
A NON-MORMON SCHOLAR LOOKS AT THE MILLENNIAL THEME
IN AN EARLY MORMON PUBLICATION.

TsHE inaugural issue of The Evening and the Morning
tar, the first Mormon perio,,dical, stated that th,e,

new publi~:ation was to serve as the friend of man
in the last days to persuade those who read it that they
must "turn to God and live, before the great and terrible
day of the Lord." The Star comes, announced the editor
William W. Phelps in 1832, "as the messenger of truth"
to prepare the way of the Lord, bringing glad tidings to
the house of Israel and warning all nations of the
impending "days of tribulation.’’1 Phelps struck an

Contemporary Mormons are heirs of a religious
tradition that has been preoccupied with matters of
eschatology, that is, the "last things" relating to the end
of an individual and of all mankind or the world. The
Articles of Faith written by Joseph Smith in the early
1840s declared, "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 paradisiacal glory.’3 More
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urgent apocalyptic note in h~s prospectus, echoing words
ascribed in 1830 to the prophet Nephi in the Book of
Mormon, words which foretold that the ancient
prophecies of Nephi would "be of great worth.., in the
last days" when evil and unbelief abound.2 The
apocalyptic themes sounded in the Book of Mormon and
in The Evening and the Morning Star were amplified and
extended during the following years, becoming
subsequently a standard part of Mormon theology.

In one form or another, apocalyptic--which literally
means an "unveiling" or "revelation" and which
commonly refers to literature purporting to unveil the
things of the future--has remained a significant part of
the theological legacy of the Latter-day Saints. But the
"mainstreaming" of Mormonism in the twentieth
century and the resultant slide away from sectarian
principles have softened and altered its eschatological
proclamation, a change which may be either an
advantage or a disadvantage for a religious community
whose self-identification for more than a century and a
half has been as the "’Latter-day" saints.
Editors" No~e
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recently the importance of eschatology for the founding
generation of Mormons has been stated by Leonard
Arrington and Davis Bitton when describing the various
reasons for the initial success of the church in the
1830s. Arrington and Bitton note that during the first
years of the movement the theological appeal of
Mormonism was not limited to "its doctrines of God,
man, and salvation." These were, they write,
"frequently overshadowed, especially during the 1830s,
by millenarian and eschatological claims regarding the
end of the world and the Second Coming of Christ.’’4

Despite the centrality of such beliefs, relatively little
attention has been paid to this dimension of the tradition
by Mormon and non-Mormon historians.5 The lack of
attention may reflect a certain cultural disfavor often
shown towards the subject of eschatology and, in
particular, towards traditional apocalyptic speculation.
By many in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
eschatological topics have been perceived as
embarrassing. This sense of embarrassment was given
classic expression in the second decade of the twentieth
century by Walter Rauschenbusch, a prominent
Protestant spokesman, who wrote that the study of
traditional "eschatology is usually loved in inverse
proportion to the square of the mental diameter of those
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who do the loving.’’6 This stigma has been slow to leave
apocalyptic speculation, a theological area seemingly
reserved for those with limited capacities, wild
imaginations, or unduly dour outlooks.

But eschatology and apocalyptic cannot be set aside so
easily as a topic of study. Contemporary historians of
religion and culture have shown the formative role
played in America by these issues.7 Even Rauschenbusch
acknowledged the same in 1917 when he wrote,
"Religion is always eschatological .... It lives in and for
the future .... In religion we seek for the final realities,
the absolute values, the things as God sees them .... ’" He
continued, "All religions of higher development have
some mythology about the future. The Christian
religion needs a Christian eschatology."~ In this same
sense, eschatology was central to early Mormonism.
Early Mormon Apocalyptic

The Evening and the Morning Star was published during a
time of crucial transition for the young church. The
periodical is a rich source of information concerning the
religious and theological character of early
Mormonism--particularly its apocalyptic dimension.

