result in him obtaining the plates (Smith 1838, p. 7). 

^ Smith 1853, p. 85 (account by Smith's mother); Knight 1833, p. 2 (account by Joseph Knight, Sr., a loyal life-long follower who had worked with Smith in treasure expeditions); but see Cowdery 1835b, p. 197 (account by Smith's second-in-command Oliver Cowdery, stating that when Smith was looking in the box for other artifacts, he hadn't yet removed the plates). 

^ Smith 1853, p. 85 (account by Smith's mother); Knight 1833, p. 2 (account by Smith's life-long friend Joseph Knight, Sr.). 

^ Chase 1833, p. 242 (account of Palmyra resident Willard Chase, who heard the story from Smith's father in 1827 and was a non-believer); Saunders 1884a (account of Benjamin Saunders, a sympathetic non-believer who heard the story from Joseph Smith in 1827); Saunders 1893 (account of Orson Saunders, a non-believer who heard it from Benjamin Saunders). 

^ Oliver Cowdery, writing for a church periodical with Smith's assistance, said Smith was stricken three times with an ever increasing force, persisting after the second time because he thought the plates were held by the power of an "enchantment" (like hidden-treasure stories he had heard) that could be overcome by physical exertion (Cowdery 1835b, pp. 197–98). Smith's mother said he was stricken by a force but did not say how many times (Smith 1853, p. 86). Willard Chase said Smith was stricken at least twice (Chase 1833, p. 242). Fayette Lapham, who said he heard the story in about 1830 from Smith's father, said Smith was stricken three times with ever-increasing force Lapham 1870, p. 306. Two neighbors who heard the story from Smith in Harmony in the late 1820s said Smith was knocked down three times (Lewis & Lewis 1879, p. 1). Smith himself said he made three unsuccessful attempts that day but did not mention being stricken (Smith 1832, p. 3). 

^ Smith 1832, p. 3. 

^ Smith 1832, p. 3; Knight 1833, p. 2 (saying Smith exclaimed "why Cant I stur this Book?"); Cowdery 1835b, p. 198 (saying that Smith exclaimed, without premeditation, "Why can I not obtain this book?"). 

^ Smith 1832, p. 3; Knight 1833, p. 2 (saying the angel said "you cant have it now", to which Smith responded, "when can I have it?" and the angel said "the 22nt Day of September next if you Bring the right person with you".); Cowdery 1835b, pp. 197–98 (stating that although Smith "supposed his success certain", his failure to keep the "commandments" led to his inability to obtain them). In Smith's 1838 account he said the angel had already told him he would not receive the plates for another four years (Smith 1838, p. 7). Smith's brother, who was 11 at the time, said "upon his return [he] told us that in consequence of his not obeying strictly the commandments which the angel had given him, he could not obtain the record until four years from that time" (Smith 1883, p. 10). 

^ Smith 1853, p. 85; Knight 1833, p. 2. 

^ Saunders 1893 (statement of Orson Saunders, who heard the account from his uncle Benjamin Saunders, who heard it from Smith in 1827). 

^ Knight 1833, p. 2 (account of Joseph Knight, Sr., a life-long follower of Smith); Lapham 1870, p. 307 (account of Fayette Lapham, who became a skeptic after hearing the story from Smith's father in 1830). 

^ Smith 1853, p. 85 (account of Smith's mother). About the time of the scheduled September 22, 1824 meeting with the angel that Alvin was to attend, there were rumors in Palmyra that Alvin's body had been dug up and dissected. To quell these rumors, Joseph's father brought witnesses to exhume the body three days after Joseph's reported meeting with the angel (September 25) and then ran a notice in a local newspaper stating that the body remained undisturbed—except, of course, by Smith, Sr. and the witnesses. (Smith 1824). 

^ Knight 1833, p. 2. 

^ Chase 1833, p. 243; Knight 1833, p. 3 (saying Lawrence was a seer and had been to the hill and knew what was there); Harris 1859, p. 164 (identifying Samuel T. Lawrence as a practitioner of crystal gazing). 

^ Knight 1833, p. 2. 

^ Smith 1838, p. 7. 

^ Smith 1853, pp. 99–100 

^ Smith 1853, p. 99. Smith's father is cited as stating Smith was late one year and missed the date for visiting the hill, and therefore was chastised by the angel (Lapham 1870, p. 307). 

^ Knight 1833, p. 3. 

^ Young 1855, p. 180. 

^ Young 1855, pp. 180–81. 

^ Knight 1833, p. 3 (Saying Knight went to Rochester on business, and then passed back through Palmyra so that he could be there on September 22); Smith 1853, p. 99 (Smith's mother, stating Knight and Stowell arrived there September 20 1827 to inquire on business matters, but stayed at the Smith home until September 22). 

^ Knight 1833, p. 3 (saying Lawrence was a seer, had been to the hill, and knew what was there). 

^ Knight 1833, p. 3 

^ (Smith 1853, p. 100). 

^ (Harris 1853, p. 164). 

^ (Chase 1833, p. 246); (Harris 1859, p. 165). Smith's mother Lucy Mack Smith said Smith also obtained a set of seer stones he called the "Interpreters", which he showed her the next morning (Smith 1853, p. 101). 

^ Lucy Smith, "Preliminary Manuscript," LDS Church Archives, Salt Lake City, Utah, in Dan Vogel, Early Mormon Documents (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1996), I, 335-36. 

^ Bushman, 61. 

^ (Harris 1859) (Smith 1853, pp. 107–109) 

^ The local Presbyterian minister, Jesse Townsend, described Harris as a "visionary fanatic." A acquaintance, Lorenzo Saunders, said "There can't anybody say word against Martin Harris...a man that would do just as he agreed with you. But he was a great man for seeing spooks." Quoted in "Ronald W. Walker, "Martin Harris: Mormonism's Early Convert," Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought, 19 (Winter 1986): 34-35. 

^ Smith 1853, p. 113; Harris 1859, p. 170. 

^ Hale 1834, p. 264; Knight 1833, p. 3 

^ Joseph Smith-History 1:62. Early followers of Smith seem to have called both the Urim and Thummim and the seer stone "interpreters." Smith's father-in-law, Isaac Hale, said that 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!" "Mormonism," Susquehanna Register, and Northern Pennsylvanian 9 (1 May 1834), 1 in EMD, 4: 287.Joseph Smith-History 1:62. 

^ D&C 25:4; Joseph Smith III, Notes of Interview with Emma Smith Bidamon, February 1879, Micscellany, RLDS Church Library-Archives, Independence, Missouri, in EMD, 1: 536-40. 

^ Grant H. Palmer, An Insider's View of Mormon Origins (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2002), 2-5. In March 1829, Martin Harris returned to Harmony and asked to see the plates. Smith reportedly told Harris that Smith "would go into the woods where the Book of Plates was, and that after he came back, Harris should follow his tracks in the snow, and find the Book, and examine it for himself"; after following these directions, however, Harris could not find the plates (Hale 1834, pp. 264–265). 

^ Lyndon W. Cook, David Whitmer Interviews: A Restoration Witness (Orem, UT: Grandin, 1991), 173. 

^ (Howe 1834, p. 14) 

^ D&C 10: 17-18, 31. Smith seems to have assumed that a second transcription of the lost 116 pages should be identical to the first rather than be filled with the natural variants that would occur if one was translating, and not merely transcribing, a text from one language into another. Palmer, 7. 

^ Bushman, 74-76; (Smith 1853, p. 137). 

^ The Three Witnesses were selected soon after a visit by Martin Harris to the Whitmer home in Fayette, accompanied by Smith's parents (Smith 1853, p. 138), to inquire about the translation (Roberts 1902, p. 51). According to Smith's mother, this trip was prompted by news that Smith had completed the translation of the plates(Smith 1853, p. 138). When Harris he arrived, he joined with Oliver Cowdery and David Whitmer to request that the three be named as the Three Witnesses referred to in the much earlier revelation directed to Harris, and also referred to in a recently-translated portion of the plates called the Book of Ether (2:2–4) (Roberts 1902, p. 51). In response, Smith dictated a revelation that the three of them would see the Golden Plates (Roberts 1902, pp. 51–53). Thus, Smith took the three of them to the woods near the Whitmer home and they had a shared vision in which they all claimed to see (with their "spiritual eyes", Harris reportedly said (Gilbert 1892)) an angel holding the Golden Plates and turning its leaves ( Roberts 1902, pp. 54–55; Smith 1830b, appendix). The four of them also said they heard "the voice of the Lord" telling them that the translation of the plates was correct, and commanding them to testify of what they saw and heard ( Roberts 1902, pp. 54–55; Smith 1830b, appendix).David Whitmer later stated that the angel showed them "the breast plates, the Ball or Directors, the Sword of Laban and other plates" ( Van Horn 1881; Kelley & Blakeslee 1882; see also Smith 1835, p. 171). 

^ The Eight Witnesses were selected a few days later when Smith traveled to Palmyra with the males of the Whitmer home, including David Whitmer's father Peter, his brothers Christian, Jacob, and John, and his brother-in-law Hiram Page. Smith took this group, along with his father Joseph Smith, Sr. and his brothers Hyrum and Samuel to a location near Smith's parent's home in Palmyra (Smith 1853). Because of a foreclosure on their Manchester property, the Smith family was then living in a log cabin technically in Palmyra ( Smith 1883, p. 14; Berge 1985) where Smith said he showed them the Golden Plates (Roberts 1902, p. 57). Like the Three Witnesses, the Eight Witnesses later signed an affidavit for inclusion at the end of the Book of Mormon (Smith & 1830b appendix). Though the Eight Witnesses did not refer, like the Three, to an angel or the voice of God, they said that they had hefted the plates and seen the engravings on them (Smith & 1830b appendix). 

^ Bushman, 76-79. A comparison of "The Testimony of Three Witnesses" to Doctrine and Covenants 17, written in 1829, shows "the marks of common authorship." Grant Palmer, An Insider's View of Mormon Origins (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2002), 195-96.See Oliver Cowdery to Hyrum Smith dated June 14 1829, quoting the language of this revelation. Joseph Smith letterbook (22 Nov. 1835 to 4 Aug. 1835), 5-6. Commentators generally agree that this letter refers to the revelation. See Larry C. Porter, "Dating the Restoration of the Melchizedek Priesthood," Ensign (June 1979), 5. A revelation by Smith commanded Cowdery and Whitmer to seek out twelve "disciples", who desired to serve, and who would "go into all the world to preach my gospel unto every creature", and who would be ordained to baptize and to ordain priests and teachers (Phelps 1833, p. 37). Soon thereafter in the second half of June 1829 (Van Horn 1881), a group of Three Witnesses and a separate group of Eight Witnesses were selected, in addition to Smith himself, to testify that Smith had the Golden Plates. 

^ "The translator of this work, has shown unto us the plates of which hath been spoken, which have the appearance of gold; and as many of the leaves as the said Smith has translated we did handle with our hands; and we also saw the engravings thereon, all of which has the appearance of ancient work, and of curious workmanship." 

^ Their accounts state that Harris publicly denied that either he or the other Witnesses to the Book of Mormon had ever seen or handled the golden plates—although he had not been present when Whitmer and Cowdery first claimed to have viewed them. Harris's recantation, made during a period of crisis in early Mormonism, induced five influential members, including three Apostles, to leave the Church. (Stephen Burnett to Luke S. Johnson, 15 April 1838, in Joseph Smith's Letterbook, Early Mormon Documents 2: 290-92. Warren Parrish also wrote in August 11, 1838: "Martin Harris, one of the subscribing witnesses, has come out at last, and says he never saw the plates, from which the book purports to have been translated, except in vision, and he further says that any man who says he has seen them in any other way is a liar, Joseph not excepted." EMD, 2: 289.) 

^ Metcalf in EMD, 2: 347. 

^ "No man heard me in any way deny the truth of the Book of Mormon, the administration of the angel that showed me the plates; nor the organization of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints under the administration of Joseph Smith, Jr." Letter of Martin Harris, Sr., to Hanna B. Emerson, January 1871, Smithfield, Utah Territory, Saints' Herald 22 (15 October 1875):630, in EMD 2: 338. See also Richard Lloyd Anderson, Investigating the Book of Mormon Witnesses (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Company, 1981), 118 

^ For instances of people testifying to having seen the Golden Plates after Smith returned them to the angel, see the affirmations of John Young and Harrison Burgess in Grant Palmer, An Insider's View of Mormon Origins (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2002), 201. In 1859, Brigham Young referred to one of these "post-return" testimonies: "Some of the witnesses of the Book of Mormon, who handled the plates and conversed with the angels of God, were afterwards left to doubt....One of the Quorum of the Tweleve, a young man full of faith and good works, prayed, and the vision of his mind was opened, and the angel of God came and laid the plates before him, and he saw and handled them, and saw the angel." Journal of Discourses, June 5, 1859, 7: 164. 

^ Anthon 1834, p. 270. 

^ Harris 1859, p. 165. 

^ Cole 1831. 

^ Lapham 1870, p. 307. 

^ Smith 1842b, p. 27. 

^ Statement by Hyrum Smith as reported by William E. McLellin in the Huron Reflector, Oct. 31, 1831. See also Poulson 1878. 

^ Smith 1879. 

^ Smith 1884. 

^ Smith 1842. 

^ Harris 1859, p. 167; Smith 1853, pp. 102, 109, 113, 145; Grandin 1829. 

^ Smith 1830, appx. 

^ Smith 1830, Mormon 8:5. 

^ Cole 1831. 

^ Smith 1842. 

^ Harris 1859, p. 165. 

^ Harris 1859, p. 166 

^ Harris 1859, p. 169. 

^ Smith 1884 

^ Chase 1833, p. 246. 

^ Lapham 1870. 

^ Smith 1883. 

^ Harris 1859, pp. 166, 169. 

^ Smith 1879. 

^ Vogel 2004, p. 600, n. 65. 

^ Tumbaga was the name given by the Spanish to an Mesoamerican alloy of Gold and Copper. Putnam 1966. 

^ Vogel 2004, p. 600, n. 65; Vogel 2004, p. 98. 

^ Smith 1842, p. 707. 

^ Book of Mormon, 2 Nephi 27:7. The "sealing" of apocalyptic revelations in a book has precedents in the Bible. See, for example, Isaiah 29:11, Daniel 12:4, and Revelation 5:1–5. 

^ i.e. that the book was "sealed" in the sense that its contents were hidden or kept from public knowledge 

^ (Smith 1830, title page) 

^ Book of Mormon, 1 Nephi 14:26 

^ Book of Mormon, Ether 3: 22. 

^ Quinn 1998, p. 195–196. 

^ Book of Mormon, Ether 4:5 

^ Cowdery 1835b, p. 198. 

^ David Whitmer interview, Chicago Tribune, 24 January 1888, in David Whitmer Interviews, ed. Cook, 221. Near the end of his life, Whitmer said that one section of the book was "loose, in plates, the other solid." Storey 1881 

^ Cole 1831 

^ Poulson 1878. 

^ Storey 1881 

^ Whitmer 1888. Orson Pratt, who said he had spoken with many witnesses of the plates,(Pratt 1859, p. 30), assumed that Joseph Smith could "break the seal" if only he had been "permitted" (Pratt 1877, pp. 211–12). 

^ Smith 1842b, p. 27. 

^ Smith 1830, appx. 

^ Cole 1831; Poulson 1878. 

^ Storey 1881 

^ Pratt 1859, p. 30. 

^ Pratt 1856, p. 347. 

^ Book of Mormon, 2 Nephi 27:7. 

^ Book of Mormon, Ether 1:2. 

^ Book of Mormon, Ether 4:4. 

^ (Smith 1830, Mormon 9:32). 

^ Smith 1842. 

^ (Roberts 1906, p. 307). 

^ Pratt 1859, p. 30-31. 

^ (Van Horn 1881);(Smith 1853, p. 141.) 

^ Journal of Discourses 19: 38, July 17, 1877. According to Oliver Cowdery's account, when the angel instructed Smith to return the plates to the hill Cumorah, Oliver Cowdery accompanied him. The hill opened and they walked into a cave where there was a spacious room with wagon loads of metallic plates and the Sword of Laban, unsheathed on a large table. Joseph and Oliver placed the plates on this table. 

^ Richard Bushman, Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005), 489-90. 

^ Palmer, 208-13. Cowdery's father converted to Strang's movement in the summer of 1846, and a year later Oliver Cowdery was living in Elkhorn, Wisconsin, twelve miles from Strang's headquarters and may have been associated in some way with his church. Stanley R. Gunn, Oliver Cowdery: Second Elder and Scribe (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1962), 189. 

^ [1], [2] 

^ BBC news report "The six sheets are believed to be the oldest comprehensive work involving multiple pages," said Elka Penkova, who heads the museum's archaeological department. "There are around 30 similar pages known in the world," Ms Penkova said, "but they are not linked together in a book." 

^ A summary of information about the Copper Scroll from the West Semitic Research Project, University of Southern California. 
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angel Moroni 

This article is about the Book of Mormon prophet and angel. For other people and things with the same name, see Moroni 
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The angel Moroni [mɔr'ounai] (also referred to early Mormon histories as Nephi) is an angel that Joseph Smith, Jr. said visited him on numerous occasions, beginning on September 23 1823. The angel was the guardian of the golden plates, which Smith said were buried in a hill near his home in western New York, and which he said were the source material for the Book of Mormon. Moroni is an important figure in the theology of the Latter Day Saint movement, and is featured prominently in Mormon architecture and art. Three Witnesses besides Joseph Smith said they saw Moroni during a vision in 1829.

Moroni is said to be the same person as a Book of Mormon prophet-warrior named Moroni, who was the last to write in the golden plates. The book says that Moroni buried them before he died after a great battle between two pre-Columbian civilizations. After he died, he was resurrected, became an angel, and was tasked with guarding the golden plates, and with eventually directing Joseph Smith to their location in the 1820s. According to Latter Day Saint movement theology, Moroni still has the plates and several other Book of Mormon artifacts in his possession.

Angel's name and identity

Joseph Smith did not identify the angel that appeared to him until July 1838. Just prior to doing so, on May 2 1838, Smith began dictating a church history with the most detailed account of his visits from the angel (Smith 1838a, p. 7). In this account, he identified the angel as "Nephi" (Smith 1838a, p. 5). This account was first published in 1842, and the 1842 version, published in Times and Seasons and edited by Smith himself, did not change the name of the angel in the account (Smith 1842, p. 753).

In July 1838, however, Smith wrote an article for the church periodical Elders' Journal, in the form of questions and answers, that stated the following:

"Question 4th. How, and where did you obtain the book of Mormon? 

