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T HE QUESTION WAS ASKED AND MAY STILL BE
contemplated, as Joseph Smith put it: “Why is it this
babbler gains so many followers, and retains them?”

His answer was, “Because I possess the principle of love. All I
can offer the world is a good heart and a good hand.”1 As I
delve into the mind of Joseph Smith, I see another possible an-
swer.

Joseph Smith boldly announced the re-opening of the
heavens. He proclaimed the dawning of a new dispensation
and with it a veritable cloudburst of revelation. No longer need
humankind look only to the past for revelation, for much
withheld from the ancient prophets was now to be revealed in
the last days—in fact, revealed not only to prophets but to
“babes and sucklings.” This deluge of knowledge was not just
for the prophet Joseph Smith, but for all Saints.2 Available to
even the least of the Saints, when they were prepared, was that
which no eye had seen, no ear had heard, nor had ever entered
into the heart of man. Line upon line; in bits and pieces; here
and there a little was the process by which the Saints would
progress in gospel maturity. 

Awaiting those Saints who prepared themselves was a
prophet longing to feed them a feast of new ideas, new revela-
tion, and mysteries: deep mysteries, mysteries which would be
revealed to some but not to others. In addition to revealed
truth, Smith’s followers were to aggressively pursue a universal

search for truth, “let it come from whence it may,”3 in order to
come out true Mormons. A little confidence in, or even a hope
for, such an exciting prospect could have been nothing less
than exhilarating to many.

The 15 March 1844 Times and Seasons reported that for sev-
eral Sundays at the temple grounds, the Saints had been fa-
vored with “very interesting and eloquent discourses” from
Joseph Smith. The report states that Joseph frequently de-
clared that the “many glorious principles of the kingdom of
God, which he is anxious to make known to the saints, is a
burden upon his mind.” His audience is described as listening 

with an almost breathless silence; their minds appar-
ently being completely absorbed with the subject,
while with a rapturous delight they heard so exquisite
a dissertation upon these important principles, which
are connected to the great plan of salvation.

I suggest that one reason “this babbler gain[ed] so many fol-
lowers and retain[ed] them” is this exciting prospect of re-
ceiving new gospel concepts from the prophet, as well as from
one’s own study and personal revelations. The heavens were
potentially open to every Saint.

One natural consequence of Joseph Smith’s progressive ap-
proach is that the Saints would be at various levels of gospel
maturity and diverse in their personal beliefs. I contend that
this diversity is a situation which Joseph promoted and de-
fended.

What follows is a gathering of sources demonstrating that
this new age of enlightenment, with expected and acceptable
diversity, was a basic theme permeating the teachings of Joseph
Smith from the beginning of his public ministry in 1829
through his death in 1844.
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A CLOUDBURST OF NEW REVELATION

J OSEPH ANNOUNCED A final dispensation in which se-
crets, mysteries, and even things withheld from former
prophets would potentially be available to all Saints.

Hear, O ye heavens, and give ear, O earth, and rejoice
ye inhabitants thereof. . . . For thus saith the Lord . . .
those who serve me in righteousness . . . to them will I
reveal all mysteries, yea, all the hidden mysteries of
my kingdom from days of old, and for ages to come.
(D&C 76:1–7)

The dispensation of the fullness of times will bring to
light the things that have been revealed in all former

dispensations; also other things that have not been
before revealed.4

Those things which never have been revealed from
the foundation of the world, but have been kept hid
from the wise and prudent, shall be revealed unto
babes and sucklings in this, the dispensation of the
fulness of times. (D&C 128:18)

I deign to reveal unto my church things which have
been kept hid from before the foundation of the
world, things that pertain to the dispensation of the
fulness of times. (D&C 124:41)

That which hath been hid from before the foundation
of the world is revealed to babes and sucklings in the
last days.5 

God hath not revealed anything to Joseph, but what
He will make known unto the Twelve, and even the
least Saint may know all things as fast as he is able to
bear them.6

In an 1842 council of the patriarch, bishops, apostles, and
other leaders, Joseph reported that

[T]he communications I made to this council were of
things spiritual, and to be received only by the spiri-
tual minded: and there was nothing made known to
these men but what will be made known to all the
Saints of the last days, so soon as they are prepared to
receive, and a proper place is prepared to communi-
cate them, even to the weakest of the Saints. . . . 7