The Evening and the Morning Star had an unusual
publication history. The first issue of four large sheets
or eight pages appeared as a monthly in June 1832 at
Independence, Missouri. The cost for a subscription was
"one dollar for a year in advance.’’~ The publication

THE BATTLE WAS JOINED,
THE STRUGGLE EARTH-
SHAKING. APOCALYPTIC
DISCOURSE SUITED THIS
CONFLICT MENTALITY.

served the cause of the infant church by spreading news
of its expansion, by printing the new revelations that
came to Joseph Smith, and by defending Mormon
theological views. Some missionaries used the paper as a
tool in their efforts to gain converts. William W. Phelps
became the first editor of the Star as a result of
revelations announced to him by the prophet Smith in
June and July of 1831. According to Smith, it was God’s
will that Phelps be "a printer unto the church.’’1°
Unfortunately, not everyone, including Smith, was
pleased with either Phelps or his publication. In August
of the same year Smith rebuked him for not being
"sufficiently meek" before God. God was displeased
with Phelps, the prophet said, because he had sought "to
excel"--perhaps a reference to some form of personal
ambition. Repentance was prescribed as the remedy.11
Later Smith also expressed disappointment with the
publication. After several issues had appeared he wrote
to Phelps, "We wish you to render the Star as interesting
as possible, by setting forth the rise, progress, and faith
of the church, as well as the doctrine; for if you do not
render it more interesting than at present, it will fall, and
the church suffer a great loss thereby.’’12 (The Star, in
fact, was typical of religious periodicals of the day.)

Fourteen issues of the Star appeared before violence
interrupted publication in the summer of 1833. In that
year on July 29 a mob of four or five hundred persons
gathered at Independence and "proceeded to demolish or
raze to the ground, the printing office and dwelling
house of W.W. Phelps." "The press was broken, the type
pied," and other equipment destroyed.13 It was
December before publication was resumed, this time
from Kirtland, Ohio, and under the editorship of Oliver
Cowdery, who earlier with Phelps had been "ordained" a
steward of "the revelations and commandments" of God
and "editor" for the church.14 In 1829 Cowder.y had
shared with Smith the restoration of the Priesthood of
Aaron and had been declared one of two "first elders" in
the church.15

Under Cowdery’s editorship the Star appeared for ten
more issues. He maintained the size but altered the
format and the content somewhat, intensifying the
apocalyptic motif. His opening statement to the
subscribers set the tone. "Wars and rumors of wars,"
wrote Cowdery, "are spreading over the world; nation
rising against nation, kingdom against kingdom;
calamity upon calamity, and pestilence following plague;
iniquity abounding, and the love of many waxing cold;
almost every man seeking his own interest, to the
destruction of his neighbor, and the hearts of this
generation so grossly hardened, that no man can trust
even his brother; and more than all these, that great day
fast approaching when this scene of wickedness shall
close; the veil of eternity must be rent, and the Son of
God be seen coming in the clouds of heaven, with all his
holy angels, with power and great glory."~ In the same
issue Cowdery printed a "Song for Zion" with the
following stanza. "O, that the day would hasten on,/
When wickedness shall all be gone,/ And saints and
angels join in one,/To praise the Man of Holiness.’’17 The
Evening and the Morning Star ceased publication abruptly
with the September 1834 issue. It was subsequently
succeeded by a second periodical, the Latter-day Saints’
Messenger and Advocate. Cowdery closed that last issue of
the Star with a reflection concerning the "calamities" of
his day, ending with this exhortation: "Let us be ready,
for HIS coming is near!"~8