"Answer. Moroni, the person who deposited the plates, from whence the book of Mormon was translated, in a hill in Manchester, Ontario County, New York, being dead, and raised again therefrom, appeared unto me, and told me where they were; and gave me directions how to obtain them. I obtained them and the Urim and Thummim with them; by the means of which I translated the plates and thus came the book of Mormon." (Smith 1838b, pp. 42–43). 

Based on Smith's statement in Elders' Journal, most Latter Day Saints view Smith's earlier identification of Nephi as a mistake. In the version of Smith's 1838 history published by The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, as well as the portion canonized by that denomination as the Pearl of Great Price, the name "Nephi" has been changed by editors to read "Moroni".

Angel

According to Mormon belief, on the night of September 21, 1823, Moroni appeared to Joseph Smith, Jr. (who would later become the founder of the Latter Day Saint movement) and told him about the Golden Plates that were buried (in a stone box) a few miles from Smith's home. Over the course of the next six years, Moroni allegedly visited Smith several more times. After translating a portion of the writing on the plates (either one-third or two-thirds; accounts vary) as the Book of Mormon, Smith turned the plates back over to Moroni.

Because of his instrumentality in the restoration of the gospel, Moroni is commonly identified by Latter-day Saints as the angel mentioned in Revelation 14:6, "having the everlasting gospel to preach unto them that dwell on the earth, and to every nation, and kindred, and tongue, and people."
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The image of the angel Moroni blowing a trumpet is commonly used as an unofficial symbol of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Moroni appears on the cover of some editions of the Book of Mormon, and statues of the angel stand atop many LDS temples, most statues facing eastward. The image of Moroni is a registered trademark of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.[1]
Mortal life of Moroni the prophet

Main article: Moroni (Book of Mormon prophet)
According to the Book of Mormon, Moroni was the son of Mormon, the prophet for whom the Book of Mormon is named. He was named after Captain Moroni, a much earlier Book of Mormon figure. Before his father's death in battle, he passed the golden plates to him. Moroni finished writing on the plates and concluded his record, presumably burying them in the hill Cumorah in western New York.

About the Inspired Version
The Prophet Joseph Smith, Jr., was inspired to correct the King James Version of the Bible. With Sidney Rigdon acting as his scribe, he spent much time between 1830 and 1833 in this endeavor. The Inspired Version was first published in 1867 by the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints under the leadership of Joseph Smith III. While Israel A. Smith was prophet-president of the Church, he published the following as an article in the Saints' Herald for January 28, 1957, pages 18-20.

The Inspired Version
By Israel A. Smith


"Thou shalt ask, and my Scriptures shall be given as I have appointed, and they shall be preserved in safety; and it is expedient that thou shouldst hold thy peace concerning them, and not teach them until thou hast received them in full. And l give unto you a commandment, that then ye shall teach them unto all men; for they shall be taught unto all nations, kindreds, tongues, and people" 

Doctrine and Covenants 42:15 


In visiting the congregations of the Church I generally try to talk about matters that are distinctly Latter Day Saint. About ten or twelve years ago I got an outline of my own, which satisfied me at the time, with respect to the Inspired Version of the Bible, recommending it to the saints at various places and giving my views in regard to and support of it. The recent coming out of the Revised Standard Version of the Bible has revived my interest in the Inspired Version. How fortunate it was, as I view it, that Joseph Smith wrote into the first "Epitome of Faith" that we believe the Bible "contains the word of God in so far as it is correctly translated," at a time when so many churches -- practically all of them -- were taking the position that the Scriptures were infallible, that every word in the Holy Bible was divine, and that their members should abide by everything in the record. 

When this new Bible came out about three years ago, I found this statement [in it] with respect to the King James Version, which was a popular version and the one which was in use by Joseph Smith. (We have in our vault in the Auditorium the very Bible which he used in the work of correcting the Scriptures.) 

Defects in the King James Version. I find it interesting to note the following statements in this new Bible [the Revised Standard Version]: 

"The King James Version had grave defects. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the development of Biblical studies and the discovery of many manuscripts more ancient than those upon which the King James Version was based, made it manifest that these defects are so many and so serious as to call for a revision of the English translation." 

Another statement is this: 

"The King James Version of the New Testament was based upon a Greek text that was marred by mistakes, containing the accumulated errors of fourteen centuries of manuscript copying. It was essentially the Greek text of the New Testament as edited by Beza, 1589, who closely followed that published by Erasmus, 1516-1535 -- which was based upon a few medieval manuscripts. The earliest and best of the eight manuscripts which Erasmus consulted was from the tenth century, and he made the least use of it because it differed most from the commonly received text." 

You can see from these statements that Joseph Smith must have been inspired—at least once in his life -- when he said, "We believe the Bible contains the word of God in so far as it is correctly translated." So we find the world -- the ecclesiastical world -- continues to get out new translations, which is but a compliment to the far-reaching wisdom of the prophet in that early day. Therefore we, who are supposed to be a peculiar people, have what many people might designate a "peculiar" Bible. 

The Inspired Version Is the Church's Official Version. What is its relationship to the Church and how is it treated by us? In Section 42:15 of the Doctrine and Covenants the Lord said: "My Scriptures shall be given as I have appointed"; and then when received in full, "I give unto you a commandment, that then ye shall teach them unto all men; for they shall be taught unto all nations, kindreds, tongues, and people." 

Now of course this has not been fully complied with, especially with respect to all nations, kindreds, tongues, and people; and it has not been fully complied with by our own ministry. Not many years ago I learned that one of our apostles hesitated to mention the Inspired Version. If, however, we believe in the inspiration of the revelations contained in the Doctrine and Covenants, we are under the obligation imposed upon us by commandment that when these Scriptures were received in full we should teach, use, and promote the Inspired Version. I do not think that there is any question about the validity of that statement. 

The Inspired Version Restored Scriptural Truths. The Book of Mormon is another so-called spiritual "prop" on this point. In I Nephi 3:168-170, we find these statements: "Behold, [speaking of a church which was to be in existence] they have taken away from the gospel of the Lamb many parts which are plain and most precious.... And all this have they done that they might pervert the right ways of the Lord." 

We as Latter Day Saints also believe in the twenty-second Section of the Doctrine and Covenants which is profitable for all of us to read from time to time. In this Moses tells that he was allowed by the Lord to see the extent of creation, and he was very insistent to know how all these things happened. 

I have done a little studying of a scientific work written by a man who was sustaining the idea of a Divine Mind being back of our creation. He made the statement that the man who wrote the Book of Genesis must have been inspired of God. That is something which we fully believe. Section 22 says that words would be taken from the record which Moses would write. And in this latter time these words would be restored among the children of men, among even as many as shall believe. 

The Antiquity of the Gospel. We have some early comments written by some of the spiritually minded men of the Reorganized Church of an early day. I remember one very well which was written by Isaac Sheen; in it he speculated as to how long the Christian religion had been in the world. He said there was evidence that it had been on the earth as far back as Abraham's day. We find that there were some things added to the Book of Genesis by Joseph Smith in conformity with this prophecy, a statement made by the Lord in which He said that the gospel was preached to Adam, and all things had been confirmed to him. 

No Plurality of Gods. There is a sidelight in which I believe some will be especially interested inasmuch as one faction of the church [LDS] that went West cleaves to the doctrine of a plurality of gods. Somebody got hold of a little inside history of the minutes of their Council of Twelve Apostles held in 1866, I believe it was. They discussed the question whether the plurality of gods doctrine was "Scriptural," and after a lengthy discussion they took a vote and a majority of them voted to the effect that it was Scriptural, that a belief in plurality of gods could be supported by the King James Version of the Bible. 

It is strange to contemplate, but interesting to me at least, that in 1867, the next year, our Church came out with the Inspired Version which destroys the idea of a plurality of gods. Revelation 1:6 of the Inspired Version says: "And unto him who loved us, be glory; who washed us from our sins in his own blood, and bath made us kings and priests unto God, his Father." The King James records this "hash made us kings and priests unto God and his Father." This implies there is a father of God. In the Inspired Version there is a comma after "God." The word "and" is left out, and it speaks of "God, his Father," which is quite different. 

The Gospel in the Beginning and in the End. Also worthy of consideration are the words restored in some of the books written by Moses. The world has speculated on the authorship of the first five books of the Bible. No other people or church has the secret of how Moses wrote that record. The twenty-second Section of the Doctrine and Covenants says he wrote by direction of the Lord; and if the Lord gave him the history of this earth, it would be correct. But this was added to the fifth chapter of Genesis; it was one of the things restored by Joseph Smith to the Bible: 

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

Genesis 5:42-45 

I think that is a pretty good starting point for the gospel. We have a right to assume that "all things" meant all things in respect to the gospel were confirmed unto Adam. Does not this particular language remind us of the first Section or the preface to the Doctrine and Covenants? 

"And the day cometh that they who will not hear the voice of the Lord, neither the voice of his servants, neither give heed to the words of the prophets and apostles, shall be cut off from among the people" 

Doctrine and Covenants 1:3c 

Here is the statement to Moses, according to the twenty-second Section of the Doctrine and Covenants: 

"And now, Moses, my son, I will speak unto you concerning this earth upon which you stand; and you shall write the things which I shall speak. And in a day when the children of men shall esteem my words as naught, and take many of them from the book which you shall write, behold I will raise up another like unto you, and they [the words which have been taken out] shall be had again among the children of men, among even as many as shall believe." 

Doctrine and Covenants 22:24 

So we find that something would be restored to the Scriptures which had been taken away wrongfully. The question is asked, "Is this prophecy being fulfilled? That is, have certain things been restored to the Bible, and if so who has added anything?" The answer is "Joseph Smith only!" He added many verses to the beginning chapters of Genesis and Matthew, for example. 

The Inspired Version Compared to Various Translations. Now my statistics are at least ten years old, but then there were fifty—and we know that there is one more since then—complete, different translations of the Bible; and more than one hundred and fifty translations of the New Testament. That certainly indicated there was much question about the validity of the record. Of the Old Testament alone there are approximately sixty-five; and of the Gospels, approximately two hundred different translations. 

Joseph Smith is the only one, so far as I know, who ever added anything to the Bible as it was during his day. P. Marion Simms, in his book, The Bible from the Beginning, paid his respects to this Inspired Version when he said: "This much, at least, may be said of many of the changed readings found in the Bible of the Reorganized Latter Day Saints: its author had the courage to alter the text, and made it say clearly what many Bible students succeed in getting by theological legerdemain or theological 'slight of hand."' Evidently Mr. Simms did not approve of that method. 

Again he said, "Had these additions favored the doctrinal position of his church the explanation would have been easy, but they do not seem to serve any denominational or sectarian purpose." Mr. Simms wrote another book called, The Bible in America, and in speaking about our Inspired Version and Joseph Smith he paid what was, I think, in the light of our experience and belief, a tribute to the founder of the Church: 

"He did not hesitate to alter the Bible and make it read to suit his own pleasure. We wonder why he did not slip in a few passages at least that would favor his peculiar doctrines. There seems to be none such.... 

Could this Bible have been in exclusive use in an early day, there would have been no witch hunting since the famous passage relied on for an authority to put them to death, in Smith's Bible reads, "Thou shalt not suffer a murderer to live" (Exodus 22:18). 

The King James Version reads: "Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live." That was quite a remarkable change, wasn't it? 

The History of the Inspired Version. Now following briefly the history of the work of the Inspired Version: As early as December, 1830, we find the Lord telling Sidney Rigdon, "Thou shalt write for him; and the Scriptures shall be given even as they are in mine own bosom, to the salvation of mine own elect" (Doctrine and Covenants 34:5). This would indicate that these Scriptures were going to be of some benefit to the saints. 

Then in February the following year, the Lord said, "Thou shalt ask, and my Scriptures shall be given as I have appointed, and they shall be preserved in safety; and it is expedient that thou shouldst hold thy peace concerning them, and not teach them until thou hast received them in full. And I give unto you a commandment, that then ye shall teach them unto all men; for they shall be taught unto all nations, kindreds, tongues, and people. 

"Thou shalt take the things which thou hast received, which have been given unto thee in my Scriptures for a law, to be my law, to govern my church; and he that doeth according to these things, shall be saved, and he that doeth them not shall be damned, if he continues." 

Doctrine and Covenants 42:15-16 

Today we are teaching the Inspired Version with the changes made by Joseph Smith. Members of the Utah Church apologized for not publishing it. They tried to rationalize that inasmuch as Joseph Smith had not completed all that was to be done, they should not use any of it. In March, 1831, the Church was told to "Keep these things from going abroad . . . until it is expedient in me, that ye may accomplish this work in the eyes of the people and in the eyes of your enemies" (Doctrine and Covenants 45:15a). And in January, 1832, they were commanded to "translate again, and, inasmuch as it is practicable, to preach in the regions round about until Conference, and after that it is expedient to continue the work of translation until it be finished" (Doctrine and Covenants 73:2a). 

In May, 1833, they were told to hasten the work of translation. And a place was indicated for the location [in Kirtland] of a "house . . . for the work of the printing of the translation of my Scriptures" (Doctrine and Covenants 91:3a), which would indicate to me that the Lord considered the work of Joseph Smith as having been completed. 

In January, 1841, a revelation was directed to William Law which says, "If he will do my will, let him from henceforth hearken to the counsel of my servant Joseph, and with his interest [money] support the cause of the poor, and publish the new translation of my holy word unto the inhabitants of the earth" (Doctrine and Covenants 107:28). It is peculiar that the Lord would direct the publication unless the work had been completed. On the second day of February, 1833, they finished the work of correcting the New Testament record. Six months to a day, on July 2, 1833, the Old Testament was finished according to a letter which was written by Joseph Smith from Far West back to Kirtland to the saints there. So much for the history and record of the production of the Inspired Version! 

The Explanation of the First Chapter of John Shows the Excellency of the Inspired Version. There are things which I could present showing the excellencies of the Inspired Version. I would not take much space for that, but I have heard the statement made that the first chapter of the gospel according to St. John is the most profound passage ever written by any man of any age—that is, the opening statement of the first chapter of John. In the King James Version it reads: "In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God." Now that certainly requires a lot of explanation. But in the Inspired Version it says: "In the beginning was the gospel preached through the Son. And the gospel was the word, and the word was with the Son, and the Son was with God, and the Son was of God." That was a much better explanation and a much more satisfactory statement than the one in the King James Version. The Inspired Version Was Finished. The question has been raised as to whether or not the work of the Inspired Version was completed. I feel that we can establish quite satisfactorily that the work was completed. We have a record in the Millennial Star, fourteenth volume, of the statement made by Joseph Smith: "After Oliver Cowdery and John Whitmer had departed for Jackson County, Missouri, I resumed the translation of the Scriptures, and I continued to labor in this branch of my calling." Here he says that the correction of the Scriptures was a "branch" of his "calling, " with Sidney Rigdon as his scribe. 

And then, when the first patriarch of the Church, Joseph Smith, Sr., was in his last sickness, he called his sons and daughters and blessed them. In the blessing of Joseph, Jr., he used this language: "Joseph, my son, you are called to a high and holy calling. You are even called to do the work of the Lord. Hold out faithful, and you shall be blessed and your children after you. You shall even live to finish your work" (Joseph Smith The Prophet And H`s Progenitors, p. 338). 

Now I believe that those two statements in connection with each other, the latter of which is found in Lucy Smith's history, would indicate that Joseph Smith did finish his work with respect to the correction of the Scriptures. 

The Manuscript Was Preserved Intact. In an earlier statement, the Lord told them that the work they were to do would be preserved in safety. That is, the work of correction which consisted of a manuscript—quite voluminous, because it was used in connection with a large Bible—and the marked Bible. In this Bible he was to be shown wherever there was to be an insert or a word to be stricken out and another word used, and the whole work included both records the Bible, as it was marked, and the manuscript which went with it. This manuscript therefore, to the Church, was really valuable. 

Emma's Faithful Stewardship of the Manuscript. During the troublesome times in Missouri, my grandmother [Emma Smith] was forced to take her children and go across the state of Missouri to find refuge in Illinois—and she carried this manuscript in her dress. In those days, the women wore voluminous skirts. Grandmother had a belt or a girdle made, with this manuscript of the Inspired Version suspended from it. She considered it so sacred a trust for her to save, that she went across the state of Missouri in winter time with the manuscript. Later on, emissaries from Utah came and demanded that she turn over this manuscript to them, claiming to represent the Church. She refused. But when members of a committee from the Reorganized Church went to her and said they had been instructed by a General Conference to print the book, she very gladly gave it to them, as well as the marked Bible which was necessary to be used in connection. 

Joseph Smith III's Poem About the Inspired Version. Father has written some inspired songs—enough, I believe, for us to consider that he had the poetic instinct. And when this Inspired Version was finally published, my father wrote quite a long poem. I will not attempt to present it all, but I think there is something in it worth noting here. In speaking of the pages of this Book he says: "And when these pages with their truths sublime Are placed within the hands of Israel's hosts, My father,' smiling on his earthly son, Will shout the victory over death and hell, And, pointing with his spirit hand to earth, Will ask the Master, 'Is my crown now won Through faithful ministry of wife and son? Or must the years of unrequited care Prove but the effort of a barren love?' Then will the Savior, Brother, Crowning Friend, Turn to His Father,' and with holy pride, While joy beams in His eye, 'See, Father, see! My brides while yet adorning waits for me! Now let the Word go forth, Thy Spirit free— Thy gospel must be preached."' 

This reminds us of that decree, mentioned in one of the verses [5:45] added by Joseph Smith in Genesis, "and a decree sent forth that it [the gospel] should be in the world until the end thereof." 

The Need for the Inspired Version. Was there a need [for the Inspired Version]? Alexander Roberts, in the English Revised Version of the New Testament (published in 1881), said: "Of the varieties of readings of the New Testament there were 30,000 in the last century and 150,000 at the present day. Of the original texts he said, "There were and are words in the professed original for which no divine authority can be pledged." 

And in the Preface of the Revised Version he said: "We recognize from the first the responsibility of the undertaking; and through our manifold experience of its abounding difficulties we have felt more and more, as we went forward, that such a mark can never be accomplished by organized efforts of scholarship and criticism, unless assisted by divine help." 

Here is a statement in which men claimed inspiration in connection with their work. Was it any more presumptuous for Joseph Smith to claim the benefit of Divinity inspiration of the Lord in making corrections, than it was for Alexander Roberts and some of the other men? 

One of the Mormon apostles who died less than a year ago wrote an article about the Inspired Version in the Improvement Era, one of their official publications, and he closed it with this sentence (after comparing a number of statements from the different versions): 

"Such comparisons might be multiplied; all would show the great service the Prophet Joseph Smith rendered in correcting Biblical errors and making the statement of the Holy Scriptures more understandable to the human mind. The Inspired Translation is one of the mighty evidences of the prophetic power of Joseph Smith." 

