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PERSONAL OBSERVATIONS ON JOSEPH SMITH’S REUGIOUS EXPERIENCE

T
HE conventional Mormon and anti-Mormon interpretations of Joseph Smith’s first vision and
related visionary phenomena are both unconvincing to me for much the same reason: neither
takes ~eriously the full richness and complexity of Joseph’s religious experiences. The pro- and
anti-Mormon arguments are analogous to a dispute between two blind men, each of whom has

hold of a different part of the elephant’s anatomy and proclaims that only he knows what the elephant
really is. But I believe that Joseph Smith’s religious experiences were so powerful and significant that they
deserve the most comprehensive treatment possible. Indeed, if properly understood these experiences
may raise vital issues not simply for Mormons but for all those concerned with the nature and significance
of direct religious experience.
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matter what others might say. Most Latter-day Saints, however, have shied away from considering the
broader parallels to Joseph’s visionary experiences. The primary reason, I believe, is that such an analysis
would indicate that, far from being unique, Joseph Smith’s first vision and related experiences were
almost a classic model of such phenomena in all times and cultures. This can be seen most clearly in the
description by the anthropologist Anthony F. C. Wallace of the characteristic way in which new
religions--or as he calls them "revitalization movements"--originate. Based on a consideration of
hundreds of different groups on five continents, Wallace concludes: "With a few exceptions, every
religious revitalization movement with which I am acquainted has been originally conceived in one or
several hallucinatory visions by a single individual. A supernatural being appears to the prophet-to-be,
explains his own and his society’s troubles as being entirely or partly a result of the violation of certain
rules, and promises individual and social revitalization if the injunctions are followed and the rituals
practiced, but personal and social catastrophe if they are not." Wallace observes that thereafter the
"prophet feels a need to tell others of his experience, and may have definite feelings of missionary or
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messianic obligation. Generally he shows evidence of a
radical inner change in personality soon after the vision
experience: a remission of old and chronic physical
complaints, a more active and purposeful way of life,
greater confidence in interpersonal relations, the
dropping of deep-seated habits like alcoholism ....
Where there is no vision (as with John Wesley), there
occurs a similarly brief and dramatic moment of insight,
revelation, or inspiration, which functions in most
respects like the vision in being the occasion of a new
synthesis of values and meanings."2

One need not accept the value judgment Wallace
makes when he refers to such visionary experiences as
"hallucinatory" (that is, not literally true), to accept his
general description of what happens in such instances as
strikingly similar to the case of Joseph Smith. Young
Joseph, though highly talented, was at loose ends
initially--viewed by some as a pleasant and outgoing
ne’er-do-well who spent much of his time hunting for
hidden treasure. The series of visions that he had in his
teens ultimately led to the transformation of his life and
the founding of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints. Although surviving accounts of Joseph
Smith’s first vision are far from wholly consistent on
points of detail, such as whether one or several figures
appeared to him, the accounts do indicate that young
Joseph was deeply disturbed by the competing claims to
religious truth that were being put forward in his area.
Joseph was bright enough to understand that such
mutually exclusive claims simply could not all be true.
Eventually he would realize that he had been specially
called by God to introduce a new religious synthesis
which would integrate and supersede all previous ones.
As Joseph Smith described the development, a series of
subsequent visions led to his finding a set of golden
plates and his dictation of a "translation" of those plates,
which was first published in 1830 as the Book of
Mormon. In the meantime, he had also begun to deliver
revelations, many of which would later be published in
the various editions of the Doctrine and Covenants.

To say that Joseph Smith’s visionary experiences
correspond to a pattern seen in the visionary
phenomena of other times and places is not to reduce
them to triviality, any more than a skillful description of
how a great athlete, musician, or scientific genius
operates reduces our appreciation of his achievements.
Indeed, quite the contrary is the case. If Joseph Smith’s
visions had been completely unique and beyond human
comprehension, they could have little meaning for any
of us. The same holds true for the experiences of other
great religious leaders such as Jesus. Traditional
Christianity emphatically affirms not only that he was
"wholly God" but also, paradoxically, that he was
"wholly man" as well. He was not a supernatural being
outside of human history and untouched by it (that was
the heresy of the gnostics) but a very special synthesis of
the divine and the human who pointed the way toward
and made possible our salvation. Joseph Smith’s
religious experiences, though they may be understood in
some degree as to their form, are also in a deeper sense
ultimately a mystery. This mystery is not really grasped
by those Saints who bear their testimony, almost as
though it were a creed, that Joseph Smith had a vision of
God the Father and the Son and that somehow that was
the chief point of the experience. Even if Joseph did see

(or believe he saw) God the Father and the Son (and I
shall question that point below), the deeper mystery still
remains for those with faith.