Thus for more than two years from 1832-1834 the Star
proclaimed an apocalyptic message to its readers inside
and outside the infant church. William Phelps declared’
that the publication was a "harbinger" of both good and
evil, "peace and good will" to the Saints and potential
calamity to those pursuing vain religion. The Star, he
wrote, is "devoted to the great concerns of eternal things
[and to] the gathering of the saints." The ultimate hope
of the inhabitants of Zion is that they will rise and "reign
with Christ a thousand years on the earth.’’~9 At the
beginning of the second year of publication, Phelps
reminded his readers that the principal purpose of the
periodical was "that the world may know of the
judgments to come." In the same breath he warned,
"The time has arrived, when them that mean to be
saved, must save themselves .... "20 Oliver Cowdery
persisted with the apocalyptic proclamation when he
took over as editor. He filled two pages of his first issue
with an article entitled "Signs of the Heavens" and with
the first installment of a long, rambling essay on the
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"Millennium" by Sidney Rigdon, Joseph Smith’s close
friend and counselor. Long essays became increasingly
common during Cowdery’s editorship. He closed the
same issue with an editorial postscript to the
subscribers, requesting information about the successes
of the church in various quarters because, he noted,
"the Star. is designed as an engine of truth, to spread the
light among mankind.’’21 Under the direction of Phelps
and Cowdery alike, The Evening and the Morning Star
reflected the Mormon interest in apocalyptic discourse,
featuring certain .traditional topics including
identification and interpretation of the signs of the
times, reflection about the conversion of the Jews, and
speculation concerning the time, nature, and location of
the millennial age.

Among the issues of traditional apocalyptic interest
featured by the Star, no more persistent theme was
sounded than the abundance of the "signs of the times."
Observing apocalyptic signs was an ancient practice
whereby one determined the contemporary position of
the world on the divine timetable. The practice of
observing signs filled the hours of those who waited for
a reversal of fortunes or for a vindication of their cause.
The editors of the Star regarded such observation as
their responsibility. "Our readers will expect from us,
some of the signs of the times," wrote Phelps in October
1832, "and, as watchmen that would strive to be
approved in all things before the Lord, we will try to
collect a few of the many, and lay them before the
world.’’z2 In May 1833 he wrote, "It is no more than will
b.e expected of us to note the passing tides, signs and
wonders of the day. The world is full of strange
appearances, and all eyes are once and a while turned
towards the coming events of the day, to catch a glimpse
of what may be expected."z3 Any event could be declared
a sign, but normally signs were manifestations of an
unusual sort, something extraordinary, working good
or ill. In 1833 the Star contained the following
representative list of "Signs of the Times."

The Cholera spreading over the whole earth;
The plague breaking out in India;
The Revolutions of Europe;
The dissolution of South Carolina from the Union;
The gathering of the saints to Zion, and
The assembling of the Jews at Jerusalem.24

To the uninitiated, these were simply events on the
unending calendar of days. For believers, however, these
events became integrated parts of the divine plan for the
ages.

Interpretation of the signs of the times was an art or
craft reserved for the saints. To those "without the true
knowledge of God," Phelps wrote, world events are
incomprehensible.2s The faithful, by contrast, are able to
understand and discern fuller meaning in such affairs.
Dreadful occurrences produce confusion and
bewilderment in those who do not believe; they provoke
shouts and curses of anger. But the saints recognize that
the wrath of God is sometimes poured out on the age in
order "to convince every man in the world, that the end
is near; that the harvest is ripe, and that the angels are
reaping down the earth!"z6 By this means the faithful are
also encouraged to persevere in the face of hardship and
suffering.

The most striking effect of the preoccupation of the
early Mormons with the signs of the times was the
emergence of a firm c0~nviction that they were living in
the last days, the moments immediately preceding the
climax of history. One example makes the point vividly.
In 1832 during the Nullification Crisis in the United
States, South Carolina tried to measure its
independence against the federal union of states. The
Star followed the struggle closely under the assumption
that this political conflict was another sign that the
world stood on the threshold of the last days. In January
1833 Phelps inserted a two-paragraph notice of
developments.27 In March the Star used nearly a full page
to discuss the "unhappy crisis" with its melancholy"
prospects for republican government. The struggle
"augurs" the "near approach" of the day of the Lord,
wrote the editor, a day that will bring terror to the
hearts of unbelievers and conflict and warfare,
destruction and bloodshed, to the world. Though the
United States may break apart over this issue, the
kingdom of God will prevail. The Star concluded: "Men
are agents unto themselves, and they can prepare for a
kingdom of glory, or, for one without glory. The
language of the Savior, is, The Spirit and the bride say,
Come: and let him that heareth say, Come: for the hour
of redemption is nigh."2s