Here is a thought which I would like to close with, written by a great lawyer and statesman of this country, Daniel Webster: "If we work upon marble, it will perish; if we work upon brass, time will efface it; if we rear temples, they will crumble into dust; but if we work upon immortal souls, if we imbue them with immortal principles, with a just fear of God and a love of their fellow men, we engrave on those tablets something which will brighten all eternity." 

Obtaining the plates

Smith said that he first learned about the golden plates on the eve of September 22[8] in 1823 (or possibly 1822),[9] when, in his bedroom late at night thinking about his First Vision,[10] an angel[11] named Moroni appeared to him three times.[12] Moroni told him that the plates could be found buried in a prominent hill near his home later referred to as Cumorah (a name from the Book of Mormon).[13]

According to Smith and contemporaries who heard his account, the angel said he would not allow Smith to take the plates until he was able to obey certain "commandments".[14] Smith and his believing followers said the angel's requirements included the following: that Smith tell his father about the vision,[15] that he have no thought of using the plates for monetary gain,[16] that he take the plates and go directly away without looking back,[17] that the plates never directly touch the ground until safe at home in a locked chest,[18] and that he never show the plates to any unauthorized person.[19] The last three of the angel's requirements were corroborated by non-believers who heard the story from Smith or his father, and who also add that Smith said the angel required him to wear "black clothes" to the site of the plates,[20] to ride a "black horse with a switchtail",[21] to call for the plates by a certain name,[22] and to "give thanks to God".[23]

An 1841 engraving of "Mormon Hill" (looking south), where Smith said he found the Golden Plates on the west side, near the peak.In the morning, Smith began to work as usual and did not tell his father about the vision[24] because he did not think his father would believe him.[25] When he fainted because he had been awake all night, he said the angel appeared a fourth time and chastised him for failing to tell his father.[26] Smith's father believed the vision and encouraged his son to obey the angel's commandments.[27] Smith then set off to visit the hill. To locate the place where the plates were buried, both believing and non-believing witnesses say he used his seer stone[28] and, according to one hearer of the account, he used the seer stone to follow a sequence of landmarks by horse and on foot until he arrived at the place the plates were buried.[29] Smith said he "knew the place the instant that I arrived there" because the angel had shown him the location during the previous night's visions.[30]

At the proper location, he saw a large stone covering a stone (or possibly iron) box.[31] After using a stick to remove dirt from the edges of the stone cover and prying it up with a lever,[32] he said he saw the plates inside, together with other artifacts.[33] According to Smith's 1835 biography and other accounts, he "supposed his success certain" in obtaining the plates.[34] According to Smith's trusted followers, Smith said he picked up the plates, but then put them on the ground while he covered the box with the stone to protect other valuable treasures in the box from being taken later by passers-by.[35] Nevertheless, when Smith looked back at the plates on the ground after closing the box, the plates had once again disappeared into the box.[36] According to two non-believing Palmyra residents, when Smith once again raised the stone and attempted to retrieve the plates, Smith saw in the box something like a toad that grew larger and struck him to the ground.[37] Although Smith's contemporary followers do not mention a toad-like creature, they agree with several non-believers that Smith said he was stricken by a supernatural force that hurled him to the ground as many as three times.[38]

Disconcerted by his inability to obtain the plates, Smith said he briefly wondered whether his experience had been a "dreem of Vision" [sic].[39] Concluding that it was not, he prayed asking why he had been barred from taking the plates.[40] In response to his question, Smith said the angel appeared and told him he could not receive the plates because he "had been tempted of the advisary (sic) and saught (sic) the Plates to obtain riches and kept not the commandments that I should have."[41] According to Smith's followers, Smith had also broken the angel's commandment "not to lay the plates down, or put them for a moment out of his hands",[42] and according to a non-believer, Smith said "I had forgotten to give thanks to God" as required by the angel.[43]

Smith said the angel instructed him to return the next year, on September 22, 1824, with the "right person", who the angel said was his older brother Alvin.[44] Alvin died in November 1823, so Smith returned to the hill in 1824 and asked what he should do,[45] but to his family's disappointment, he did not return with the plates.[46] Smith said he was told to return the next year with the "right person," but the angel did not tell Smith who that person might be.[47] For the visit on September 22, 1825, Smith may have attempted unsuccessfully to bring his treasure-hunting associate Samuel T. Lawrence,[48] but eventually, Smith determined after looking into his seer stone that the "right person" was Emma Hale, his future wife.[49]

Smith said that he visited the hill "at the end of each year" for four years after the first visit in 1823,[50] but there is no specific record of him being in the Palmyra vicinity between January 1826 and January 1827 when he returned to Palmyra from Pennsylvania with his new wife.[51] After his arrival in Palmyra in January 1827, Smith visited the hill and returned to tell his parents that the angel had severely chastised him for not being "engaged enough in the work of the Lord."[52] The next annual visit on September 22, 1827 would be his last chance to receive the plates.[53]

According to Brigham Young, as the scheduled date to obtain the plates approached, several Palmyra residents expressed concern "that they were going to lose that treasure" and sent for a skilled necromancer from 60 miles away, encouraging him to make three separate trips to Palmyra to find the plates.[54] During one of these trips, the unnamed necromancer is said to have discovered the location, but was unable to determine the value of the plates.[55] A few days prior to the September 22, 1827 visit to the hill, Smith's loyal treasure-hunting friends Josiah Stowell and Joseph Knight, Sr. traveled to Palmyra, in part, to be there during Smith's scheduled visit to the hill.[56]

Another of Smith's former treasure-hunting associates, Samuel T. Lawrence, was also apparently aware of the approaching date to obtain the plates, and Smith was concerned he might cause trouble.[57] Therefore, on the eve of September 22, 1827, the scheduled date for retrieving the plates, Smith dispatched his father to spy on Lawrence's house until dark. If Lawrence attempted to leave, the elder Joseph would have informed him that his son would "thrash the stumps with him" if he found him at the hill, but Lawrence never left his home.[58] Late at night, Smith took a horse and carriage to the hill Cumorah with his wife Emma.[59] While Emma stayed in the wagon kneeling in prayer,[60] Joseph walked to what he said was the site of the Golden Plates. Some time in the early morning hours, he said he retrieved the plates and hid them in a hollow log on or near Cumorah.[61] At the same time, Joseph said he received a pair of large spectacles he called the "Urim and Thummim" or "Interpreters", with lenses consisting of two seer stones, which he showed his mother when he returned in the morning.[62]

Over the next few days, Smith took a well-digging job in nearby Macedon to obtain money to buy a solid lockable chest in which he said he would put the plates.[63] By then, however, some of Smith's treasure-seeking company had heard that Smith was successful in obtaining the plates, and they wanted what they believed was their cut of the profits from what they saw as part of their joint venture.[64] Spying once again on the house of Samuel Lawrence, Smith, Sr. determined that a group of ten to twelve of these men, including Lawrence and Willard Chase, had enlisted the talents of a renowned and supposedly-talented seer from sixty miles away, in an effort to locate where the plates were hidden by means of divination.[65] When Emma heard of this, she rode a stray horse to Macedon and informed Smith, Jr.,[66] who reportedly determined through his Urim and Thummim that the plates were safe, but nevertheless he hurriedly rode home with Emma.[67] Once home in Manchester, he walked to Cumorah and said he removed the plates from their hiding place, and walked back home through the woods, away from the road, with the plates wrapped in a linen frock under his arm.[68]. On the way, he said he suffered a "heavy blow with a gun" by a man who had been hiding behind a log, and blows from two other attackers.[69] His family said he returned home with a dislocated thumb, an injured arm, and an injury to his side[70] and he sent his father, Joseph Knight, and Josiah Stowell to search for the pursuers, but they found nobody.[71] Smith then put the plates in a locked chest and hid it in his parent's home in Manchester.[72]

Smith refused to allow anyone, including his family, to view the plates or other artifacts directly. Some people, however, were allowed to heft them or feel them through a cloth.[73] A few days after retrieving the plates, Smith brought home what he said was an ancient breastplate, which had been hidden in the box at Cumorah with the plates, let his mother feel it through a thin cloth, then placed it in the locked chest with the plates and the Urim and Thummim.[74]

The Smith home was approached "nearly every night" by villagers hoping to find the plates on their property.[75] After word that a group of people would be attempting to enter the home by force, Smith buried the chest under the hearth,[76] but the family was able to scare away the approaching intruders.[77] Fearing it might be discovered, however, Smith hid the chest under the floor boards of his parents' old log home nearby, then used as a cooper shop.[78] Later, Smith said he took the plates out of the chest, left the empty chest under the floor boards of the cooper shop, and hid the plates in a barrel of flax, not long before the location of the empty box was discovered and the place ransacked by Smith's former treasure-seeking associates,[79] who had enlisted one of the men's sisters to find that location by looking in her seer stone.[80]

[edit] Translating the plates

Main article: Life of Joseph Smith, Jr. from 1827 to 1830

Most of the translation of the golden plates took place in Harmony, Pennsylvania (now located in Oakland Township), where Smith and Emma moved in October 1827 with the financial assistance from a prominent, though superstitious, Palmyra landowner Martin Harris.[81] Harmony was Emma's home town. The work of translation took place in two phases: the first was a period from December 1827 to June 1828 in which Smith transcribed some of the characters and then dictated a translation to Martin Harris. The 116 manuscript pages from this period, however, were lost. The second phase of translation began sporadically in early 1829, and then in earnest in April 1829 with the arrival of Oliver Cowdery, a schoolteacher willing to work full-time as his scribe. In June 1829, Smith and Cowdery moved to Fayette, New York and finished the translation around the beginning of July 1829.

[edit] Location of the plates during translation

When Joseph and Emma traveled to Pennsylvania in October 1827, the golden plates were said to be transported in a glass box hidden in a barrel of beans.[82] In Harmony, the couple stayed for a time in the home of Emma's father Isaac Hale, but when Smith refused to show Hale the plates, only allowing him to heft the containing box, Hale banished the concealed object from his house.[83] Afterwards, the plates were said to be hidden for much of the time in the woods nearby,[84] although Emma said that for at least part of the time, Joseph kept the plates in the house, on a table, wrapped in a linen tablecloth, which she moved from time to time when it got in the way of her chores.[85] In one instance, the plates were said to be in a trunk on Emma's bureau.[86] Smith did not require the physical presence of the plates in order to translate.[87]

In April 1828, Harris' wife Lucy visited Harmony with her husband and demanded to see the plates. When Smith refused, she searched the Smith house and grounds for the plates, but they had been hidden in the nearby woods, and were protected by a large black snake that frightened her and reportedly prevented her from digging them up.[88] Lucy was soon allegedly involved in the loss of the loss of 116 pages of translation manuscript in July 1828, which had been loaned to Martin so that he could prove to his friends and family that the plates were real.

Because of the lost 116 pages, Smith said that between July and September 1828, the angel Moroni took back possession of the plates and the Urim and Thummim as a penalty for "delivering the manuscript into the hands of a wicked man."[89] The angel is said to have returned them to Smith in Harmony again on September 22, 1828, the autumn equinox and the anniversary of the day he first received the plates.[90]

In March 1829, Martin Harris visited Harmony and asked to see the plates firsthand. Smith did not show him the plates directly, but told him that he "would go into the woods where the Book of Plates was, and that after he came back, Harris should follow his tracks in the snow, and find the Book, and examine it for himself"; after following these directions, however, Harris could not find the plates.[91]

In early June 1829, the unwanted attentions of Harmony locals necessitated a move to Fayette, New York, to the home of David Whitmer and his parents. As they traveled, the golden plates were reportedly transported by the angel Moroni, who received the plates in Harmony and then placed them in the garden of the Whitmer house in Fayette, where Smith found them.[92]

After translation was completed, Smith said he returned the plates to the angel,[93] although the angel periodically brought them, as needed, to show several witnesses. Many Latter Day Saints, including Brigham Young, have believed the plates were returned to Hill Cumorah and that other ancient records lie buried there, including the Sword of Laban and the special spectacles given to aid the translation process.[94]

[edit] Translation process

Smith said he copied characters from the golden plates and translated them through the use of "Urim and Thummim" found with the plates.[95] Emma Smith later recalled that when she took dictation from her husband, she "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 had given him to fold them in. I once felt of the plates as they thus lay on the table tracing their outline and shape. They seemed to be pliable like thick paper, and would rustle with a metallic sound when the edges were moved by the thumb, as one does sometimes thumb the edges of a book."[96]

Usually, however, the golden plates were not even in the same room. Michael Morse, Smith's brother-in-law, said that he watched Smith on several occasions:"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." David Whitmer said that "the plates were not before Joseph while he translated, but seem to have been removed by the custodian angel." Isaac Hale said that while Joseph was translating, the plates were "hid in the woods." Joseph Smith, Sr. said they were "hid in the mountains."[97] During the translation process a curtain or blanket was placed between Smith and his scribe or between the living area and the area where Smith and his scribe worked. [98] Sometimes Smith dictated to Martin Harris from upstairs or from a different room. [99]

Smith used a number of assistants during the process of translating the Book of Mormon, including Emma Smith, Martin Harris, and most notably, Oliver Cowdery. Nevertheless, Smith's translation process did not involve his understanding of an ancient script. As he looked into the seer stone, the words of the text appeared to him in English. [100] When in mid-1828, Smith loaned the manuscript pages to Martin Harris, and Harris lost them, Smith said that opponents would try to see if he could "bring forth the same words again." Smith did not explain why he believed different translations of a text should not be different or why a fraudulent version with different handwriting would not be obvious.[101]

[edit] Plates returned to Moroni

Once the translation was complete, about July 1829, Smith said that he returned the plates to the angel.[102] Many Latter Day Saints, including Brigham Young, have believed the plates were returned to Hill Cumorah and that other ancient records lie buried there, including the Sword of Laban and the Urim and Thummim given to aid the translation process.[103]

[edit] Witnesses to the plates

Main article: Book of Mormon witnesses

As Smith finished the translation of the plates, he revealed that witnesses would be asked to testify to their existence. In June 1829, two sets of witnesses, the Three Witnesses[104]and a separate group of Eight Witnesses,[105] signed joint statements, written by Smith, which were subsequently published with the text of the Book of Mormon.[106] The Three Witnesses — Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer, and Martin Harris — affirmed that an angel had descended from heaven and presented the plates, which they saw but did not touch. Then they heard a voice from heaven declaring that the book was translated by the power of God and that they should bear record of it. The Eight Witnesses were members of the Joseph Smith and David Whitmer families. Like the Three Witnesses, the Eight signed a joint statement that they had seen and, in their case, hefted the plates.[107]

In March 1838, disillusioned church members said that Martin Harris, who had given many specific descriptions of the plates, had now publicly denied having seen them at all.[108]Near the end of his long life, Harris also said that he had seen the plates only in "a state of entrancement."[109] Nevertheless, in 1871 Harris testified that no one had "ever heard me in any way deny the truth of the Book of Mormon [or] the administration of the angel that showed me the plates."[110] Yet even after Smith had returned the plates to the angel, other early LDS Church members testified that an angel had also showed them the plates.[111]

[edit] Physical description of the plates

[edit] Format, binding, and dimensions

Full-scale model of the Golden Plates based on Joseph Smith's description.The plates were said to be in the format of a book, bound at one edge by a set of rings. Martin Harris, one of Joseph Smith, Jr.'s early scribes, is reported to have said in 1828 that he understood the plates were "fastened together in the shape of a book by wires"[112] After saying that he saw the plates in 1829, Harris said in 1859 that the plates "were seven inches wide by eight inches in length, and were of the thickness of plates of tin; and when piled one above the other, they were altogether about four inches thick; and they were put together on the back by three silver rings, so that they would open like a book."[113] David Whitmer, another 1829 witness, was quoted in a 1831 Palmyra newspaper as saying the plates were "the thickness of tin plate; the back was secured with three small rings...passing through each leaf in succession".[114] Anomalously, Smith's father is quoted as saying the plates were only half an inch thick [115] Smith's mother, who said she had "seen and handled" the plates, is quoted as saying they were "eight inches long, and six wide,... all connected by a ring which passes through a hole at the end of each plate".[116]

Hyrum Smith and John Whitmer, also witnesses in 1829, are reported to have stated that the rings holding the plates together were, in Hyrum's words, "in the shape of the letter D, which facilitated the opening and shutting of the book".[117] Joseph Smith's wife Emma, and his younger brother William said they examined the plates while they were wrapped in fabric. Emma said she "felt of the plates, as they thus lay on the table, tracing their outline and shape. They seemed to be pliable like thick paper, and would rustle with a metallic sound when the edges were moved by the thumb, as one does sometimes thumb the edges of a book".[118] William agreed that the plates could be rustled with one's thumb like the pages of a book.[119]

Joseph Smith did not provide his own published description of the plates until 1842, when he said in a letter that "each plate was six inches [150 mm] wide and eight inches [200 mm] long, and not quite so thick as common tin. They were...bound together in a volume, as the leaves of a book, with three rings running through the whole. The volume was something near six inches [150 mm] in thickness." [120]

[edit] Composition and weight

The plates were first described as "gold." Beginning about 1827, the plates were widely called the "gold bible".[121] When the book was published in 1830, eight witnesses described the plates as having "the appearance of gold."[122] The Book of Mormon itself describes the plates as being made of "ore."[123] In 1831, a Palmyra newspaper quoted David Whitmer, another witness to the plates, as saying the plates were a "whitish yellow color," with "three small rings of the same metal."[124]

Joseph Smith, Jr.'s first published description of the plates agreed that the plates "had the appearance of gold."[125] but gave no further information about their composition. Late in life, Martin Harris stated that the rings holding the plates together were made of silver,[126] and he said the plates themselves, based on their heft of "forty or fifty pounds,"[127] "were lead or gold."[128] Joseph's brother William Smith, who said he felt the plates inside a pillow case in 1827, said in 1884 that he understood the plates to be "a mixture of gold and copper...much heavier than stone, and very much heavier than wood."[129]

Different people estimated the weight of the plates differently. According to Smith's one-time-friend Willard Chase, Smith told him in 1827 that the plates weighed between forty and sixty pounds, most likely the latter.[130] Smith's father Joseph Smith, Sr., who was one of the Eight Witnesses, reportedly weighed them and said in 1830 that they "weighed thirty pounds."[131] Joseph Smith's brother, William, said that he lifted them in a pillowcase and thought they "weighed about sixty pounds according to the best of my judgment."[132] Others who lifted the plates while they were wrapped in cloth or enclosed in a box thought that they weighed about sixty pounds. Martin Harris said that he had "hefted the plates many times, and should think they weighed forty or fifty pounds." [133] Joseph Smith's wife Emma never estimated the weight of the plates but said they were light enough for her to "move them from place to place on the table, as it was necessary in doing my work".[134] Had the plates been made of 24-karat gold (which Smith never claimed), they would have weighed about 140 pounds. [135]

The plates might have been made from tin or various gold alloys. They might have been made of a gold and copper Mesoamerican alloy, called tumbaga by the Spanish, which would have weighed between 50 and 70 pounds.[136] Plates of roughly similar dimensions and weight might also have been made of tin, which was readily available in the Palmyra area. [137]

[edit] "Sealed" portion

According to Joseph Smith and others, the book of Golden Plates contained a "sealed" portion [138] containing "a revelation from God, from the beginning of the world to the ending thereof."[139] Although Smith never personally described the nature or extent of the seal, witnesses have offered several descriptions. The language of the Book of Mormon is interpreted by many to describe a sealing of the plates that was spiritual, metaphorical,[140] physical, or any combination of these elements.

