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Just released, The Prophet Puzzle: 
Interpretive Essays on Joseph 
Smith (Signature Books) looks at 
the Prophetfrom historical, theolog- 
ical, psychological, and feminist 
perspectives. The following is from 
Richard L. Bushman? essay "Joseph 
Smith as Translator" Bushman is 
Gouvemeur Morris Professor of 
History at Columbia University, 
and he is currently writing a biog- 
raphy ofJoseph Smith. 

A LTHOUGH UOSEPH 
Smith] . . . left treasure- 
seeking behind, the 

magical culture of the [seeing] 
stones played an important part 
in the development of Joseph's identity as seer and translator. 
The Christianity of Methodism or Presbyterianism could not 
have readied him for translation. In conventional Protestant 
Christianity, learned men translated the Bible, and pious 
young people became preachers like [Charles Grandison] 
Finney or Lorenzo Dow, not translators. The treasure-seeking 
stones from the magic culture, by contrast, helped Joseph 
move step by step into his calling. The scryer of stones 
looked for the unseen, whether lost objects or buried trea- 
sure. Joseph's first reaction when he brought home the Urim 
and Thummim was delight with the powers of the instrument. 
It was "ten times Better than I expected," he told Joseph 
Knight. "I can see any thing: they are Marvelus." Though 
amazed at the Urim and Thummim's power, he knew from 
working with his own stone what to expect; he would "see." 
Although he had obtained his own stone from a hole dug for a 
well and not by a gift from heaven, practice with the stone, 
looking for lost objects and probably for treasure, was an initi- 
ation into "seeing" that could be transferred to translation of 
the gold plates in the stones of the Urim and Thummim. In 
fact, as work on the Book of Mormon went on, a seerstone 
took the place of the Urim and Thummim, blending the cul- 
ture of magic with the divine culture of translation. 

As time went by, Joseph played down the place of magic 
and seerstones in his early life. After publication of the 
damning affidavits about money-diggmg in Eber Howe's 
Mormonism Unvailed (1834), he knew that involvement with 

magic would discredit the 
church. Even before that time, 
in 1830 he gave up using the 
seerstones and spoke no more 
about them. Conventional 
Christianity was fighting to pro- 
tect itself from the Enlight- 
enment critics' charges of super- 
stition, and, to prove their 
rationality, Christian apologists 
vented their anger on the rem- 
nants of magic carried down 
from an earlier time when magic 
and religion mingled. Joseph 
did not want to make himself a 
target for attacks that would 
cripple the work. But neither 
did he repudiate the stones or 

deny their powers. In 1843 he wrote that a white stone would 
be gven to all entrants into the celestial kingdom, and with 
that stone "all things pertaining to an higher order of king- 
doms even all langdoms will be made known." The magic cul- 
ture of his early life, like his inherited Christianity, though 
transformed was not obliterated. He must have understood 
that the stones had prepared him to step into the improbable 
roles of seer and unlearned translator. . . . 

He took on the work with great enthusiasm, developing a 
momentum that propelled him from the Book of Mormon to 
the Bible and the Book of Abraham. He told Joseph Knight 
when the plates were first removed from the hill that they 
were "writen in Caracters, and I want them translated," and 
his resolve never wavered. He loved translating and, rather 
than faltering under the strain of performing the impossible, 
valiantly labored on. Near the end of his life he described 
himself to James Arlington Bennett, his future running mate 
on the 1844 U.S. presidential ticket: "By the power of God I 
translated the Book of Mormon from hieroglyphics; the 
knowledge of which was lost to the world: in which won- 
derful event I stood alone, an unlearned youth, to combat the 
worldly wisdom, and multiplied ignorance of eighteen cen- 
turies." In that statement, made when pressures on him were 
mounting, we sense the burden of living an incredible life. 
But those glimpses were rare. For the most part, faith in his 
calling and his buoyant spirit carried him through the formi- 
dable task of translating undecipherable hieroglyphics. B 
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