Both Mormons and anti-Mormons often appear to
have a curiously limited understanding of the first
vision. Neither is primarily interested in reconstructing
precisely what Joseph Smith actually experienced. Both
reduce the phenomena in all its rich complexity to a
narrow true-false proposition. An enormous amount of
water has gone under the bridge, for example,
concerning whether or not the first vision took place in
the year 1820. Ingenious anti-Mormons such as Wesley
Walters seem to suggest that if they could show that the
vision could not have happened in 1820, then perhaps no
vision actually happened at all. Defensive Mormons, on
the other hand, have believed that if they could establish
the plausibility of the vision’s having happened in 1820,
as stated in the canonized 1838 account, then the con-
ventional story of Joseph Smith’s having seen God the
Father and the Son is thereby also established en toto.
Both these approaches beg the question logically.
Whether or not an error was made in dating precisely
when a vision occurred has no necessary connection
with whether it occurred (perhaps it could have occurred
at another time) or what specifically occurred. While at
least one other error in dating exists in the early pages of
the published History of the Church (due presumably to
normal memory lapses in writing of events that
occurred more than a decade before), such trivial errors
in dating by no means establish that a reported event did
not happen at all.

The underlying question which such scholasticism
conveniently avoids is precisely what happened in
Joseph Smith’s early visionary experiences. The primary
reason that Mormon apologists have for the past several
decades been tied in such intellectual knots regarding
the first vision is really very simple: The 1838 version of
the first vision, which has been canonized as the First
Vision, seems less reliable historically than the earlier
accounts of the vision, especially Joseph Smith’s account
of 1832. Originally, as the 1832 account suggests, the
vision was chiefly important to Joseph Smith himself as
he began to establish his personal sense of mission, and it
was almost totally unknown to the general membership.
Today, however, as historian James B. Allen observes in
his pathbreaking article, "The Significance of Joseph
Smith’s First Vision in Mormon Thought": "Its signifi-
cance is second only to the belief in the divinity of Jesus
of Nazareth. The story is an e~sential part of the first
lesson given by Mormon missionaries to prospective
converts, and its acceptance is necessary before
baptism ."3

Under the circumstances, even Mormon historians
who understand the problem of describing what actually
happened in the first vision are unable to explain that
problem in a way that could be comprehended or
accepted by most Latter-day Saints. The result of this
unfortunate situation is that even many conservative
Mormons unnecessarily suffer pangs of doubt at
inconsistencies in the accounts that could be resolved if
it were possible to begin with the more reliable 1832
version of the vision as the basis for religious education
and analysis. Yet the prospects for effective change in
this situation in the forseeable future are slight. The
1838 version is the one which was canonized, it is the
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more appealing from a literary point of view, and
millions of Latter-day Saints have been brought up to
believe that that specific version is one hundred percent
correct as written. Latter-day Saints may indeed have to
wait, as the saying goes, until the coming of the
Millennium to see this man-made confusion resolved.

The chief reason why the 1838 version of the first
vision has been so important to Latter-day Saints is
probably that it has been used as the primary means of
supposedly "proving" the Mormon concept that God the
Father has a physical body. This may or may not be the
case, but in my opinion the first vision is certainly not a
convincing; way of establishing the point. The 1838
version of the vision only indicates specifically that
Joseph Smith saw two "personages" but does not
explicitly identify them. Further indication of the
fundamental unimportance of the specific identity of the
personage or personages is suggested by the fact that
the 1832 account only mentions one figure (presumably
Jesus). If seeing God the Father in physical form was so
important, why wasn’t he even mentioned in the 183).
account? And why wasn’t Joseph Smith more explicit in
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making the direct identification in 18387 Once again,
modern Mormonism has chosen to emphasize an
element that appears to have been of slight importance
to the early faith’s understanding of the vision, perhaps
even to the understanding of the Mormon prophet
himself. In my opinion, surviving accounts of the first
vision strongly suggest that the chief importance of the
vision to Joseph Smith himself was its tremendous
emotional power, not anything in particular that he may
have seen. What he saw could be described very
differently as he looked back later with growing insight
at the powerful formative vision which even he may not
have fully understood at the time.