The Book of Mormon refers to other documents and plates being "sealed" by being buried to come forth at some future time. For example, the Book of Mormon says the entire set of plates was "sealed up, and hid up unto the Lord",[141] and that a separate record of John the Apostle was "sealed up to come forth in their purity" in the end times.[142] One set of plates referred to in the Book of Mormon was "sealed up" in the sense that "no one can interpret them," because they were written "in a language that they cannot be read."[143]

Smith may also have understood the sealing as a supernatural or spiritual sealing of the plates "by the power of God" (2 Nephi 27:10).[144] This idea is supported by a reference in the Book of Mormon to the "interpreters" (Urim and Thummim) with which Smith said they were buried or "sealed." [145] Oliver Cowdery also stated that when Smith visited the hill, he was stricken by a supernatural force because the plates were "sealed by the prayer of faith".[146]

A physical "sealing" placed on part of the plates by Mormon or Moroni has been described by several witnesses. David Whitmer said that an angel showed him the plates in 1829, and that "a large portion of the leaves were so securely bound together that it was impossible to separate them."[147] He also said that the "sealed" part of the plates were held together as a solid mass that was "stationary and immovable,"[148] it "appeared as solid to my view as wood",[149] and it had "perceptible marks where the plates appeared to be sealed".[150]. Whitmer also stated that the leaves "were so securely bound that it was impossible to separate them".[151] Lucy Mack Smith said in 1842 that "some of [the plates] are sealed together and are not to be opened, and some of them are loose".[152] The testimony of the Eight Witnesses states that they saw the plates in 1829 and handled "as many of the leaves as the said Smith has translated," implying that they did not examine un-translated parts of the book such as the sealed portion.[153]

David Whitmer said that "about half" the book was sealed in one interview,[154] and in 1881 said that "about one-third" of the book was un-sealed, and the remainder sealed.[155] Whitmer's 1881 statement is consistent with a 1856 statement by Orson Pratt, an associate of Smith's who never saw the plates himself, but who said he had spoken with the witnesses.[156] According to Pratt, "about two-thirds" of the plates were "sealed up".[157]

The sealed portion of the plates is said to contain "a revelation from God, from the beginning of the world to the ending thereof."[158] The Book of Mormon states that this vision was originally given to the Brother of Jared, recorded by Ether on a set of 24 plates later found by Limhi and then "sealed up."[159] According to this account, Moroni copied the plates of Limhi onto the sealed portion of the Golden Plates.[160]

[edit] Engravings

Main article: Reformed Egyptian

A transcription by Joseph Smith, Jr. of characters he said were engraved on the Golden Plates.The Golden Plates were said to contain engravings in an ancient language that the Book of Mormon describes as Reformed Egyptian.[161] Smith later described them as "Egyptian characters...small, and beautifully engraved," exhibiting "much skill in the art of engraving."[162]

According to John Whitmer, one of the Eight Witnesses who said he saw the plates in 1829, the plates had "fine engravings on both sides".[163] Orson Pratt, who did not see the plates himself, who had spoken with the witnesses, understood that there were engravings on both sides of the plates, "stained with a black, hard stain, so as to make the letters more legible and easier to be read."[164]

[edit] Metal plates in Latter Day Saint theology and history

[edit] Other metal plates mentioned in the Book of Mormon

In addition to the Golden Plates, the Book of Mormon refers to several other sets of books written on metal plates:

The brass plates originally in the custody of Laban, containing the writings of Old Testament prophets before the Babylonian Exile, as well as the otherwise unknown prophets Zenos and Zenoch, and possibly others. 

The large plates of Nephi, the source of the text abridged by Mormon and engraved on the Golden Plates. 

The small plates of Nephi, the source of the first and second books of Nephi, and the books of Jacob, Enos, Jarom and Omni, which replaced the lost 116 pages. 

A set of twenty-four plates found by the people of Limhi containing the record of the Jaredites, translated by King Mosiah, and abridged by Moroni as the Book of Ether. 

[edit] Other metal plates in the Latter Day Saint Tradition

In 1843, Smith acquired a set of six small bell-shaped plates, known as the Kinderhook Plates, found in Kinderhook, Pike County, Illinois. Smith said that they contained information about a descendant of Ham "through the loins of Pharaoh," but he never produced a translation. After Smith's assassination, the Kinderhook Plates were presumed lost, but for decades The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints published facsimiles of them in its official History of the Church as evidence that ancient Americans wrote on metal plates. In 1980 the Kinderhook Plates were proved to have been manufactured in the nineteenth century, probably in an attempt to catch Smith in a fraud. Today the LDS Church acknowledges the plates as a hoax and makes no attempt to defend their authenticity.[165] 

James J. Strang, one of the rival claimants to succeed Smith, also claimed to have discovered and translated a set of plates known as the Voree Plates. Strang likewise produced witnesses to their authenticity. Although Strang's movement was short-lived, Joseph Smith's mother, Lucy Mack Smith, and all living witnesses to the Book of Mormon, including the three Whitmers and Martin Harris (although perhaps excluding Oliver Cowdery), accepted "Strang's leadership, angelic call, metal plates, and his translation of these plates as authentic."[166] 

[edit] Metal plates outside the Latter Day Saint tradition

the Pyrgi TabletsMormons often treat inscribed metal plates outside the Latter Day Saint tradition as evidence that the Golden Plates were actual historical artifacts. Some ancient European and Mesopotamian cultures did keep short records on metal plates, but those found to date have been extremely thin to facilitate being engraved with a pointed tool. In 500 BCE, Darius the Great of Persia inscribed a history on a gold plate and sealed it in a stone box in the temple at Persepolis. [167] A six-page, 24-carat gold book, allegedly written in Etruscan, was found in Bulgaria;[168]and in 2005, an eight-page golden codex, said to be from the Achaemenid period, was recovered from smugglers by the Iranian police. The Pyrgi Tablets (now at the National Etruscan Museum, Rome) are gold plates with a bilingual Phoenician-Etruscan text. Gold Laminae funerary texts similar to Books of the Dead have also been found in Italy. In the caves where the Dead Sea Scrolls had been found, archeologists later discovered the aptly-named Copper Scroll, two rolled sheets of copper that may describe locations where treasures of the Second Temple of Jerusalem may have been hidden.[169] Nevertheless, there is no known extant example of writing on metal plates longer than the eight-page Persian codex.

[edit] See also

The Book of Mormon and Other Hidden Books: 'Out of Darkness Unto Light' 

The Book of Mormon


THE BOOK OF MORMON WITNESSES 

Historical evidence has led many people to question the authenticity of the Book of Mormon and the credibility of Joseph Smith's story. Those who would defend traditional beliefs about Mormon origins often turn to the testimonies of 11 men. These men signed statements declaring the Book of Mormon was true, and that they had seen and/or handled the plates used in the translation. For some people, such testimony is enough to alleviate their doubts. But is it truly a solid foundation for faith in the Mormon church? A careful investigation reveals there are a number of historical details which raise questions about the objectivity and credibility of these witnesses. 

First let's look at the actual testimony of the men known as the Three Witnesses. They are David Whitmer, Oliver Cowdery and Martin Harris. In the printed statement found in the Book of Mormon, all three of them affirm being shown the plates by an angel, and the LDS church implies that all three men saw the plates with Joseph on the same day. It is portrayed as a physical, tangible, and verifiable event. 

But, what people are not told is that the experience was visionary in nature. While Joseph Smith was dictating the Book of Mormon to Oliver Cowdery, he read off a section that declared there would be three special witnesses who would be allowed to see the plates and then "bear witness" to the Book of Mormon. Joseph Smith's History states, "Almost immediately after we had made this discovery, it occurred to Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer and the aforementioned Martin Harris (who had come to inquire after our progress in the work) that they would have me inquire of the Lord to know if they might not obtain of him the privilege to be these three special witnesses; and finally they became so very solicitous, and urged me so much to inquire that at length I complied" (History of the Church, Vol. 1, pp. 52-53). Joseph then produced a revelation for Oliver, David and Martin which stated that if they relied upon God's word and did so with a full purpose of heart they would "have a view of the plates, and also the breastplate, the sword of Laban, the Urim & Thummim, ... and the miraculous directors which were given to Lehi" (Ibid, p. 53). It would only be by their faith that they would be able to obtain a view of them. 

Is this providence or convenience? Joseph dictates the part of the Book of Mormon that mentions three special witnesses while all three are there with him. They beg Joseph to ask God if maybe they aren't the ones. When he finally gives in, Joseph immediately gets a revelation that says, if they have faith, rely on God's word and have full purpose of heart, they will see not only the plates but numerous other wonderful things. So they go to the woods and first spend a prolonged time in prayer. Nothing happens. They pray more. Nothing happens. Martin Harris volunteers to leave the group because he senses the others think he was the reason nothing was happening. As soon as Harris leaves, the others see the angel and plates, though there is no mention of any of the other items that had been promised. According to Joseph Smith's history, Joseph then goes to find Harris, and while praying together, Harris cries out, "Tis enough, tis enough; mine eyes have beheld; mine eyes have beheld;" (Ibid, p. 55). Even in this there is a conflict of testimony, for according to Harris, "I never saw the gold plates, only in a visionary or entranced state. ...In about three days I went into the woods to pray that I might see the plates. While praying I passed into a state of entrancement, and in that state I saw the angel and the plates." (Anthony Metcalf, Ten Years Before the Mast, n.d., microfilm copy, p. 70-71). Once again, in spite of the revelation that claimed they would see the plates as well as many other marvelous things, all they testified to seeing was an angel holding the plates. However, later in life, in an interview with Zenas Gurley, David Whitmer would testify that he saw "the Interpreters in the holy vision.") When Harris was asked if he saw the plates with his naked eyes, he would later admit he only saw the plates with a spiritual eye. (Wilford C. Wood, Joseph Smith Begins His Work, Vol. 1, 1958, introduction. This is a photomechanical reprint of the first edition [1830] of the Book of Mormon. It also contains biographical and histori cal information relating to the Book of Mormon.) 

It becomes apparent from Harris' testimony and that of others, that this was a "visionary experience". 

Oliver Cowdery and Joseph Smith were third cousins (Oliver Cowdery: The Elusive Second Elder of the Restoration, Phillip R. Legg, p. 17), and Cowdery also shared what must be considered a magical, mystical mindset. D. Michael Quinn in his book, Early Mormonism & the Magic World View, states, "Cowdery's use of a divining rod, however, does suggest that before 1829, he may have also had at least some knowledge of and experience with as trology and ceremonial folk magic" (p. 35). Brigham Young related a story from the life of Oliver Cowdery in which Cowdery claimed that he and Joseph Smith walked right into the Hill Cumorah with the gold plates of the Book of Mormon and put them back on a table. In this huge cave were piles of gold plates and a sword with writing on it (Journal of Discourses, Vol. 19, p. 38.). 

While this experience with a cave of gold plates sounds more like a vivid dream, it was referred to as the gift of "second sight," or "seeing with the eyes of understanding. According to Joseph Smith, Oliver Cowdery had already seen the gold plates in a vision before becoming Joseph's scribe (Dean C. Jessee, The Personal Writings of Joseph Smith, p. 8.). Martin Harris, before his experience as one of the three witnesses, told Joseph Smith, "Joseph, I know all about it. The Lord has showed me ten times more about it than you know." (Interview with Martin Harris in Tiffany's Monthly, 1859, p. 166). 

David Whitmer's testimony varied as to the objective versus the subjective nature of the experience, but he also spoke of the angel and gold plates in visionary terms. In 1885 he was interviewed by Zenas Gurley. Gurley asked if Whitmer knew that the plates were real metal. Whitmer said that he did not touch or handle them. He was then asked if the table they were on was literal wood or if the whole thing was a like a vision. Whitmer replied that the table had the appearance of literal wood as shown in the vision, in the glory of God (Zenas H. Gurley, Jr., Interview with David Whitmer on January 14, 1885.). 

So, according to their own testimonies, all three witnesses describe a mystical, visionary, almost dreamlike experience in which they claim they saw an angel with the gold plates. And, contrary to the LDS church's portrayal, David Whitmer is the only one who saw the plates for the first time that day in the woods, since Oliver and Martin had apparently already seen them in a vision before that day. According to his own testimony, Martin Harris didn't see the angel with plates until he was alone in the woods three days later. This does not appear to be the factual, unquestionably objective event the Mormon church often portrays it to be. 

The testimony of the eight other witnesses who claimed they handled actual plates, also has problems in several areas. The Mormon church always pictures all eight of them standing together in the woods, with Joseph showing them the plates. But according to the testimony of John Whitmer who was one of the eight witnesses, Joseph showed them to four people at one time in his house, and then later to four other people (Deseret Evening News, 6 August 1878, Letter to the editor from P. Wilhelm Poulson, M.D., typed transcript, p. 2). It is notable that these eight men fall naturally into two groups of four. The first group is comprised of four brothers of David Whitmer, who himself was one of the three witnesses: Christian, Jacob, Peter jun., and John Whitmer. The second four are Joseph Smith's father, Joseph's two brothers (Hyrum and Samuel) and Hiram Page, who was married to the Whitmer's sister, Catherine. Another sister, Elizabeth, married Oliver Cowdery. So, all the witnesses, except Martin Harris, were closely related to one another. 

Another significant historical point regarding the eight witnesses comes from a letter dated April 15, 1838. It was written by a former Mormon leader named Stephen Burnett. In that letter, Burnett told how he heard Martin Harris state in public that Harris never saw the plates with his natural eyes but only in vision or imagination, and the same was true for Oliver Cowdery and David Whitmer. Martin Harris went on to say that the eight witnesses never actually saw the plates either, and therefore, were hesitant to sign the statement, but were persuaded to do so. 

According to the letter, Burnett and several other men publicly renounced the Book of Mormon. After they were done speaking, Martin Harris got up and said he was sorry for anyone who rejected the Book of Mormon, for he knew it was true, and said he would have never told them that the testimony of the eight witnesses was false if it had not been picked out of him, and that he should have left it as it was (Stephen Burnett, Letter in Joseph Smith Papers, Letter Book. Copy and typed transcript on file in office of Institute for Religious Research.) While some LDS scholars and apologists have tried to brush aside this testimony as "hearsay," it is corroborated by a letter cited in Wayne C. Gunnell's 1955 BYU dissertation. This letter, written by George A. Smith to Josiah Fleming and dated March 30, 1838 (a couple of weeks earlier than the Burnett letter), describes a similar scene with Martin Harris, Boyington, Parish, and Johnson, all of whom are mentioned in the Burnett letter. 

The situation is further complicated by some puzzling statements made by the witnesses themselves. Only three of the eight witnesses made separate statements that they had handled the plates. They were Joseph's two brothers, Hyrum and Samuel, and John Whitmer. Hyrum and Samuel's statements are further qualified by their brother William who, in an interview, also claimed to have handled the plates. He said, "I did not see them uncovered, but I handled them and hefted them while wrapped in a tow frock and judged them to have weighed about sixty pounds. ... Father and my brother Samuel saw them as I did while in the frock. So did Hyrum and others of the family." When the interviewer asked if he didn't want to remove the cloth and see the bare plates, William replied, "No, for father had just asked if he might not be permitted to do so, and Joseph, putting his hand on them said; 'No, I am instructed not to show them to any one. If I do, I will transgress and lose them again.' Besides, we did not care to have him break the commandment and suffer as he did before." (Zion's Ensign, p. 6, January 13, 1894, cited in Church of Christ broadside.) 

John Whitmer's statements were the most detailed -- both the 1878 statement mentioned earlier and his 1839 statement to Theodore Turley where he said, "I now say, I handled those plates; there were fine engravings on both sides. ... they were shown to me by a supernatural power" (History of the Church, Vol. 3, p. 307). Now if these were physical plates, presented to the eight witnesses while Joseph Smith held them on his knee, why did Whitmer qualify his statement by saying it happened by means of a supernatural power? One can only wonder why there was a need for a supernatural presentation of physical plates. Unless, of course, the Whitmer family was also shown the plates under a cloth, but was encouraged to see them with their eyes of faith. This, however, contradicts John Whitmer's 1878 interview where he states that his group of four were handed the plates "uncovered into our hands, and we turned the leaves sufficient to satisfy us." (Poulson letter to Deseret Evening News, previously cited, p. 2). 

Just as puzzling is Hiram Page's testimony regarding his part as one of the eight witnesses. While he makes a veiled reference to "what I saw" he never mentions seeing or handling the plates, but instead emphasizes that Joseph had to have supernatural power to write such a book. He also says, "And to say that those holy Angels who came and showed themselves to me as I was walking through the field, to confirm me in the work of the Lord of the last days -- three of whom came to me afterwards and sang a hymn in their own pure language; yes, it would be treating the God of heaven with contempt, to deny these testimonies." (Ensign of Liberty, 1848, cited in Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought, Vol 7:4, Winter 1972, p. 84.) 

Statements like these raise serious questions about the witnesses, and what exactly happened with Joseph Smith. Yet, we still have the statements from the Mormon church that none of them ever denied their testimony of the Book of Mormon. This may be the case, but there is a possible exception. A reference in an LDS poem published in Times & Seasons, Vol. 2, p. 482, speaks of Oliver denying the Book of Mormon. Oliver Cowdery did later become a member of the "Methodist Protestant Church" in Tiffin, Seneca County, Ohio. Before joining, it appears he made a complete and full renunciation of Mormonism. He later served as a Superintendent of the Sabbath-School, and Secretary of a church meeting and was recognized as a charter member (Affidavit quoted in The True Origin of Mormonism, by Charles A. Shook, Cincinnati, Ohio, 1914, pp. 58-59, cited in Case Against Mormonism, Vol. 2, p. 16; also The Mormon Hierarchy: Origins of Power, by D. Michael Quinn, Signature Books, 1994, p. 545.). 