The early Mormons were encouraged to think about
the signs of the times. In 1831 Joseph Smith had
disclosed a series of revelations dealing with the signs
that would precede the gathering of Zion in the western
lands and the establishment of the New Jerusalem.29 In
addition, Smith had assured the elders sent on
missionary journeys that they would see many signs and
wonders.30 The prominence accorded eschatology in The
Evening and the Morning Star was also a reflection of the
general apocalyptic fervor in America that had been
building for two centuries. New England, in particular,
from which so many early Mormon leaders had come,
possessed a long and rich tradition of eschatological
speculation, extending from the time of the founders
through subsequent generations of Puritans and
evangelicals. One preacher in the second decade of the
nineteenth century typically warned, "There is a crisis in
all human affairs. If seized, it almost insures success; if
lost, everything is lost with it." Many stood ready to join
in the cry: the "hour of redemption is nigh."31

But how near was the end in the eyes of the first
generation of Mormons? Joseph Smith was very
cautious about engaging in the tricky business of
apocalyptic arithmetic.32 That caution does not mean,
however, that he and his contemporaries were
indifferent to such matters. The early Mormons showed
their interest in the divine timetable by their concern
with another issue, the question of the conversion of the
Jews. It was a time-honored Christian view that the
conversion of the Jews to Christianity would occur
shortly before the end time. The Mormons accepted that
traditional view, but "the precise time," wrote an
observer, "and the way and the manner in which this will
be effected, the Lord has reserved to himself .... "33
Nevertheless, the apocalyptically-minded looked for
indications of that future event. On one occasion, the
editor of the Star described the migration of scattered
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Jews to Palestine, placing their move in the framework
of the "Latter days."34 He went on to discuss Joseph
Smith’s idea that there will be "two places of gathering"
in those days, Jerusalem for the Jews and Zion in the
American West in the area of Missouri for the Gentiles.
In the Star the primary focus remained on the former
gathering.35 Accordingly, all news about the Jews was
regularly reported. The Star featured, for example, an
account of famine in Palestine, a notice of Polish Jews
planning to visit Jerusalem, and an extended discussion
of the prophecy of Zephaniah concerning the
restoration of the Israelites.3~

The conversion of the Jews was of concern not only
because it signaled entrance into the penultimate stage
of history but also because it confirmed for the Latter-
day Saints the truth of their new scriptures. According
to the Book of Mormon, Jesus explicitly prophesied that
when the fullness of the gospel comes, the Jews will
acknowledge him as "Christ, the Son of God.’’37 The link
in the Book of Mormon between ancient Israel and the
inhabitants of the Americas gave additional grounds for
attention. In working out a relationship with the Indians

in the West, the Mormons were contributing to the
latter-day conversion of Israel. Under the editorship of
Phelps, the Star printed a variety of accounts describing
Indian life and activities.38

The conversion of the Jews also had a bearing upon
the self conception of the early Mormons. In some sense
the fate of the Jews was an anticipation of their own final
destiny as a rel~igious community. To the Mormon way
of thinking, the parallels between the two were
numerous. Both were a chosen people that had
experienced hardship. To both God had revealed a new
law with covenant obligations tJlrough a prophet.
Ancient Israel and the Mormons alike were tested sorely
during their wanderings. Both looked for full salvation
and a promised land where they might dwell in peace and
unity and become a redeeming influence upon the
nations.