The power and psychological complexity of visionary
phenomena are highlighted by a vivid example from the
celibate Shakers of the nineteenth century. When John

Lyon was about fourteen, he began to become increas-
ingly disturbed by his developing sexual impulses which
he viewed as extremely sinful. He confessed repeatedly
to the Shaker elders, and genuinely tried to follow their
advice, but inwardly he was deeply divided and doubted
what they told him. In 1802 when he was twenty-one,
Lyon had a powerful visionary experience which he
describes with much insight. In great inner turmoil, he
was alone at work, when "suddenly I was taken from all
sense of the things of time . . . apparently the whole
heavens were filled, seeming to roll forward and
backward, and in every direction.’" He saw a thin verticle
streak of light toward which he walked at the command
of a voice, but suddenly he stood next to a great gulf and
became "enveloped in a horrible darkness." There was
nothing beneath his feet; he was unable to move in any
direction and was in great distress, utterly lost and
terrified.

Eventually Lyon discovered that by keeping his eyes
firmly fixed on the thin ray of light, he was able to move
forward safely through the unknown. But every time he
lost his concentration on the light, he was overwhelmed
in blackness and terror again. Finally he decided to ask
for help. He was instructed in obedience and vowed in
his heart that if he survived the experience, he would
never disobey his elders again. Then at last he was able
to move through the darkness into a bright, lovely
vision. After an unknown interval of time, "! heard the
same sound which I had heard at the commencement of
the vision, it came rolling through the heavens, and
seemed to fill all things . . . and I found myself upon my
knees, having wet with my tears, a place some ten or
twelve inches in diameter." Approximately four hours
had elapsed. From that time forth, despite occasional
inner conflicts, Lyon was firmly dedicated to the
Shakers. He went on to become one of their great
leaders.4

Visionary accounts, past and present, of which I have
read and investigated hundreds, have led me both to be
skeptical about specific truth claims derived from
visionary experiences and to have a deep and abiding
respect for the powerful personal transformation which
such experiences can bring. Let us look at both reactions
as they relate to Joseph Smith’s early visions. On the
skeptical side, I find myself sometimes puzzled and
annoyed by Latter-day Saints who have never
impartially investigated religious phenomena outside of
Mormonism, but who categorically assert that Joseph
Smith’s experiences were unique. In particular, I have
repeatedly heard the assertion that while other
individuals may have had visions, only Joseph Smith
claimed to have seen Jesus Christ and God the Father.
Such statements are simply untrue. To begin with, the
history of Christianity is filled with saints and other
figures who said they had seen Jesus. I have personally
talked with many who make that claim. Such assertions
were also common in the nineteenth century, especially
in areas where Joseph Smith and the Mormons were
most active. The further claim to have seen God
Almighty is much less common, of course, probably
because anyone publicly making such an assertion is
typically viewed with incredulity. Thus, the only people I
have encountered who insisted that they had literally
seen God have been patients in mental institutions. The
common assumption that anyone making such an
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extreme assertion must be either a charlatan or
deranged probably helps explain Joseph Smith’s own
initial reticence in talking about his visions, especially his
first vision, except to people who already respected his
prophetic powers.

Does this suggest, then, that I reject the notion that
Joseph Smith actually saw angels or other heavenly
personages? This is a complex �luestion,,and my basic
answer is two fold: I personally do not think that Joseph’s
visions were literally true, yet at the same time I cannot
discount the possiblity that they might have been.

In any case, however, this is not the most important
question. There are broader and more significant issues
that are missed when exclusive attention is directed
toward the question of whether certain events did or did
not literally occur. As my grandfather once pointed out
to me, individuals who are preoccupied only with the
question of whether or not Jonah was, or could have
been, swallowed by a "great fish" (popularly, a whale)
miss the whole point about the Book of Jonah. That book
is not concerned with the narrow literalistic question of
whether a man could actually have been swallowed by a
great fish, live for three days in its belly, and then
emerge alive. Rather the Book of Jonah teaches, among
its many other messages, that there is ultimately no
running away from God’s commands and that God cares
about all of his many children, not simply his "chosen
people" the Jews.

The significance of Joseph Smith’s first vision, like
that of the Book of Jonah, is not based primarily on
whether a particular event actually occurred. Even if
Joseph’s visions reflected his own personal psychology
rather than contact with beings from another dimension
of reality, the perceived source of a vision by no means
determines whether the message itself is not also true in
some deeper sense. Joseph Smith was one of the most
complex individuals who ever lived; if he interpreted the
deeply felt inner truth of his prophetic mission as an
objective experience, that interpretation in no way
invalidates the truth of the mission itself. Surely if God
works through fallible human agency, then it may well
be that he has to operate at times through psychological
experiences perceived as literally true. This may be
necessary in order to communicate a complex divine
message to the limited human agents through whom
that message must be transmitted.