Oliver Cowdery did return to the Mormon church and was rebaptized in October of 1848, but there are questions as to his motivation for joining and how long he remained a member after rejoining. Some Mormons were suspicious of his motives and against his rebaptism. There is interesting evidence that indicates Cowdery was never completely reconciled to the Mormon church. The Gospel Herald of November 1, 1849 carried the following comments: "You will observe also that they make no mention of Oliver Cowdery filling up their organization. The truth is, he is not the sort of man for them. It was a singular fit of mania by which he was led off after them, and seems to have lasted him but a few weeks . . . they would not trust power in his hands a single moment." (Cited in Case Against Mormonism, by Jerald & Sandra Tanner, 1968, p. 28.) 

Oliver Cowdery died, not in Utah, but at the home of fellow witness David Whitmer, who had also left the Mormon church. Whitmer makes it clear that Cowdery "died believing as I do to-day," which included a belief that Joseph was a fallen prophet, and that the Doctrine and Covenants contained false revelations (An Address to All Believers in Christ, 1887, pp. 1-2). 

Martin Harris is also said to have rejoined the Mormon church and died in full fellowship, affirming his commitment to the Book of Mormon. Yet sources contemporary with Martin Harris referred to him as "feeble both in body and mind" (Des Moines Daily News, Oct. 16, 1886, cited in Case, p. 31). In fact, Anthony Metcalf who interviewed Harris wrote, "Harris never believed that the Brighamite branch of the Mormon church, nor the Josephite church, was right, because in his opinion, God had rejected them; but he did believe that Mormonism was the pure gospel of Christ when it was first revealed, I believe he died in that faith" (Ten Years Before the Mast, Anthony Metcalf, p. 73, microfilm copy). 

Mormon writers have also acknowledged that Harris was religiously unstable, saying, "Martin Harris was an unaggressive, vacillating, easily influenced person" (E. Cecil McGavin, The Historical Background for the Doctrine & Covenants, p. 23, cited in Case, Vol. 2, p. 33). Wayne C. Gunnell in his 1955 BYU thesis on Martin Harris wrote, "Martin's motives in being baptized at that time are not known, but the data of later events would indicate a lack of sincerity." Gunnell goes on to quote a letter written in 1844 by Phineas Young to Brigham Young, "Martin Harris is a firm believer in Shakerism, says his testimony is greater than it was of the Book of Mormon" (Martin Harris - Witness and Benefactor to the Book of Mormon, Wayne C. Gunnell, BYU thesis, 1955, p. 52). 

It is very significant that Joseph Smith himself called into question the moral integrity of at least four of the eleven witnesses. In History of the Church, vol. 3:232 he wrote: Such characters as McLellin, John Whitmer, David Whitmer, Oliver Cowdery and Martin Harris, are too mean to mention; and we had liked to have forgotten them." Because they had dared leave the Latter-day Saint church, these men and others were later driven away after being accused of being "united with a gang of counterfeiters, thieves, liars and blacklegs of the deepest dye, to deceive cheat and defraud" (Senate Document 189, 1841, p. 9). In all fairness to the witnesses, this appears to be character assassination with the intent of discrediting these men in the eyes of other Mormons. That way other people would think twice about leaving the Mormon church or listening to any further testimony from these witnesses. 

According to historical evidence, the Mormon church's customary portrayal of the witnesses as eleven men of rational and critical mindsets, unquestioned honesty and integrity and unwavering commitment to the Mormon church and the Book of Mormon is far from true. Joseph Smith himself questioned their integrity, and many of them left the church and did not return. 

There are also some questions left unanswered, such as, were there really gold plates, or did Joseph produce a prop which he kept covered in a cloth and allowed only certain relatives to see and lift? He had four years between when he announced he discovered the gold plates, and when he actually claimed to get them out of the ground. When did Joseph, Harris, Whitmer & Cowdery first find out there would be three special witnesses? The D&C records two different times when Joseph claimed to receive a revelation regarding BOM witnesses. The first came at the request of Martin Harris in March of 1829 (D&C 5). It warned Joseph not to show the plates except to those whom God commanded (vs. 3). This revelation went on to say that three witnesses would be given special power to see the plates, but "to none else will I grant this power" (D&C 5:13-14). According to this revelation, there would only be three witnesses. 

Yet, in Joseph Smith's History of the Church, Vol. 1, pp. 52-53 previously cited, Joseph and Oliver did not discover there would be three witnesses until they were translating the Book of Mormon in late June of 1829 - at least three months later. A little while after this (no date is given) Joseph took it upon himself to show what he claimed were the BOM plates to the eight witnesses who were all related to one another. Joseph had them sign a testimonial. Apparently, showing the plates to his father and brothers did not require the power of God, but supernatural power was needed for showing them to John Whitmer. There was also no revelation giving him permission to show the plates, just a private meeting. At least one source indicates that Joseph showed the plates to two groups of four on separate occasions in his house, while other accounts say that all eight were together out in a grove. 

One of the problems with relying on the Witnesses for the authenticity of Mormonism is the testimony of David Whitmer given later in life. In his Address to All Believers in Christ, page 27, Whitmer declares, "If you believe my testimony to the Book of Mormon; if you believe that God spake to us three witnesses by his own voice, then I tell you that in June, 1838, God spake to me again by his own voice from the heavens, and told me to 'separate myself from among the Latter-day Saints, for as they sought to do unto me, so should it be done unto them.' In the spring of 1838, the heads of the church and many of the members had gone deep into error and blindness. I had been striving with them for a long time to show them the errors into which they were drifting, and for my labors I received only persecutions." 

This quote creates a quandary. If we accept Whitmer's testimony regarding his experience with the angel and the gold plates, then we must also accept his testimony that God also declared the current Mormon church is in a fallen state. To disavow the revelation he received stating that the Mormon church since 1838 has "gone deep into error and blindness" means we must hold as suspect his testimony to the Book of Mormon. Whitmer inseparably links the two events. 

Even if the majority of the witnesses to the Book of Mormon did not deny their testimony of the book itself, this does little to support Mormonism today. Current Mormon doctrine on the nature of God, the priesthood, use of temples, baptism for the dead, and men becoming gods, is nowhere contained in the Book of Mormon. By 1847 not a single one of the surviving eleven witnesses was part of the Mormon church. Five of these witnesses joined The Church of Christ started by William McLellin, and Oliver Cowdery indicated he was supportive of this group, though he never joined. (D. Michael Quinn, The Mormon Hierarchy - Origins of Power, Signature Books, 1994, p. 188). If these men were alive today, they would be considered apostates who had turned their back on the Spirit of God. They would be cut off from the LDS church and condemned to outer darkness, regardless of whether or not they still believed in the Book of Mormon. 

What are the facts? Eleven men claimed to witness the existence of plates they believed were the source for the Book of Mormon. Three of these men admitted the experience was subjective and visionary. Each of the first three witnesses saw the plates in a vision for the first time in a different place and time. The other eight witnesses were closely related to Joseph Smith either by blood or marriage. Only three of them claimed to see and handle that which had the appearance of being plates of gold, and could testify Joseph did have something that resembled plates with etchings after signing their name to the testimony document. Many of these witnesses left Joseph Smith and the organization that he started, believing at best that he was a fallen and false prophet. Joseph Smith himself, called into question the general character and reliability of several of these men. This, in spite of the fact that they were close friends and family of Joseph Smith. 

These historical facts highlight another thread of Mormon history that has been misrepresented by LDS Church leaders. The witnesses' testimonies as a whole are presented as objective, solid, and irrefutable, but upon close examination are seen to be subjective, ambiguous and, at times, contradictory. The traditional portrayal of a tightly woven story of Mormon origins is slowly being unraveled by the historical evidence, much of which is now being compiled and published within the Mormon community itself. 

Addendum:
Another thread of the traditional Mormon story that is seriously misrep- resented by the LDS church has to do with the discovery and translation of the supposed gold plates of the Book of Mormon. The testimony of those who were closest to Joseph Smith state uniequivocally that Joseph never used the plates while doing the translation, he used his seer stone in his hat to both discover and translate the Book of Mormon. (Richard Van Wagoner & Steve Walker, "Joseph Smith: 'The Gift of Seeing,'" in Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought, Vol. 15:2, Summer 1982, p. 53) If the plates were never used in the translation process, why the need for wit nesses? Why focus so much attention on gold plates in the first place? We attempt to answer these and related questions in the post entitled "Problems with the Book of Mormon Story." 

Does this prove the plates were a true historical artifact versus a prop Joseph put together. No. The witnesses could only testify as to appearance, and Joseph Smith himself was later duped by forged plates in the Kinderhook incident. 
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What most Latter-day Saints have been taught in church and believe as truth.

In every copy of the Book of Mormon is the signed statement by the witnesses of the BOM. The three special witnesses saw the Angel Moroni and the plates. The eight other witnesses just saw and handled the golden plates.

The 11 witnesses were all good, honorable men and regarded as upstanding members of the community.

The three special witnesses all saw the Angel and the plates together as a group. The eight witnesses also saw the plates as a group.

Most members are aware that many of the witnesses, including all three of the special witnesses, apostatized and left the church. Oliver Cowdery and perhaps Martin Harris rejoined the church shortly before they died.

Although many of the witnesses left the church, none of them ever denied their testimony regarding seeing the plates.

The witnesses’ testimonies are regarded as literally being true. They all did in fact see and touch the plates with their own eyes and hands.

The title page of the Book of Mormon reads: 
The Testimony Of Three Witnesses
BE IT KNOWN unto all nations, kindreds, tongues, and people, unto whom this work shall come: That we, through the grace of God the Father, and our Lord Jesus Christ, have seen the plates which contain this record, which is a record of the people of Nephi, and also of the Lamanites, their brethren, and also of the people of Jared, who came from the tower of which hath been spoken. And we also know that they have been translated by the gift and power of God, for his voice hath declared it unto us; wherefore we know of a surety that the work is true. And we also testify that we have seen the engravings which are upon the plates; and they have been shown unto us by the power of God, and not of man. And we declare with words of soberness, that an angel of God came down from heaven, and he brought and laid before our eyes, that we beheld and saw the plates, and the engravings thereon; and we know that it is by the grace of God the Father, and our Lord Jesus Christ, that we beheld and bear record that these things are true. And it is marvelous in our eyes. Nevertheless, the voice of the Lord commanded us that we should bear record of it; wherefore, to be obedient unto the commandments of God, we bear testimony of these things. And we know that if we are faithful in Christ, we shall rid our garments of the blood of all men, and be found spotless before the judgment-seat of Christ, and shall dwell with him eternally in the heavens.. And the honor be to the Father, & to the Son, & to the Holy Ghost, which is One God. Amen.'

Oliver Cowdery
David Whitmer
Martin Harris


And Also The Testimony Of Eight Witnesses 

BE IT KNOWN unto all nations, kindreds, tongues, and people, unto whom this work shall come: That Joseph Smith, Jun., the translator of this work, has shown unto us the plates of which hath been spoken, which have the appearance of gold ; and as many of the leaves as the said Smith has translated we did handle with our hands; and we also saw the engravings thereon, all of which has the appearance of ancient work, and of curious workmanship. And this we bear record with words of soberness, that the said Smith has shown unto us, for we have seen and hefted, and know of a surety that the said Smith has got the plates of which we have spoken. And we give our names unto the world, to witness unto the world that which we have seen. And we lie not, God bearing witness of it. 

Christian Whitmer Joseph Smith, Sr.
Jacob Whitmer Hyrum Smith
Peter Whitmer Hiram Page

John Whitmer Samuel H. Smith

Significant details & problems that most Latter-day Saints are not aware of.

The following two essays provide a very good analysis of the arguments against the witnesses by critics. Note: these essays are very similar with many common elements.

http://www.irr.org/mit/bomwit1.html
http://www.exmormon.org/file9.htm
Here are a few key points from the essays listed above.

1) The witnesses’ experiences may have only been visionary in nature. There are many statements given by the witnesses that indicate they only saw the angel and the plates in a visionary experience. Why would people need to see real, physical plates in a vision or a real angel that was physically on the earth? There are also several statements saying that the only time they saw the plates was when the plates were covered in a cloth or tow frock.

2) The witnesses did not all see the plates or angel at the same time. The plates were seen in two groups of four not all eight together as popularized in church paintings. Only David Whitmer and perhaps Oliver Cowdery saw the angel together. Martin Harris removed himself from the group and did not see the angel until some three days later. Why is this significant? Any magician will tell you that it is easier to deceive people in smaller groups.

3) David Whitmer said “If you believe my testimony to the Book of Mormon; if you believe that God spake to us three witnesses by his own voice, then I tell you that in June, 1838, God spake to me again by his own voice from the heavens, and told me to separate myself from among the Latter-day Saints, for as they sought to do unto me, so should it be done unto them.” So which statement was David Whitmer lying about or had been mistaken about? Either way he doesn’t sound like a completely trustworthy witness.

4) All the witnesses had close ties to Joseph and his family. Some like Martin Harris had a substantial financial investment in the success of the Book of Mormon. 

5) These men lived in the early 1800s and believed in magical things like many people did during that time period such as divining rods, second sight, seer stones, etc. Some of the witnesses, especially Martin Harris were easily swayed by tales of the supernatural, especially in a religious context. 

6) Many of the witnesses ended up leaving the church and following other leaders and religions such as Jesse Strang, the Shakers, Methodists, etc. By 1847 not a single one of the surviving eleven witnesses was part of the LDS Church.

7) Of the witnesses that left the church, most believed that Joseph was at best a fallen prophet, the church changed its doctrines in error and changed revelations against God’s will.

8) The witness, who have been heralded as good, honest, Abe Lincoln-type of men were later called liars, counterfeiters, thieves, etc. by Joseph Smith himself.

Witnesses to other amazing events

Many people that whole-heartedly believe the Book of Mormon witnesses do so because they have a hard time thinking that these people would either lie or could have been deceived. That’s fair enough. But why then should we not believe the witnesses to the following stories:

SOLOMON SPAULDING WITNESSES
http://www.mormonstudies.com/witness.htm
There are seven witnesses that say Solomon Spalding was the author of the Book of Mormon. Seven people wrote affidavits testifying that they had read early drafts of the Book of Mormon by author Solomon Spalding. In some ways they are more credible as they each wrote their own account instead of merely signing a prepared statement.

Obviously both sets of witnesses cannot be correct. At least one set, possibly both sets, of witnesses were either lying or were mistaken or deceived. Which group is to be believed or are they both in error? 

We’re not saying we believe the Spaulding witnesses over the Book of Mormon witnesses but it proves the point that just because a group of people claims something extraordinary happened to them, it doesn’t make it so.

For more on the Spaulding theories:

http://mormonstudies.com/criddle/rigdon.htm
JESSE STRANG WITNESSES
http://www.strangite.org
LDS leader Jesse Strang claimed to be the true prophet that succeeded Joseph after he was killed. Many people followed Strang after he sent a letter claiming he had received a revelation that he should be prophet.

The letter convinced most of Smith's family and several other prominent Mormons that Strang's claims were genuine. John Whitmer, David Whitmer, Martin Harris, Hiram Page, John E. Page, William E. McLellin, William Smith, Smith's first wife and widow, Emma Hale Smith, the sisters of Joseph Smith, William Marks, George Miller, and others, including Joseph Smith's mother, Lucy Mack Smith. Lucy wrote to Reuben Hedlock: "I am satisfied that Joseph appointed J.J. Strang. It is verily so."(ibid) According to William Smith, all of Joseph Smith's family (excepting Hyrum Smith's widow), endorsed Strang; (Palmer, 211)

Here we have all of the living Book of Mormon witness except Oliver Cowdery as well as most of Smith’s family and several other prominent members of the early LDS church accept Strang’s claim of being a prophet by merely reading his letter. How much credibility can we give these people when they accept someone so easily as a prophet who later turns out to be a fraud?

In all, about 12,000 Latter-day saints recognized Strang's claims. A smaller group followed him to Beaver Island in Lake Michigan.

Most of his initial followers, including those listed above, would leave Strang's church before his death. Some eventually followed Brigham Young, but Smith's immediate family never did, and many of them formed the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints a few years later.

There are many witnesses to Jesse Strang’s claim of having unearthed metal plates which he translated into scripture. Strang's translation of the metal plates was transcribed by Samuel Graham, and published as Book of the Law of the Lord, said to be the original law as it was given to Moses.

The following is from the first page of the Book of the Law of the Lord with the testimony of the witnesses to the plates from which the book was translated from. Does this sound familiar?

T E S T I M O N Y .
Be it known unto all nations, kindreds, tongues and people, to whom this Book of the Law of the Lord shall come, that James J. Strang has the plates of the ancient Book of the Law of the Lord given to Moses, from which he translated this law, and has shown them to us. We examined them with our eyes, and handled them with our hands. The engravings are beautiful antique workmanship, bearing a striking resemblance to the ancient oriental languages; and those from which the laws in this book were translated are eighteen in number, about seven inches and three-eights wide, by nine inches long, occasionally embellished with beautiful pictures. 

And we testify unto you all that the everlasting kingdom of God is established, in which this law shall be kept, till it brings in rest and everlasting righteousness to all the faithful. 

SAMUEL GRAHAM,
SAMUEL P. BACON,
WARREN POST,
PHINEAS WRIGHT,
ALBERT N. HOSMER,
EBENEZER PAGE,
JEHIEL SAVAGE.

http://www.strangite.org/Law.htm
Here’s the detailed accounts of several witnesses that seem very similar to the BOM witnesses:

Testimony of Witnesses to the Voree Plates. 
1. On the thirteenth day of September, 1845, we, Aaron Smith, Jirah B. Wheelan, James M. Van Nostrand, and Edward Whitcomb, assembled at the call of James J. Strang, who is by us and many others approved as a Prophet and Seer of God. He proceeded to inform us that it had been revealed to him in a vision that an account of an ancient people was buried in a hill south of White River bridge, near the east line of Walworth County; and leading us to an oak tree about one foot in diameter, told us that we would find it enclosed in a case of rude earthen ware under that tree at the depth of about three feet; requested us to dig it up, and charged us to so examine the ground that we should know we were not imposed upon, and that it had not been buried there since the tree grew. The tree was surrounded by a sward of deeply rooted grass, such as is usually found in the openings, and upon the most critical examination we could not discover any indication that it had ever been cut through or disturbed.

2. We then dug up the tree, and continued to dig to the depth of about three feet, where we found a case of slightly baked clay containing three plates of brass. On one side of one is a landscape view of the south end of Gardner's prairie and the range of hills where they were dug. On another is a man with a crown on his head and a scepter in his hand, above is an eye before an upright line, below the sun and moon surrounded with twelve stars, at the bottom are twelve large stars from three of which pillars arise, and closely interspersed with them are seventy very small stars. The other four sides are very closely covered with what appear to be alphabetic characters, but in a language of which we have no knowledge.