The interest in the conversion of the Jews among the
early Mormons was the product of multiple forces at
work.    Joseph Smith’s revelations concerning
eschatological matters, for example, had included a
description of the change of heart which would occur
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among the Jews at the time of the first resurrection.39
There also existed a long tradition of American
speculation about the conversion of the Jews and their
place in the plan of God. Many in America, especially
those of Puritan extraction, shared an assumption that
the image of Israel was an informing metaphor for the
church in America. Old Israel-New Israel was a link
established easily in their minds. The story of ancient
Israel prefigured, in their view, the life of the believers in
America. Thus their concern for the final conversion of
the Jews mirrored indirectly a concern with their own
religious situation.

The millennial age was the climax of the apocalyptic
scheme for the early Mormons and a topic of sustained
attention in the Star. Although a"millennium" is a period
of a thousand years, in the 1830s not all commentators
presumed that the millennial age was to be a literal
thousand years. The millennium was to come near the
end of time, but precisely when it would begin was hotly
debated. The millennium was always depicted as an
earthly experience by contrast with a heavenly
existence. Yet there was considerable discussion about
where on the earth the millennium would be located or
centered. The millennial age was to be a period of peace
and prosperity for the saints, but the precise nature of
the condition of the saints during that time was open to
speculation. The Star addressed all of these topics at one
time or another, sporadically under the editorship of
Phelps but in a more sustained and sophisticated fashion
under Cowdery.4°

Some of the earliest millennial speculation in The_

Evening and the Morning Star appeared in the hymns printed
on its pages. Each of the first three issues in 1832 had a
section entitled, "Hymns, selected and prepared for the
Church of Christ, in these last days.’’al Subsequent
issues often devoted space to hymns with a millennial
theme. "The Pilgrim’s Hymn," for example, begins as
follows. "Go on, dear pilgrims, while below,] In wisdom’s
paths of peaced Determin’d nothing else to know,/But
Jesus’ righteousness." The hymn has twelve stanzas
describing life as a journey toward a promised land.
"There," it continues, "we shall be when Christ appears,]
And all his glory see,/And reign with him a thousand
years,] When all the world is free." The hymn-writer
concludes, "When we’ve been there a thousand years,i
Bright shining as the Sun,] We’ve no less days to sing
God’s praised Than when we first begun.’’a2 The
informing image throughout these stanzas is the
millennial age. Elsewhere the Star discussed the
millennium under such related topics as the New
Jerusalem, the first resurrection (that of the Saints
which precedes the millennial age, by contrast with the
second resurrection, that of the rest of mankind which
precedes the final judgment), and the coming of
Christ.a3

The most extensive reflection on the millennial age in
the Star is an eight-part essay entitled "Millennium" by
Sidney Rigdon. This piece, which was continued later in
the Latter-day Saints’ Messenger and Advocate, is both an
attack upon the views of other authors and a defense of
the biblical basis of the Mormon view of the millennium.
The principal target was Alexander Campbell, editor of
the Millennial Harbinger, another religious periodical of

the day, and a leader of the emerging "Disciples"
movement,a4 According to the early Mormons, the basis
for all belief in the thousand-year reign of Christ is
unfulfilled biblical prophecy. On biblical grounds, said
the Star, it is clear that before the millennium arrives an
age of "great apostasy" will occur during which the
religions of the world will forsake the true God, their
"weakness and folly" becoming very apparent,as Having
wandered far from Christ, the world will be in a
"deplorable condition.’’a~ During these times religion
will divide into numerous "parties and sects." "False
teachers" will arise who will not be able to discern truth
because of the prevailing "gross darkness." They will
have "a form of godliness" but will be "denying the
power thereof." Though these people in the last days
will consider themselves "enlightened, very learned,
exceedingly polite, remarkably genteel," in reality and in
the eyes of God and those "inspired" of God, they are as
"natural brute beasts." During these days an abundance
of signs of the times will be manifest, warning the evil
ones and comforting the saints in their distress,a7

These evil circumstances will be overturned when the
millennial age begins. The millennium will be
inaugurated by the physical return of Christ in the
clouds, a return which will cause the wicked to wail but
the saints to rejoice. The coming of Christ will be
preceded by the gathering of the saints in two places, the

THE APOCALYPTIC
DISCOURSE OF THE EARLY
MORMONS WAS
ADVANTAGEOUS IN
RECRUITING NEW MEMBERS
FOR THE COMMUNITY.