Having said all this, it still remains possible that what
appears to the modern secular mind to be best
understood as psychological truth may, in fact, have
been literally truth as well. Joseph Smith possessed
remarkable powers of dissociation. It cannot be asserted
a priori that he did not have literal contact with beings
from another dimension of reality. To paraphrase the
great psychologist of religion William James, if there were to
be such a thing as direct communication with God or with
powers from other dimensions of reality beyond our own,
perhaps that contact would have to come through
individuals who were capable of transcending their normal
state of conscious awareness, much in the way that Joseph
Smith could.

That there may well be dimensions of consciousness
beyond our normal waking state which have a "real"
existence is an idea that I believe any religious person
must seriously consider. My investigation of so-called
extrasensory or paranormal phenomena, as well as the

experiences of some of my friends, has convinced me
that such an hypothesis may indeed be the best way of
understanding certain types of otherwise puzzling
occurrences. Such phenomena might also have been associ-
ated with Joseph Smith’s visions.

The major problem, however, remains one of seeking
to understand the first vision experience in its historical
and personal context. If only we could temporarily leave
aside the long-standing dogmatic, doctrinal, and
polemical approaches, many of the apparent problems
associated with the vision could be overcome. For
example, the changes in the accounts of the vision over
time (which many Latter-day Saints find so disturbing)
are really not surprising at all. Even as we look back over
our own relatively more mundane life experiences, each
of us tends to reinterpret those experiences with
more concern for their significance for us in the present
than with an attempt to achieve precise blow-by-
blow accuracy with respect to particular details.
Sometimes, in fact, we consciously or unconsciously
exaggerate or modify our accounts when we retell our
stories to others in order to make a deeper point more
effectively.

This is even more true with regard to dreams or to
visions, which can provisionally be described as
powerful waking dreams which may serve to transform
an individual’s life. Biblical prophetic dreams, for
example, could be subject to divergent interpretations,
even as they were felt to communicate profound truths
from powers beyond the purely human. And in
Mormonism, dreams and visions were closely and in
certain circumstances properly linked, as is suggested by
the statement in the Book of Mormon: "I have dreamed a
dream; or, in other words, I have seen a vision" (1 Ne.
8:2). The significance of religious dreams and visions lies
not so much in their specific content as in their meaning.
So it happens that in the first vision a figure (or figures)
that Joseph Smith saw could be variously identified,
even while the power and truth of the experience
remained to him undeniable.

It is this wide range of variation in Joseph Smith’s first
vision accounts that makes them inappropriate as an
authoritative basis for specific Mormon doctrinal beliefs
such as the nature of the Godhead. For the first vision
was not originally a doctrinal experience at all; the
doctrinal interpretations of the vision were added later.
The only irreducible content of the earliest accounts
appears to have been Joseph Smith’s deep personal sense
of forgiveness from sin and a reaffirmation of faith in
Christ. The nature of Joseph’s specific mission and the
manner in which it was to manifest itself became
apparent only in subsequent visions.

Thus there is strong reason to believe that a more
important vision for Joseph Smith than his "first yision,"
was his vision of 21 September 1823, when he stated
that the angel Moroni appeared to him. He was told then
that he would eventually "translate" a set of golden
plates--a "translation" that would become the Book of
Mormon. The 1823 vision was the one that was
highlighted in the first officially printed account of the
origin of the Mormon faith, which appeared serially in
the Latter Day Saints’ Messen,~er and Advocate in 1834-35
under the authorship of Oliver Cowdery. And it was this
1823 vision that was referred to over and over again in early
missionary accounts and writings of the Mormon church. If
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the "first vision" by itself was of such over-
whelming importance to Joseph Smith and Mormonism,
why was it so seldom referred to while he was alive?
I would suggest, as an hypothesis for further investiga-
tion, that no single vision by itself was the decisive source of
Joseph’s sense of mission, but rather that the early visions
should properly be considered as a unit. If one vision must
be singled out, however, it should be the vision of 21
September 1823, not the "first vision," whenever it may
have occurred.

The 1823 vision is the most important one, in my
opinion, because of its relationship with the "trans-
lation" of the Book of Mormon. That document is the
heart and soul of Mormonism--an immensely
impressive book, no matter what position one may take
on its literal historicity. It was the Book of Mormon,
combined with the belief in Joseph Smith’s role as the
latter-day prophet of a new dispensation of God, that
was the core of the early Mormon faith. Unlike Joseph’s
visions, judgment of which ultimately depends on one’s
prior assessmen~ of his reliability, the Book of Mormon
is a tangible product which can be analyzed in its own
right. I believe that a vital Latter-day Saint faith in the
late twentieth century would do well to downplay the
more speculative source of authority provided by the
first vision and emphasize the Book of Mormon and
Joseph Smith’s other revelations as the starting point for
their faith, just as did the first Mormons.
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