3. The case was found imbedded in indurated clay so closely fitting it that it broke in taking out, and the earth below the soil was so hard as to be dug with difficulty even with a pickax. Over the case was found a flat stone about one foot wide each way and three inches thick, which appeared to have undergone the action of fire, and fell in pieces after a few minutes exposure to the air. The digging extended in the clay about eighteen inches, there being two kinds of earth of different color and appearance above it.

4. We examined as we dug all the way with the utmost care, and we say, with utmost confidence, that no part of the earth through which we dug exhibited any sign or indication that it had been moved or disturbed at any time previous. The roots of the tree stuck down on every side very closely, extending below the case, and closely interwoven with roots from other trees. None of them had been broken or cut away. No clay is found in the country like that of which the case is made.

5. In fine, we found an alphabetic and pictorial record, carefully cased up, buried deep in the earth, covered with a flat stone, with an oak tree one foot in diameter growing over it, with every evidence that the sense can give that it has lain there as long as that tree has been growing. Strang took no part in the digging, but kept entirely away from before the first blow was struck till after the plates were taken out of the case; and the sole inducement to our digging was our faith in his statement as a Prophet of the Lord that a record would thus and there be found.

AARON SMITH,
JIRAH B. WHEELAN,
J. M. VAN NOSTRAND,
EDWARD WHITCOMB.

http://www.strangite.org/Reveal.htm
Strang actually had his plates in a museum for all to see for a time. If he was a fraud then it was obvious that he had made a prop of sufficient quality to fool a pro-longed, detailed visual inspection by the public. This shows that making a prop of ancient plates during Joseph’s time wasn’t all that difficult. Also Joseph’s plates were never shown in public and were always covered and if they were ever actually shown to the witnesses, it was only very briefly. 

Jesse also reportedly had someone coated with phosphorescent paint to appear to be an angel in order to have witnesses that really believed in him.

Note 3: For an exemplary "amusing experiment" involving phosphorus, see Patriarch William Smith's 1849 account of how the Mormon leader James J. Strang made serruptitious use of the glowing substance in a darkened room: "The phosphorus then gave a most brilliant light upon the heads of the saints. The Holy Ghost was poured out in this way, and the sign given that Strang was a prophet." Elder J. J. Moss, who observed the advent of Mormonism at Kirtland, Ohio, provided his opinion of how the luminous angels observed thereabouts (David Whitmer saw one at the Temple) might have been similarly manufactured: "The Morley family would invite strangers... to stay with them all night & every one that stayed however strong their opposition before were baptized the next morning. Having studied in my boyhood the Black Art Ledgerdemain & jugling I had my suspicions aroused... & I told how Angels could be manufactured & strange wonders made to appear in the night & from that time forth invitations to stay over night ceased to be given & no more converts were made in that way..." etc., etc.

http://www.sidneyrigdon.com/dbroadhu/NY/wayn1830.htm#061230 (click on the link to "RF June 12 '30")

Strang’s plates have since been lost and he continues to have a following even today by those who believe his story the same as the faithful LDS believe Joseph’s story when no plates exist today to be examined for both Joseph Smith and Jesse Strang.

References
http://www.strangite.org/Law.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Jesse_Strang
http://www.strangite.org/Plates.htm
http://mormoninquiry.typepad.com/mormon_inquiry/2006/05/the_man_who_wou.html
http://www.terrypepper.com/Lights/closeups/strang/strang.htm
http://www.strangite.org/
http://www.strangite.org/Famous.htm
THE SHAKERS – ANNE LEE
The Shakers felt that "Christ has made his second appearance on earth, in a chosen female known by the name of Ann Lee, and acknowledged by us as our Blessed Mother in the work of redemption" (Sacred Roll and Book, p.358). The Shakers, of course, did not believe the Book of Mormon, but they had a book entitled A Holy, Sacred and Divine Roll and Book; From the Lord God of Heaven, to the Inhabitants of Earth. More than sixty individuals gave testimony to the Sacred Roll and Book, which was published in 1843. Although not all of them mention angels appearing, some of them tell of many angels visiting them—one woman told of eight different visions.

Martin Harris joined the Shakers for about two years. Here is the statement of members of the Shakers:

We, the undersigned, hereby testify, that we saw the holy Angel standing upon the house-top, as mentioned in the foregoing declaration, holding the Roll and Book.

Betsey Boothe.
Louisa Chamberlain.
Caty De Witt.
Laura Ann Jacobs.
Sarah Maria Lewis.
Sarah Ann Spencer.
Lucinda McDoniels.
Maria Hedrick. 

Joseph Smith only had three witnesses who claimed to see an angel. The Shakers, however, had a large number of witnesses who claimed they saw angels and the Roll and Book. There are over a hundred pages of testimony from "Living Witnesses." The evidence seems to show that Martin Harris accepted the Sacred Roll and Book as a divine revelation. Clark Braden stated: "Harris declared repeatedly that he had as much evidence for a Shaker book he had as for the Book of Mormon" (The Braden and Kelly Debate, p.173).

Why should we believe the Book of Mormon witnesses but not the Shakers witnesses? What are we to make of Martin Harris’s comment that he had as much evidence for the Shaker book he had as for the Book of Mormon?

http://christiandefense.org/LDS%20Three%20Witnesses.htm
VIRGIN MARY SIGHTINGS
The are countless stories of people, even groups of people, that claim to have see the Virgin Mary. These people are almost always Catholics and they take this as a sign that the Catholic Church is true and they are following God’s correct path. Obviously if all these people are really witnessing visions of the Virgin Mary then how can the LDS church be true?

The vision of the Virgin Mary to three children at Fatima and subsequent regular visits and prophesies regarding world events. http://www.world-mysteries.com/mpl_12.htm
ALIEN ABDUCTION CASE – TRAVIS WALTON
On November 5, 1975, seven men witnessed a spacecraft from another world hovering silently between tall pines in the Apache-Sitgreaves National forest of north-eastern Arizona. One of those men, Travis Walton, became an unwilling captive of an alien race when the other men fled in fear. 

There were seven witnesses to this event. They all passed lie-detector tests and none of them have ever recounted their story. This was even made into a movie called ‘Fire in the Sky’ with James Garner playing the sheriff who investigated the story. 

We don’t know if the story is really true or not but if it is our country and even the world is in serious danger. Any human could be abducted by aliens at any time and subjected to horrific medical tests as Travis Walton claimed was performed on him by beings from another planet. Yet if it was true wouldn’t the governments and the people of the world be more concerned about this? Or is it that, despite the fact that we have seven honorable witnesses to the event and no evidence of a fraud, we really don’t believe these witnesses? http://www.travis-walton.com/index.shtml
ANGEL APPEARING TO MUHAMMAD
The appearance of the angel Gabriel to Muhammad and his subsequent divine commission to bring forth new scripture that, today, is revered by approximately 2 billion Muslims the world over. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muhammad#The_first_revelations
OTHERS
There are many, many reported witnesses to UFOs, Bigfoot, the Lochness Monster, Abominable Snowman, alien abductions, etc. There are literally hundreds of thousands of witnesses to these amazing phenomena. Should they be believed as well? 

The famous Lochness Monster photo taken in 1934 by a surgeon was believed to be genuine by many people due to the credibility of the witness. It wasn’t until March 1994 that it was revealed that the "surgeon's picture" was a practical joke after all by his son, Ian.

The famous 1967 Bigfoot video referred to as the Patterson video was believed by many people to be genuine as well. One of the main reasons was the credibility of one of the witnesses. He seemed very sincere in his statements and had a very good upstanding reputation as an honest man. 

It wasn’t until many years later that he started to believe that he was tricked. He now thinks he was carefully led down a ravine where someone had been waiting in an ape suit to purposely trick him. The best witness of course is someone that really believes he saw the event. The Book of Mormon witnesses may have been deceived as well and were not lying as far as they were concerned.

Many fantastic stories that have had numerous witnesses have been proved to be hoaxes yet many people still hold steadfast to their unbelievable claims. It just proves that there are many, many people that have said and will say they are witnesses to very improbable events. Many of these phenomena are in opposition to LDS church’s beliefs so all of these other amazing accounts can’t be true despite the sheer number of witnesses no matter how credible and sincere they seem to be.

Affidavits against Joseph.

In contrast to what the BOM witnesses have stated, many members of the community that knew Joseph made the following sworn statements. Go to the following link:

http://zarahemlacitylimits.com/wiki/index.php/Mormonism_Unvailed%2C_chapter_17
Many of these affidavits are in direct conflict with Joseph’s account of the beginnings of the LDS Church. The following is an excerpt from just one of these affidavits. It is a signed affidavit sworn out by Peter Ingersall before Judge Baldwin of Wayne County Court in New York in December, 1833. He recounts what Joseph told him:

"As I was passing, yesterday, across the woods, after a heavy shower of rain, I found, in a hollow, some beautiful white sand, that had been washed up by the water. I took off my frock, and tied up several quarts of it, and then went home. On my entering the house, I found the family at the table eating dinner. They were all anxious to know the contents of my frock. At that moment, I happened to think of what I had heard about a history found in Canada, called the golden Bible; so I very gravely told them it was the golden Bible. 

To my surprise, they were credulous enough to believe what I said. Accordingly I told them that I had received a commandment to let no one see it, for, says I, no man can see it with the naked eye and live. However, I offered to take out the book and show it to them, but they refuse to see it, and left the room." Now, said Jo, "I have got the damned fools fixed, and will carry out the fun." Notwithstanding, he told me he had no such book, and believed there never was any such book, yet, he told me that he actually went to Willard Chase, to get him to make a chest, in which he might deposit his golden Bible. But, as Chase would not do it, he made a box himself, of clap-boards, and put it into a pillow case, and allowed people only to lift it, and feel of it through the case. 

Why should we believe all the Book of Mormon witnesses over the sworn affidavits of over dozens of unrelated townspeople?

Note: The LDS church must find Ingersoll’s affidavit somewhat credible as the Ensign magazine quoted from it, as well as Isaac Hale’s affidavit, as historical sources in an article about Joseph Smith’s early years.

http://groups.google.com/group/alt.religion.mormon/msg/98349bc70c2eb0ad
How should it have been done?

If someone was going to have witnesses to some earth-shattering event and they wanted people to believe them they would have done it very differently than Joseph did.

Do not use a group of people primarily related to each other. Most of the witnesses were either related or good friends. Having skeptics as witnesses would be far more effective than using your brother and father. Joseph should have used his father-in-law Isaac Hale who was not a supporter of Joseph or perhaps the mayor or a respected minister.

Do not have everyone merely sign a pre-prepared document. If the document wasn’t 100% accurate many people would simply sign it anyway as it would be too much of a hassle to have it completely rewritten by hand – especially in the 1800s. Each of the witnesses should have written a statement of their own so they could be compared.

The witnesses should have been more detailed. What did the angel look like? How tall was he? How did he speak? What was he wearing? There are almost no details provided which can be analyzed.

There are very few interviews done with the witnesses that provide any additional information or corroboration of their statements. You would think that these people, after seeing such a magnificent site, would spend their time testifying to the world about their experience instead of largely just signing a statement and avoiding interviews by the media. 

Governor Ford’s thoughts.

The governor of Illinois, Thomas Ford, who was very aware of the Mormon movement in his state, had given his own opinion as to how Joseph Smith collected the testimony of the witnesses, having known several well known men of Smith's acquaintance:

.. the witnesses were "set to continual prayer and other spiritual exercises." Then at last "he assembled them in a room, and produced a box, which he said contained the precious treasure. The lid was opened; the witnesses peeped into it, but making no discovery, for the box was empty, they said, "Brother Joseph, we do not see the plates." The prophet answered them, 'O ye of little faith! how long will God bear with this wicked and perverse generation? Down on your knees, brethren, every one of you, and pray God for the forgiveness of your sins '.. The disciples dropped to their knees, and began to pray in the fervency of their spirit, supplicating God for more than two hours with fanatical earnestness; at the end of which time, looking again into the box, they were now persuaded that they saw the plates."
Through the sheer force of Smith's suggestions, coercive threats and their own earnest desire to see what he said was there, yet obscured by their "sinfulness", the eight men "saw" the plates. This certainly is what Harris meant by seeing "plates" with the "eyes of faith" that did not exist. Cowdery's own admission that he didn't see the plates at all during the translation work and his spasms of wavering faith that they existed certainly aren't faith building for Mormons, but they are disarmingly candid admissions. What all of these men actually did was to help create a bogus set of testimonials to events and objects that never existed, except in their minds.
No Man Knows My History by Fawn McKay Brodie

http://www.spiritwatch.org/mobehbom.htm
Testimony of Abagail and Lucy Harris.

Here is some compelling testimony against Martin Harris, by two witnesses that knew him best:


Mrs. Abigail Harris: a sister-in-law of Martin Harris
>". . . . Martin Harris and Lucy Harris, his wife, were at my house [early part of winter, 1828]. In conversation with the Mormonites, she [Lucy Harris] observed that she wished her husband would quit them, as she believed it all false and a delusion. To which I heard Mr. Harris reply: ‘What if it is a lie; if you will let me alone I will make money out of it!' I was both an eye- and ear-witness of what has been above stated, which is now fresh in my memory, and I speak the truth and lie not, God being my witness."[11]
Lucy Harris: wife of Martin Harris
>"Whether the Mormon religion be true or false, I leave the world to judge; for its effects on Martin Harris have been to make him more cross, turbulent and abusive to me. His whole object was to make money out of it. I will give a proof of this. One day at Peter Harris' house (Abigail Harris' husband) I told him he had better leave the company of the Smiths, as their religion was false. To this he replied, "If you would let me alone, I could make money out of it.' It is in vain for the Mormons to deny these facts, as they are well known to most of his former neighbors."[12]
http://www.xmission.com/~country/chngwrld/chap5a.htm
http://www.sidneyrigdon.com/dbroadhu/NY/miscNYC4.htm
http://www.carm.org/lds/unveiled2.htm
Responses to these issues by faithful Latter-day Saints.

The witnesses said they did not actually see the plates with their natural eyes. 
Faithful LDS Member response.

There are many statements saying the witnesses really saw and handled the plates with their own eyes and hands. Why should I discount these statements because some other visionary statements may have also been made by the witnesses?

Critic’s response.

If the plates were real then why would the following phrases also be used when the witnesses described seeing the plates; ‘While praying I passed into a state of entrancement, and in that state I saw the angel and the plates’, ‘I never saw the gold plates, only in a visionary or entranced state’, ‘he only saw the plates with a spiritual eye’, ‘a visionary experience’, ‘seeing with the eyes of understanding’, ‘as shown in the vision’, ‘ never saw the plates with his natural eyes but only in vision or imagination’, ‘I did not see them uncovered, but I handled them and hefted them while wrapped in a tow frock’, ‘they were shown to me by a supernatural power’, 'No, I saw them with a spiritual eye', "I did not see them as I do that pencil case, yet I saw them with the eyes of faith; I saw them just as distinctly as I see anything around me - though at the time, they were covered with a cloth", ‘he never saw them only as he saw a city through a mountain’, etc. 

In the times Joseph lived people believed in magic. Having visions was not that uncommon. Joseph’s family also believed in magic and the power of seer stones. Oliver Cowdery used a divining rod. People believed in something called ‘second sight’ where people would see things as a vision in their mind. Joseph and his peers believed in it so strongly that they would actually go and try to dig up treasure that they saw in their minds – always to no avail

To these people that believed in ‘second sight’ saying they saw something with their natural eyes or in this ‘second sight’ made no difference to them. To them it was real either way so they would often for simplicity sake say they saw something and leave it at that which gives the impression that they saw something with their natural eyes as they would see anything else yet they may have only saw it as a ‘second sight’ experience.

On the either hand, if they simply saw the plates just like everyone sees any tangible object then why on earth would they say any of these strange statements indicating it was not a normal experience like ‘I never saw them only as I see a city through a mountain?’ Have you ever tried to look at an object through a mountain???

If these were real tangible plates then none of those absurd statements would have ever been made by the witnesses. Why would you need a vision to see real, physical plates that Joseph said were in a box that he carried around? When Martin Harris was asked "Martin, did you see those plates with your naked eyes?" Martin looked down for an instant, raised his eyes up, and said, 'No, I saw them with a spiritual eye.' Why wouldn’t Martin have simply said ‘Yes’?

A Prop
Another possibility is that Joseph simply made a prop sufficient to fool people if shown to them briefly. After working people up into a frenzy through constant, intense prayer, he may have uncovered the prop plates he made for a quick viewing. Jesse Strang and the hoaxers involved in the Kinderhook plates both made fake plates sufficient to fool the public under a detailed visual inspection. It would not be that hard for Joseph to make a prop that was perhaps only exposed once very briefly for a minute or so and maybe was under dimly-lit circumstances. Joseph also had $5,000 given to him by Martin Harris for the production of the Book of Mormon so he may have even used some of this money for that purpose.

The three witnesses testified they saw an angel. 
Faithful LDS Member response.

Some doubters once asked a world-famous psychologist how three or more people could be simultaneously deceived by an identical vision. His answer was that the vision must have occurred. Plates could have been faked but how about convincing three people that they had all seen an angel?

Critic’s response.

I’ve heard the psychologist argument many times but why doesn’t it also apply to the Shakers that saw angels together or other groups of people that claim to see the Virgin Mary, Big Foot, The Lochness Monster, UFOs, aliens, etc.?

The three witnesses didn’t even see the angel all at the same time. Only David Whitmer and Oliver Cowdery reportedly saw the angel together and Martin three days later. It is likely they were fasting, engaged in fervent prayer for a long time – maybe several hours. Through the power of suggestion, Joseph may have influenced them enough that they thought they saw something. 

Now if just Oliver was in on it and said he was seeing something that may have been enough to convince David Whitmer that he was seeing something too or maybe he would just go along with it so they wouldn’t think he was unworthy or lacking faith like they thought of Martin which us why he had to leave the group.

There are so many other possibilities such as the influence of alcohol, drugs, hypnotism, the power of suggestion, they simply lied, dreams, hallucination, hallucinogenic mushrooms or other plants, an accomplice dressed up as angel, money scheme, magician’s tricks, etc. that to readily believe the witnesses reported story based merely on reading their testimonies in a book without looking at all the related facts is a bit premature.

One important thing to remember is the times that these people lived in. If three people today said they saw an angel, and if people actually believed them, they would think they saw it with their own eyes as if we would see anything else. But if someone in the early 1800s said they saw an angel, it may have been a ‘second sight’ or visionary experience that may have not been real.

Drugs
See this very interesting Sunstone Symposium article discussing possible drug use by the early saints:

http://www.mormonelixirs.org/Restoration%20and%20the%20Sacr(T8B2).html
If the witnesses lied why wouldn’t they have come forward some time in the future to expose Joseph? 
Faithful LDS Member response.