Jews in Jerusalem and the Gentiles in Zion on this
continent,as When Christ returns, those of the faithful
who are dead and who have been martyred for Christ
will be raised (the first resurrection) and will join in the
rule on earth for a thousand years. The period that
follows is the "most marvelous" in all’human history.49
The millennium is a time of peace and rest, of goodness
and prosperity, but it is more too. During the millenn-
ium God’s ultimate plan is fulfilled and his design
vindicated: evil is conquered, and the saints are
rewarded for their labors. The earth is renewed during
this period of rest, and the gospel is restored to its proper
place as the kingdom of God prevails over all.s0

As with the signs of the times and the conversion of
the Jews, so too with the topic of the millennial age: the
early Mormons were drawn to speculation in a variety of
ways. Again the example of Joseph Smith was important
for his followers. First in the Book of Mormon and then
in new revelations during the earliest years of the
movement, Smith had offered judgments concerning
eschatological issues, including the millennium. His
comments were generally brief and lacked the explicit
quality so many of his other revelations possessed.51 In
subsequent years his public statements showed the
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same guarded quality.S2 The Star, however, carried on
the discussion more boldly, drawing heavily upon earlier
American speculation concerning the millennium. Few
religious issues had stirred greater intensity of response
in America. The variety of opinions about the
millennium was almost infinite. Some apocalyptic
commentators were unwilling to offer chronological
calculations about the beginning of the thousand years.
Others offered precise predictions--sometimes once,
twice, and three or more times. There was also fierce
debate about the location of the millennium. Some
suggested that Palestine would be the center of the
millennium and America, by contrast, the seat of Gog
and Magog, the apocalyptic beasts. Others affirmed that
America would become the seat of the millennial age; the
howling wilderness would blossom and become the
garden of God. Still others could not make up their
minds. All agreed that the millennium would be a time of
success for the gospel, but whether Christ would be
present physically or only spiritually, whether his return
to earth would inaugurate the thousand years or
terminate it, on these poi-nts commentators differed.
The views of the early Mormons as articulated in the Star
were not consistent on all of these issues and do not
classify easily. It is clear, however, that the Mormons
would have been an exceptional religious community in
nineteenth-century America if they had not been
interested in the millennium.S3

MORMONS WOULD    HAVE
BEEN AN EXCEPTIONAL
RELIGIOUS COMMUNITY    IN
19TH CENTURY AMERICA IF
THEY HAD NOT BEEN
INTERESTED IN THE
MILLENNIUM.

The Uses of Apocalyptic Discourse
The apocalyptic discourse published in The Evenin,�~ and

the Morning Star was useful for the early Mormons in a
variety of ways. The restored Church of Christ had
begun in April 1830 with a mere handful of followers. By
the summer of 1831 it is estimated that one thousand
persons had joined the movement. This rapid expansion
signaled success for the young church, but it also
brought a series of new problems.~4 An appropriate
ecclesiastical structure, for example, had to be shaped.
During the same years the leadership of the church
experimented with a plan for sharing property and
resources, an arrangement which quickly revealed
certain flaws. Everywhere they journeyed, whether in
New York, Ohio, Missouri, or elsewhere, the Mormons
received a mixed response--enthusiasm from those who
were persuaded-by Joseph Smith and his followers;
rejection, ridicule, and violent opposition by the many
more who were not. The Evening and the Morning Star
appeared on the scene during these difficult times.

The leaders of the young church utilized every
resource at their disposal to meet the varied needs of the
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growing community in the early 1830s. Joseph Smith, in
pdrticular, used the power of continuing revelation. The
editors of the Star, who did not possess anything
equivalent to that authority and who had, in fact, been
rebuked at one time or another by the prophet Smith,
used the printed word. The apocalyptic message they
proclaimed provided those who read the Star with a
powerful set of symbols.