Some of the witnesses left the church and had a severe falling out with Joseph. If just one of the witnesses had admitted it was all a hoax that would have destroyed the church. Why wouldn’t any of these people that later resented Joseph had done this to get back at him?

Critic’s response

Of course his father and brothers would probably always be loyal to Joseph no matter what. But assuming the witnesses were lying, why would the witnesses, that were not loyal to Joseph just admit the truth some time in the future to expose Joseph after leaving the church? 

We can think of a few reasons. Many people hated the Mormons. Can you imagine what would happen if Oliver Cowdery had said “I helped create the Mormon hoax. I lied and as a result many of your daughters ended up in polygamous marriages and some of your husbands and sons were killed in skirmages with the Mormons – please come and tar and feather me at your convenience”.

Also fear of the more zealous members of the church such as the Danites or ‘whistlers’ which took matters into their own hands when they perceived threats to the church. Also, why would they want to admit they are liars and possibly hurt their careers or reputations when they could simply say nothing further about the matter and get on with their lives?

Actually it is possible that Oliver Cowdery did deny his testimony – see the first essay at the top of this page above for a discussion on that topic. http://www.irr.org/mit/bomwit1.html
Note: Many critics don’t think the witnesses lied but rather they may have been misled by Joseph. They probably earnestly believed they saw plates or an angel and in the times they lived in, seeing strange, supernatural events or visions wasn’t all that unusual.

Wasn’t Joseph taking an awful chance by having the plates in a box?
Faithful LDS Member response.

Joseph had the plates in a box and at times left the box under a bed or exposed where his wife Emma could have looked into it if she really wanted to. Wasn’t Joseph taking a huge risk if he did not have the golden plates in the box?

Critic’s response

Joseph had everyone so afraid that they would be killed instantly if they looked at the plates without God’s permission that most would not dare look. They probably thought about the story of Lot’s wife that turned to a pillar of salt after looking back at Sodom and Gomorrah. This further illustrates the magical mindset that these people that lived in the early 1800s had.

Also given Joseph’s other absurd explanations to events like why he didn’t simply retranslate the lost 116 pages of the BOM, we could picture Joseph saying something like ‘Oh Emma, the Lord told me you would be tempted to look at the plates and if you did he would have to destroy you. I was desirous that would not happen so I substituted rocks for the plates in the box so you would not be destroyed as I love you so.”

More likely at some point he did make a prop that he kept in the box and that may have been sufficient to fool his wife or anyone else that was able to get a glimpse of what was in the box.

Ending summary by critics.

What are the facts? Eleven men claimed to witness the existence of plates they believed were the source for the Book of Mormon. Three of these men admitted the experience was subjective and visionary. Each of the first three witnesses saw the plates in a vision for the first time in a different place and time. The other eight witnesses were closely related to Joseph Smith either by blood or marriage. Only three of them claimed to see and handle that which had the appearance of being plates of gold, and could testify Joseph did have something that resembled plates with etchings after signing their name to the testimony document. Many of these witnesses left Joseph Smith and the organization that he started, believing at best that he was a fallen and false prophet. Joseph Smith himself, called into question the general character and reliability of several of these men. This, in spite of the fact that they were close friends and family of Joseph Smith. 

By 1847 not a single one of the surviving eleven witnesses (except those related to Joseph Smith) was part of the Mormon church. Five of these witnesses joined The Church of Christ started by William McLellin; Oliver Cowdery indicated he was supportive of this group though he never joined (BYU Professor D. Michael Quinn, The Mormon Hierarchy, 1994, p. 188). If these men were alive today, the LDS church would label them apostates. They would be cut off from the LDS church and condemned to outer darkness, regardless of whether or not they still believed in the Book of Mormon.

The LDS Church wants an investigator to accept the testimony of these men as reliable; however, it does not want us to accept their later statements that the Church had lapsed into error and blindness.

These historical facts highlight another thread of Mormon history that has been misrepresented by LDS Church leaders. The witnesses' testimonies as a whole are presented as objective, solid, and irrefutable, but upon close examination are seen to be subjective, ambiguous and, at times, contradictory. 

Addendum:
Another thread of the traditional Mormon story that is seriously misrepresented by the LDS church has to do with the discovery and translation of the supposed gold plates of the Book of Mormon. The testimony of those who were closest to Joseph Smith state unequivocally that Joseph never used the plates while doing the translation, he used his seer stone in his hat to both discover and translate the Book of Mormon. (Richard Van Wagoner & Steve Walker, "Joseph Smith: 'The Gift of Seeing,'" in Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought, Vol. 15:2, Summer 1982, p. 53) If the plates were never used in the translation process, why the need for witnesses? Does this prove the plates were a true historical artifact versus a prop Joseph put together. No. The witnesses could only testify as to appearance, and Joseph Smith himself was later duped by forged plates in the Kinderhook incident.

— Joel B. Groat 
That the Three Witnesses were a gullible sort is illustrated by an incident in July, 1837. Joseph had left on a five-week missionary tour to Canada, only to find on his return that all three of the Witnesses had joined a faction opposing him. This faction rallied around a young girl who claimed to be a seeress by virtue of a black stone in which she read the future. David Whitmer, Martin Harris, and Oliver Cowdery all pledged her their loyalty, and Frederick G. Williams, formerly Joseph's First Counselor, became her scribe. The girl seeress would dance herself into a state of exhaustion, fall to the floor, and burst forth with revelations. (See Lucy Smith: Biographical Sketches, pp. 211-213).

http://trialsofascension.net/mormon/defections.html
Further Thoughts
Why would Joseph's brother William, who also claimed to be a witness to the plates, make the following statement: 

"I did not see them uncovered, but I handled them and hefted them while wrapped in a tow frock and judged them to have weighed about sixty pounds. ... Father and my brother Samuel saw them as I did while in the frock. So did Hyrum and others of the family." (Zion's Ensign, p. 6, January 13, 1894).

Joseph’s brother Samuel and Joseph’s father are listed as two of the eight witnesses but based on brother William’s statement it appears that Samuel and Joseph Sr. did not see the plates uncovered.

Several other accounts say Joseph had the plates wrapped up in a "tow frock" and would allow people to heft them and feel their weight--but not view them. Many other statements and interviews exist that contradict the official witness' testimonies. While one may attempt to claim the debatable point that none of the witnesses ever denied their testimony, I would point out that to admit to falsifying a written, sworn oath of such importance would be so damaging to the witnesses' reputation that he would never recover from it, and therefore it would be better to remain silent.

Another piece to this baffling puzzle is supplied with a letter by Stephen Burnett:

"...but when I came to hear Martin Harris state in public that he never saw the plates with his natural eyes only in vision and imagination, neither Oliver nor David & also that the eight witnesses never saw them & hesitated to sign that instrument for that reason, but were persuaded to do it, the last pedestal gave away. in my view our foundation was sapped & the entire superstructure fell in heap of ruins" (Stephen Burnett letter, as quoted in Persuitte's Joseph Smith and the Origins of the Book of Mormon, p. 47)

Do you think there is any evidence the plates actually existed? Do you think it is possible that the witness' faith deceived them into thinking the plates existed? My own interpretation of the evidence is that Smith put a heavy object in a box, wrapped a cloth around it and allowed people to lift it but not look inside, claiming conveniently a God-given commandment to show no one lest they be destroyed. He used his substantial manipulative powers, as well as the witnesses' own strong desire to believe, to coach and prod them into thinking they had received revelation. He used the concepts of God, faith, prayer, and guilt to his advantage.

Perhaps some of the witnesses were in on it.
Many critics believe think Rigdon and Cowdery were in on it. There are some possible links to a previous relationship between Rigdon and Smith prior to their official meeting according to church history. Cowdery and Smith were distant cousins, and they knew each other prior as well. Church history paints them as meeting up for the first time as relatively unknown to each other, not as familial relations.

Harris was a religious fanatic that Smith may have used as a mark to extort for money. Once he paid into Smith's scam, he had a vested interest in making Smith's claims a reality. Harris was out of reality in many ways. Martin Harris claimed to have seen Jesus in the form of a deer and walked along side and conversed with him for two or three miles. (Interview with John A. Clark, Episcopal priest from Palmyra, found in two Ohio newspapers printed Harris’s descriptions of Jesus and the devil, both of whom he had claimed to see. See Dan Vogel, Early Mormon Documents Vol 2 page 271.) This man was not mentally sound, and Smith knew it and took advantage of him.

Also, former apostle William McLellin, who left the church and later wrote against it, once remarked that Oliver Cowdery would bear strong testimony of the BOM when amongst the saints, but when he was half-drunk, he would admit that it was all "a bottle of smoke."

Compare this to the Book of Abraham papyri
Joseph claimed that he had in his possession a sacred manuscript written by Abraham and Joseph who was sold into Egypt. Did he hide the papyri and have a few of his followers sign a paper that they had seen it? No, he put it on display and charged 25 cents to see it. It was there for the world to see. So we see how Joseph Smith treats REAL ancient documents when he has them.

Our thoughts.

Many of us use to hold on to the witnesses testimonies as a solid rock when evaluating our own testimonies. Now we’re not so sure. There are many things that conflict with the standard accounts told in church regarding their testimonies. In support of the story as told within the church are statements from witnesses saying things like ‘the plates were uncovered into our hands, and we turned the leaves sufficient to satisfy us’.

Yet, if the plates were real then why would the following phrases also be used when describing seeing the plates; ‘While praying I passed into a state of entrancement, and in that state I saw the angel and the plates’, ‘I never saw the gold plates, only in a visionary or entranced state’, ‘he only saw the plates with a spiritual eye’, ‘a visionary experience’, ‘seeing with the eyes of understanding’, ‘as shown in the vision’, ‘ never saw the plates with his natural eyes but only in vision or imagination’, ‘I did not see them uncovered, but I handled them and hefted them while wrapped in a tow frock’, ‘they were shown to me by a supernatural power’, 'No, I saw them with a spiritual eye', "I did not see them as I do that pencil case, yet I saw them with the eyes of faith; I saw them just as distinctly as I see anything around me - though at the time, they were covered with a cloth", ‘he never saw them only as he saw a city through a mountain’, etc.

There are just so many accounts from nonbiased sources like John H. Gilbert, the typesetter for the Book of Mormon, who did not really say anything disparaging about Mormons or the Book of Mormon, yet said the following: Martin was in the office when I finished setting up the testimony of the Three Witnesses-- ([Martin] Harris--[Oliver] Cowdery and [David] Whitmer). I said to him, "Martin, did you see those plates with your naked eyes?" Martin looked down for an instant, raised his eyes up, and said, "No, I saw them with a spiritual eye." http://www.boap.org/LDS/Early-Saints/JHGilbert.html
Perhaps like governor Ford suggested, the witnesses, after being in fervent prayer and fasting were persuaded that they saw the plates in a box when they really didn’t or they got a glimpse of a prop of the plates. But there was obviously something in the box or tow frock. Too many people claim to have seen a container (a box, tow frock, etc.) that they were told held the plates. When Joseph was being chased through the woods, he had to carry the plates. When people came looking for the plates, he had no choice but to hide them in the woods or in some other real, earthly place. He couldn’t whisk them away into heaven or some other dimension so whatever he had was a real tangible object. Now the question is what was in the box he claimed held the plates?

If the plates weren’t real golden plates, Joseph could may just have had rocks or sand in a box as some claimed then later on he built a simple prop that would work fine if someone briefly felt them through a cloth container but would probably fail under a close, detailed visual inspection. Jesse Strang and the hoaxers involved in the Kinderhook plates both made fake plates sufficient to fool the public under a detailed visual inspection so how hard would it be for someone to make a prop that was always kept in a cloth or box?

The Sealed Portion of the Book of Mormon
Why would 2/3 of the Book of Mormon be sealed? The sealed portion was never translated and never will be. It would make sense that if 2/3 of the book were sealed, Joseph would not need to make individual plates for most of his prop. He could have a solid block of iron or some other metal that would give his plates a lot of weight but only make a few plates on top with engravings on them to be felt through a cloth or even briefly shown to the witnesses.

The plates were not obviously made of solid gold as that would weigh too much and be too malleable to be useful. The plates were estimated, by heaving the container they were placed in, to be between 40 and 60 pounds. It could have been an alloy. If they were real then an alloy of gold and a lighter metal would be possible. If it was a prop then copper or even tin plates painted gold would have been sufficient to give ‘the appearance of gold’ for the few plates needed at the top of the block of ‘sealed’ plates.

The Angel
If the angel portion isn’t real, then why did these men say they saw one? It’s harder to fake seeing an angel than fabricating some metal plates. 

When Joseph was asked about what Martin Harris saw as Martin did not see the angel until three days later than Oliver and David reportedly did, Joseph described the angelic appearance and said that he didn’t know what Martin saw, I can only tell you what I saw. This seems to suggest that it was a vision and not a real physical event otherwise why say he couldn’t tell what Martin saw when Martin was in the same place as Joseph? If it was simply one of the visions that people of that time period often say they saw, then whatever Martin saw was likely coming from his own mind. Also Martin had a big financial stake in the success of the Book of Mormon and that could have influenced him.

In the times Joseph lived people believed in magic. Having visions was not that uncommon. Joseph’s family also believed in magic and the power of seer stones. Oliver Cowdery used a divining rod. People believed in something called ‘second sight’ where people would see things as a vision in their mind. Joseph and his peers believed in it so strongly that they would actually go and try to dig up treasure that they saw in their minds – always to no avail. So the witnesses may have very well saw this event as a visionary experience just like many people of that era claim to see strange visions and have ‘second-sight’ experiences.

We think David Whitmer’s statements are particularly interesting when he said “If you believe my testimony to the Book of Mormon; if you believe that God spake to us three witnesses by his own voice, then I tell you that in June, 1838, God spake to me again by his own voice from the heavens, and told me to separate myself from among the Latter-day Saints, for as they sought to do unto me, so should it be done unto them.” 

If David Whitmer was telling the truth then that means the LDS church after that time was not God’s favored church and can’t be so today. Or perhaps if he could be deluded enough to believe that God was speaking to him then, he can be deluded enough to claim he saw an angel. If David Whitmer was lying about saying God spoke to him telling him to leave the church then why believe his statements about him being a witness to the divinity of the Book of Mormon? 

Mark Twain had read the Book of Mormon and commented on the witnesses. Twain rejected the Book of Mormon as scripture. Regarding the testimony of the witnesses, he quipped “I could not feel more satisfied and at rest if the entire Whitmer family had testified.” http://www.helpingmormons.org/twain.htm
This echoes our feeling about the nature of the eleven witnesses – five were Whitmers, three were Smiths (Joseph’s brothers and father) and Hiram Page, who was married to the Whitmer's sister, Catherine. Another Whitmer sister, Elizabeth, married Oliver Cowdery who was also a distant cousin to Joseph Smith himself. So, all the witnesses, except Martin Harris, were closely related to one another.

After examining all the information we could find on the witnesses, the testimony of the three witnesses come into greater focus and context: rather than being ironclad proclamations of objective truth, they instead are the fruit of popular sentiment based upon blind faith in a lie. They wanted to believe and Smith wanted them to believe. Such a situation could only lead in one direction: that of self-fulfilling prophecy. Unfortunately this "testimony" has no basis in fact whatsoever and proves nothing, except that when people are determined to believe in something, no matter how questionable, nothing will stop them. 

So in conclusion, we think the witnesses testimonies should be definitely considered when evaluating the validity of the Book of Mormon. However the testimonies of the witnesses does not appear to be the factual, unquestionably objective event the LDS Church often portrays it to be.

Links

Supporting the critics:
An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins, Chapter 6, Grant Palmer

http://www.irr.org/mit/bomwit1.html
http://www.exmormon.org/file9.htm
http://christiandefense.org/LDS%20Three%20Witnesses.htm
http://www.bible.ca/mor-witness-book.htm
http://www.spiritwatch.org/mobehbom.htm
http://www.mormonelixirs.org/Restoration%20and%20the%20Sacr(T8B2).html
Supporting the church:
‘Investigating the Book of Mormon Witnesses’, Richard Anderson

http://www.fairlds.org/FAIR_Conferences/2004_Explaining_Away_the_Book_of_Mormon_Witnesses.html
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Joseph Smith and the Kinderhook Plates
Overview and Current Perspectives
Copyright © 2003 Institute for Religious Research
PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Actual Kinderhook Plate - photograph"
On April 23, 1843, six bell-shaped brass plates, covered with undecipherable engravings were unearthed near Kinderhook, Illinois, 70 miles south of Nauvoo. These plates have come to be known as the Kinderhook Plates. A Latter-day Saint was present when the plates were discovered, so news traveled quickly back to the Mormon community in Nauvoo about the discovery of a new set of metal plates with writing on them. Initial LDS reactions were positive and reflected an expectation that these plates would support the ancient origin of the Book of Mormon. Soon after their discovery the Kinderhook Plates were taken to the Mormon prophet Joseph Smith so he could examine them.

On Wednesday, May 1, 1843 in the city of Nauvoo, Illinois, the editor of the Mormon Church publication TIMES AND SEASONS published an article on this discovery.

The article stated: “Circumstances are daily transpiring which give additional testimony to the authenticity of the Book of Mormon.” 

The article went on to say:

The following letter and certificate, will perhaps have a tendency to convince the skeptical, that…even the obnoxious Book of Mormon, may be true; and…that there may have been such [gold] plates as those from which the Book of Mormon was translated.

Mr. Smith has had those [Kinderhook] plates, what his opinion concerning them is, we have not yet ascertained. The gentleman that owns them has taken them away, or we should have given a fac similie of the plates and characters in this number. We are informed however, that he purposes returning with them for translation; if so, we may be able yet to furnish our readers with it (TIMES AND SEASONS, vol. 4, pp. 185-87).

The bell-shaped plates were later returned to Joseph Smith and according to historical sources, both Mormon and non-Mormon, he began a translation of the engravings and identified the skeletal remains found with the Kinderhook Plates. 

For example, Joseph’s private secretary William Clayton, recorded the following journal entry for May 1, 1843:

I have seen 6 brass plates which were found in Adams County . . . President Joseph has translated a portion and says 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 & earth (An Intimate Chronicle: The Journals of William Clayton, ed. George D. Smith, Signature Books, Salt Lake City, 1991, p. 100; emphasis added).

For many years, this entry in Clayton’s journal was attributed to Joseph Smith as a first person statement. This is because it was cited as such in the official History of the Church, May 1, 1843, which reads:

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. They found a skeleton about six feet from the surface of the earth, which must have stood nine feet high. The plates were found on the breast of the skeleton and were covered on both sides with ancient characters.

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 (History of the Church, vol. 5, p. 372; emphasis added).

For 130 years this statement was accepted as unquestionably accurate. Joseph Smith claimed to have seen the Kinderhook Plates, he identified them as ancient artifacts, and translated part of them. However, since 1980 some LDS scholars and apologists have argued that these statements did not originate with Smith, but rather Clayton himself invented them or merely recorded hearsay.

This raises some interesting questions.

How plausible is this argument raised by some LDS writers? Was it unusual for accounts recorded by Joseph’s scribes to be entered as Joseph’s own words? Who was William Clayton? Was he in a position to accurately know and record Joseph’s words? Was Clayton considered a reliable scribe and a dependable person? Are there other entries in his journals that are accepted without question as the words of Joseph Smith?

Clayton: Intimate Confidante of Joseph Smith
From his conversion to the Mormon Church at age 23 in Preston, England in 1837, to his death in Salt Lake City, Utah in 1879, William Clayton is described as “never swerving in his belief in the church and its leaders” by George D. Smith, editor of An Intimate Chronicle: The Journals of William Clayton (p. xvii). In his fifty page introduction to Clayton’s life and journals, George D. Smith includes descriptions of Clayton from close associates and family members who uniformly remember him as a serious, meticulous and dependable person. His daughter spoke of him as “methodical, always sitting in his own armchair, having a certain place at the table … his person was clean and tidy; his hands small and dimpled” (p. liii). G.D. Smith writes:

Long after his death, Clayton was remembered as “the soul of punctuality”; his daughter remembering his “love for order, which he believed was the first law of heaven … he would not carry a watch that was not accurate” (p. xvi).

Mormon leaders recognized Clayton’s gifts and abilities early on, for after being a member of the LDS Church for less than six months he was named second counselor to the president of the British Mission (p. xvi), and later became the first branch president of Manchester (BYU Studies, 27:1, p. 47).

At Clayton’s death, Joseph F. Smith, who would become the sixth President of the LDS Church, noted Clayton’s achievements:

He was a friend and companion of the Prophet Joseph Smith, and it is to his pen to a very great extent that we are indebted for the history of the Church … during his acquaintance with him and the time he acted for him as his private secretary, in the days of Nauvoo (p. lx).

LDS scholars who have studied Clayton’s life have noted his “meticulous detail that was the hallmark of his writing” (p. xx), and also that,

Beginning early in 1842, William Clayton found himself involved in nearly every important activity of Nauvoo, but especially the private concerns of the prophet. For two and a half years, until Joseph’s death in 1844, they were in each other’s company almost daily.

[James B.] Allen [who wrote a biography of Clayton], explains that Clayton was not only Smith’s trusted employee and associate but also his personal friend and confidante. He wrote letters for the prophet, recorded his revelations, ran his errands, and helped prepare the official history of the church (pp. xxii-xxiii).

There would appear to be nothing or no one to detract from Clayton’s ability to accurately record the words of Joseph Smith, and every reason to believe he did so accurately and reliably.

Therefore, one can understand why the leaders of the LDS Church when compiling an authoritative history of the life of Joseph Smith and the Church, would accept without question the accuracy of Clayton’s journal entry for May 1, 1843 that stated:

I have seen 6 brass plates which were found in Adams County . . . President Joseph has translated a portion and says they contain the history of the person with whom they were found & he was a descendant of Ham through the loins of Pharoah king of Egypt, and that he received his kingdom from the ruler of heaven & earth (Intimate Chronicle, p. 100, emphasis added).

As LDS leaders constructed a history of Joseph’s life with words recorded by him and others, it would have been easy to justify modifying Clayton’s May 1, 1843 entry so it read as follows when incorporated into the History of the Church:
I insert fac-similes of the six brass plates found near Kinderhook, in Pike County, Illinois, on April 23, by Mr. Robert Wiley and other, while excavating a large mound. They found a skeleton about six feet from the surface of the earth, which must have stood nine feet high. The plates were found on the breast of the skeleton and were covered on both sides with ancient characters.

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 (History of the Church, vol. 5, p. 372) 

If one does not accept Clayton’s journal entry at face value, about the only alternative is to imply that Clayton did not hear Smith make these statements, but instead was willing and capable of inserting speculative and unsubstantiated ideas and falsely attributing them to Joseph Smith. While this can be granted as a possibility, it certainly seems improbable and highly implausible given what we know of Clayton’s life and character and the high level of confidence placed in him by Joseph Smith and subsequent LDS leaders and scholars.

Corroborating Evidence
Equally important in assessing the accuracy of Clayton’s journal entry is the existence of corroborating historical evidence related to Clayton, Joseph Smith and the Kinderhook Plates. For example:

· The Mormons published facsimiles of the plates in a broadside titled "Discovery of the Brass Plates," published at Nauvoo, Illinois, 24 June 1843. This broadside stated in part: 

The contents of the Plates, together with a Fac-Simile of the same, will be published in the "Times & Seasons," as soon as the translation is completed (LDS Archives – reproduced in Stanley B. Kimball, "Kinderhook Plates Brought to Joseph Smith Appear to be a Nineteenth-Century Hoax," Ensign 11 [August 1981]:72). 

· Joseph Smith hired Clayton specifically to record what he did and said, and “beginning in early 1842, William Clayton found himself involved in nearly every important activity of Nauvoo, but especially the private concerns of the prophet. For two and a half years, until Joseph’s death in 1844, they were in each other’s company almost daily” (Intimate Chronicle: The Journals of William Clayton, George D. Smith, ed., pp. xxii-xxiii). 

· Clayton was with Joseph Smith on the day he records Joseph rendering his verdict on the plates (Intimate Chronicle, p. 100). 

· Church Historian George A. Smith affirmed in 1858 that there was an accurate system in place so that the recorded history would be “strictly correct.” The historians and clerks engaged in the work were “eye and ear witnesses of nearly all the transactions recorded in this history, most of which were reported as they transpired, and, where they were not personally present, they have had access to those who were” (Edward Ashment, unpublished article on file, Institute for Religious Research, Appendix A, p. 2) 

· The history of Joseph Smith that contains the Kinderhook Plate statement was approved by Brigham Young, who himself was at Joseph Smith’s house and saw the plates there. Young even includes a sketch of one of the plates he saw at Joseph’s house in his diary (Ashment, p. 2). 

Thus, numerous historical sources indicate Clayton’s May 1, 1843 journal entry is accurate, and that Joseph considered the Kinderhook Plates ancient artifacts and began a translation of them. This historical evidence, coupled with a complete lack of any evidence to the contrary, was sufficiently convincing that for over 130 years no Mormon seems to have questioned or contested the authenticity of these bell-shaped brass plates.

LDS writer Stanley B. Kimball summarized the extent of LDS acceptance of the Plates as follows:

Over the decades, through the pages of the Times and Seasons, the Nauvoo Neighbor, The Prophet, missionary pamphlets, the Millennial Star, the Desert News, the University Archaeological Newsletter, the Improvement Era, [in] BYU Symposia [and in Visitors’ Centers, and] in books and unpublished reports, LDS scholars and laymen (and at least two RLDS writers) have affirmed and striven to prove the story of the Kinderhook plate incident and tried to make them vouch for the authenticity of the Book of Mormon and to defend Joseph’s alleged translation of them (Stanley B. Kimball, “New Light on the Old Kinderhook Plates Problem,” based on a paper read at the 16th annual Mormon History Meeting, Ricks College, May 1-3, 1981, p. 3).

Challenges and Mormon Defense
Due to the historical evidence and the testimony of Joseph Smith, the Mormon community accepted and defended the Kinderhook Plates as genuine artifacts of ancient origin. Non-Mormons, however, at times challenged the LDS view that the plates were ancient artifacts. One such challenge came from Wilbur Fugate who participated in the 1843 discovery of the plates. He gave testimony in an 1879 letter to James T. Cobb that he had been involved in a hoax along with two other men. He claimed that together they had cut out thin pieces of metal and etched markings on them with beeswax and acid. Then they had aged and secretly buried the plates and faked their discovery, inviting a Mormon to be present so word would get back to Joseph Smith (Welby W. Ricks, The Improvement ERA, vol., 65, 1962, pp. 656, 658).

However, Mormon defenders rejected this testimony and even had a surviving original plate examined in June of 1953 by Stanley B. Hill and Edward Pwiiski, two non-LDS engravers, to determine whether it was etched with a sharp object, or engraved with acid. While this testing was not conclusive, there seemed to be evidence the plate was engraved rather than etched. This led Mormon scholar Welby W. Ricks to write:

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 (Ibid. p. 660).

For over 130 years, from the discovery of these bell-shaped plates in 1843, the consensus Mormon position based on historical evidence was:

1. The Kinderhook Plates appeared to be authentic, ancient artifacts.

2. Joseph Smith saw the plates and had facsimiles made of them.

3. Smith accepted them as authentic, evidenced by his claim to have translated them sufficiently to have determined their origin.

A Sudden Twist in the Trail

All this changed radically in 1980. In that year LDS history professor, Stanley B. Kimball, secured permission from the Chicago Historical Society to do a new series of highly technical tests, including use of a scanning electron microscope and an X-ray fluorescence analysis. These were performed by Professor D. Lynn Johnson of the Department of Materials Science and Engineering at Northwestern University. The tests were conclusive: this was indeed one of the original plates presented to Joseph Smith in 1843. However, it was not of ancient origin, but rather a modern brass alloy produced in the 19th century. The Kinderhook Plates were just what Fugate had claimed in 1879, “a humbug”. (Stanley B. Kimball, "Kinderhook Plates Brought to Joseph Smith Appear to be a Nineteenth-Century Hoax," Ensign 11 [August 1981]:69-70). 

Suddenly, the Kinderhook Plates did not support Joseph Smith or the Book of Mormon, but instead raised serious questions about Joseph’s prophetic claims to be able to translate ancient languages.

LDS Scholars Revisit the Issue and Respond
LDS scholar Stanley B. Kimball, who initiated the conclusive testing on a surviving Kinderhook Plate in 1980, also provided the principle Mormon response to these results in an article he wrote for the official Mormon Church magazine, the Ensign. Kimball’s article reported the test results and then sketched out a survey of the historical evidence related to the Kinderhook Plates. Kimball’s conclusions (which have become the most common line of response given by other LDS apologists) can be summarized as follows.

· Joseph was never fooled to begin with. The Kinderhook Plates were a frontier prank that Joseph was exposed to but he did not fall for it.

· Joseph neither claimed to make a translation, nor did he even start a translation.

· Joseph’s statement found in History of the Church that he had translated a portion of the Plates should be attributed to Clayton’s speculation.

· Where Clayton got such an idea is unknown, but it is most likely he was reporting hearsay and then attributed it to Joseph Smith.

Stanley B. Kimball in his article for the Ensign magazine in August 1981, wrote:

Where the ideas written by William Clayton originated is unknown. However, as will be pointed out later, speculation about the plates and their possible content was apparently quite unrestrained in Nauvoo when the plates first appeared. … Whether or not he [Clayton] was present when Joseph Smith saw the plates is unknown (Ensign, August 1981, p. 67, 71).

Origination of William Clayton’s Ideas Unknown
It is notable that Kimball’s conclusions constitute a complete reversal of the previous Mormon position on the Kinderhook Plates. For over 130 years both LDS leaders and the Mormon community accepted them as authentic, ancient records, and as such they were used to support Joseph’s claims to be a true prophet, seer and translator.

Kimball’s article attempts to absolve Joseph Smith by claiming that the contemporary testimony of Clayton and others were based on “hearsay stories circulating in Nauvoo” (Ensign, August 1981, p. 73). 

However, at least one other LDS historian has found serious problems with Kimball’s attempts to reinterpret Mormon history, and especially his attack on the reliability of William Clayton’s journal as a source for what Joseph Smith said. Noted LDS scholar and writer Edward H. Ashment took exception to Kimball’s attempts to defuse the Kinderhook Plates issue. Ashment first outlined the compelling historical evidence that closely linked Clayton to Joseph Smith and the Kinderhook Plates (cited earlier in this article). Then, he detailed numerous serious flaws in both Kimball’s arguments and methodology as found in the Ensign article, and concluded with the following:

Kimball argues from the standpoint of argumentum ad opinabilem, in which the argument proceeds from prior belief to empirical conclusion. In this fallacy, the “prior belief” constitutes the categorical premise upon which the conclusion is based. In other words, because Kimball assumes that Smith was a prophet, Smith therefore would not have incorrectly identified and interpreted the Kinderhook Plates. This explains his specious attempt to exculpate Smith by claiming that Clayton’s and others’ contemporary testimonies were based on “hearsay stories circulating in Nauvoo” (1981, 73).

Kimball’s article is an example of religious apologia presented as though it were history. Facts which are not congenial to increased faith in a given dogma are discredited (as Kimball has attempted to do with the 1 May 1843 entry), distorted or excised (Ashment, p. 2).

Kimball appears to impugn Clayton’s reliability to accurately record Joseph Smith’s words only when these now cast shadows on Joseph’s character and claims. 

The question facing the investigator today regards the legitimacy of this post-1980 response. When we encounter objective evidence that overturns previous beliefs or at least calls them into question, is it honest or reasonable to then reassess and reinterpret the historical facts so the belief can stand, or is it time to reassess our beliefs and assumptions? The Kinderhook Plates are a known hoax. Joseph Smith identified them as ancient artifacts and claimed to translate a portion of them. An honest wrestling with the issues seems necessary where there is a commitment to spiritual and intellectual integrity.

Glenn Evans
Joel B. Groat 

"For over 130 years both LDS leaders and the Mormon community accepted the Kinderhook Plates as authentic, ancient records, and as such they were used to support Joseph’s claims to be a true prophet, seer and translator."
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Who else, besides Joseph Smith, saw the gold plates from which the Book of Mormon was translated? Martin Harris, one of the Three Witnesses, said that he saw the holy record with his "spiritual eyes," that the plates were otherwise kept concealed in a wooden box, wrapped in a cloth, and that nobody saw them. The Eight Witnesses, according to Harris, hesitated to sign a written testimonial for the same reason; they had not seen the plates with their natural eyes. 

Early Mormon Documents Volume Two by Dan Vogel


from the publisher: 
Who else, besides Joseph Smith, saw the gold plates from which the Book of Mormon was translated? Martin Harris, one of the Three Witnesses, said that he saw the holy record with his "spiritual eyes," that the plates were otherwise kept concealed in a wooden box, wrapped in a cloth, and that nobody saw them. The Eight Witnesses, according to Harris, hesitated to sign a written testimonial for the same reason; they had not seen the plates with their natural eyes. 

Early Mormon Documents: Volume Two provides all of the available statements by Harris and Oliver Cowdery (other witnesses are featured in subsequent volumes) so that readers can judge for themselves the meaning of these testimonies. In addition, Harris and Cowdery recall Joseph Smith’s treasure hunting, his spiritual gifts, and the process of translating the gold plates. Together their accounts constitute a thoroughly documented, first-person narrative of Mormon origins. 

One section of Volume Two contains reminiscences by non-Mormon typesetter John Gilbert, whose contribution to the Book of Mormon has previously been inadequately acknowledged. When the printer’s manuscript was delivered to Gilbert’s office in downtown Palmyra, New York, it was unpunctuated—a stream of words without sentence breaks, commas, paragraph indentations, or capitalization—and Cowdery relied on Gilbert’s copy-editing skills. Smith was at the time living near his inlaws’ house in Pennsylvania. Gilbert’s interpretations have appeared in published editions of the Book of Mormon ever since. 

Finally, editor Dan Vogel has included in this volume interviews with the Smiths’ Palmyra neighbors. That "a prophet is not without honor except in his home town" was true in Joseph Smith’s case. When he announced that God had called him to do a "marvelous work," people reacted with astonishment. Not that he was a particularly troublesome young man; he simply lacked the credentials usually associated with religious leadership. He was "a clever, jovial boy" with a penchant for adventure and mischief, according to neighbors, and one who enjoyed a whiskey-and-water with friends and occasionally got into a scuffle. Such adolescent behavior assumed sinister overtones only later in light of Joseph’s blossoming religiosity. His claims antagonized not only the pious members of the local society but also his former treasure-hunting companions. Meanwhile the local press lampooned his vision of the "spirit of the money diggers," describing this apparition as "a little old man . . . clad [in an] Indian blanket and moccasins" who spoke "reformed Egyptian." 

Although similar bias is evident in some neighbors’ accounts, their memories are significant in instances where they corroborate statements made by Smith family members and early Mormon converts. In addition, some of Smith’s early acquaintances—John Stafford, the brothers Benjamin, Lorenzo, and Orlando Saunders—are "friendly sources," according to Vogel. Others provide information about the general cultural environment. For instance, Willard Chase, whose sister was a village scryer, criticized Smith for having borrowed a seer stone without returning it. While Chase and others denied belief in mysticism, they nonetheless confirmed its prevalence in western New York. 

Dan Vogel, since graduating from California State University, Long Beach, has authored and edited these critically-acclaimed books on Mormon themes: Early Mormon Documents: Volume One, Early Mormon Documents: Volume Two, Indian Origins and the Book of Mormon: Religious Solutions from Columbus to Joseph Smith, Religious Seekers and the Advent of Mormonism, and The Word of God: Essays on Mormon Scripture. He is a contributing author to Line Upon Line: Essays on Mormon Doctrine and The Prophet Puzzle: Interpretive Essays on Joseph Smith. He lives with his wife in Westerville, Ohio, where he continues to work as an independent researcher and writer. 

THE CHURCH of JESUS CHRIST of Latter-day Saints rejects the belief in predestination—that God predetermines the salvation or the damnation of every individual. The gospel teaches that genuine human freedom and genuine responsibility—individual agency in both thought and action—are crucial in both the development and the outcome of a person's life. Church doctrine rejects the strict dual option providing only heaven or hell as an outcome, since people vary widely in their levels of spiritual attainment. At the same time, Latter-day Saints recognize both the indispensable need for the grace of God manifested through Jesus Christ and the effective spiritual guidance that comes through divine foreordination.

The LDS position is based in part on the teachings of Paul that God "will render to every man according to his deeds" and that "there is no respect of persons with God" (Rom. 2:6, 11). These two principles provide a basis for understanding Paul's use of the term "predestination." The term apparently connoted "to be ordained beforehand for godly labor." In the sense that one's potential or calling has been recognized and declared, this interpretation conforms with the Greek term Paul used, proorizo, and does not denote an irreversible or irresistible predetermination.

Latter-day Saints are to "look unto God in every thought" (D&C 6:36), because no person can save himself. But neither can God redeem anyone without that person's effort and collaboration. All are free to accept or reject God's help and powers of redemption. It is clearly taught in scripture that with his help both justification and sanctification will be "just and true" (D&C 20:30). "But there is a possibility that man may fall from grace and depart from the living God; therefore let the church take heed, and pray always, lest they fall into temptation; yea, and even let those who are sanctified take heed also" (D&C 20:32, 33).