The apocalyptic discourse of the early Mormons was
particularly advantageous in recruiting new members
for the community. Symbols that are rich in content and
connotation and that are readily accessible to many
facilitate the communication of ideas. The editors of the
Star were speaking a language familiar to the people of
their day. One student of early Mormon history has
noted, "In no other period in American history were’the
last days’ felt to be so imminent as in that between 1820
and 1845."s~ Never again would the cultural climate be
so receptive to an apocalyptic message. Some of the
earliest missionaries found the discourse of the Star
highly useful in their labors.~¢ In the early nineteenth
century apocalyptic discourse was not an
embarrassment but an advantage.

Apocalyptic discourse was also an effective means for
affirming the theological position of the Mormon
church. In 1832 the religious claims of the Latter-day
Saints were not as startling as they would become in
subsequent years. However, the apocalyptic mode was
still highly congenial for reflecting the sense of urgency
the Mormons felt about the times in which they lived,
their condemnation of the established and competing
religious communities, their confidence in the future of
the restored gospel, and their notion of the specialness
of America as the site for the gathering of Zion.
Mormon reflection on the signs of the times, the
conversion of the Jews, and the nature of the millennium
was, therefore, not an idle pastime. To use the phrases of
William Phelps, such reflection was designed for "the
edification and benefit of the soul, to obtain a glorious
resurrection," to promote "the gathering of Israel," and
"for godliness.’’sT In other words, apocalyptic
speculation in the Star was serious theological activity.

The apocalyptic discourse of the early Mormons was a
powerful weapon for use against the opponents of the
church. By its very nature apocalyptic tends to divide
sharply the forces of good from the forces of evil. Joseph
Smith provided the ultimate line of division between the
two for Mormons--acceptance of Smith as the prophet
and acceptance of his revelations or rejection of Smith
and his restored gospel. The Star depicted the conflict in
stark terms. The battle was joined, the struggle earth-
shaking. Apocalyptic discourse suited this conflict
mentality. In a letter from Smith to Oliver Cowdery
printed in the last issue of the Star, Smith spoke about
the challenge of Alexander Campbell’s views of the
restoration. He wrote, "I have always had the
satisfaction of seeing the truth triumph over error, and
darkness give way before light, when such men are
PROVOKED to expose the corruption of their own
hearts, by crying delusion, deception, and false prophets,
accusing the innocent, and condemning the guiltless,
and exalting themselves to the stations of gods, to lead
blind-fold, men to perdition!’’s8 In an apocalyptic contest,
no holds are barred. For the early Mormons the high



pitch of apocalyptic discourse was appropriate because,
in their judgment, the stakes involved in the conflict
were equally high.

The use of apocalyptic discourse became a way for the
early Mormons to reinforce their sense of identity as a
chosen people. Apocalyptic is cosmic in scope, involving
all of time and all of history. The Star gave voice to the
belief that the Latter-day Saints were selected by God to
bring the fullness of the gospel to the world at the end of
time. They were a special people with unique
responsibilities. They had been singled out as witnesses
to "the great doings of the Lord in these last days," as
agents to assist in "bringing forth his everlasting
covenant for the gathering of his elect.’’59 The Mormons
were not living in ordinary times, according to their
viewpoint; nor were they an ordinary people.

And, finally, the use of apocalyptic was a means of
encouraging the saints in the face of hardship. Perhaps
this was one of the most appealing features of The Evening
and the Morning Star for the early Mormons. The ultimate
promise of apocalyptic is clear. Good will triumph over
evil--the forces of truth will defeat the forces of error.
No matter how distressed the situation, the glorious day
approaches when godliness will prevail and the faithful
will enjoy peace and rest. These were the "tidings of
great joy" that Phelps trumpeted in the prospectus
prin.ted in the first issue of the Star.oo On this
eschatological note the early Latter-day Saints did not
waver.
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