To Joseph Smith, the ultimate potential for a Saint was virtu-
ally boundless:

The day shall come when you shall comprehend even
God. (D&C 88:49)

[Melchizedek priesthood holders] . . . have the privi-
lege of receiving the mysteries of the kingdom of
heaven, to have the heavens opened unto them, to
commune with the general assembly and church of
the Firstborn, and to enjoy the communion and pres-
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ence of God the Father, and Jesus the mediator of the
new covenant. (D&C 107:19)

The Lord will teach him face to face, and he may have
a perfect knowledge of the mysteries of the Kingdom
of God.8

GROWING IN GRACE AND KNOWLEDGE

J OSEPH TAUGHT THAT all Saints are but children and
must expect to progress like children. Of course this
meant that in the growth process, the Saints would be at

vastly different levels of gospel advancement, with consid-
erable divergence in their personal beliefs.

Ye are little children and ye cannot bear all things
now; ye must grow in grace and in the knowledge of
the truth. (D&C 50:40)

Ye cannot bear all things now; nevertheless, be of
good cheer, for I will lead you along. (D&C 78:18)

The Lord deals with this people as a tender parent
with a child, communicating light and intelligence
and the knowledge of his ways as they can bear it.9

It is not wisdom that we should have all knowledge at
once presented before us; but that we should have a
little at a time; then we can comprehend it. 10 

When you climb up a ladder, you must begin at the
bottom, and ascend step by step, until you arrive at
the top; and so it is with the principles of the
Gospel—you must begin with the first, and go on
until you learn all the principles of exaltation.11

THE MYSTERIES

J OSEPH SMITH’S TEACHING on the mysteries is a topic
worthy of its own study. Mysteries fall into several cate-
gories: those that can be written and those that cannot;

those that have been revealed to some and those that have
never been revealed; those hidden in the scriptures (D&C
71:1) and those that can be received only by revelation.

While the Saints were to learn from the scriptures, from
Joseph Smith, and from one another, they were encouraged,
even commanded, to go beyond these sources and to person-
ally delve into mysteries. Gospel maturity is largely a personal
enterprise—so personal that the Saints are potentially privy to
restricted mysteries which they are not at liberty to divulge,
those which could neither be written nor spoken.

It is given unto many to know the mysteries of God;
nevertheless they are laid under a strict command
that they shall not impart only according to the por-
tion of his word which he doth grant unto the chil-

dren of men. . . .
He that will not harden his heart . . . is given . . . to

know the mysteries of God until he know them in
full. . . . 

They that will harden their hearts, to them is given
the lesser portion of the word until they know
nothing concerning his mysteries. (Alma 12:9–11; see
also Alma 40:3; 1 Nephi 10:19; Jacob 4:8)

He that repenteth and exerciseth faith, and bringeth
forth good works, and prayeth continually without
ceasing—unto such it is given to know the mysteries
of God; yea, unto such it shall be given to reveal
things which never have been revealed. (Alma 26:22)

If thou shalt ask, thou shalt receive revelation upon
revelation, knowledge upon knowledge, that thou
mayest know the mysteries . . . for unto you it is given
to know the mysteries of the kingdom, but unto the
world it is not given to know them. (D&C 42:61, 65)

The vision of the degrees of glory received by Joseph Smith
and Sidney Rigdon in 1832 included some mysteries which
were not to be written or spoken. They are only to be made
known to Saints individually and personally:

The mysteries of his kingdom which he showed unto
us . . . he commanded us we should not write . . . and
are not lawful for man to utter; 

Neither is man capable to make them known, for
they are only to be seen and understood by the power
of the Holy Spirit, which God bestows on those who
love him, and purify themselves before him; 

To whom he grants this privilege of seeing and
knowing for themselves. (D&C 76:114–117)

Unto him that keepeth my commandments I will give
the mysteries of my kingdom, and the same shall be
in him a well of living water, springing up unto ever-
lasting life. (D&C 63:23; see also D&C 76:1–9)

I reveal . . . all the hidden mysteries of my kingdom . . .
those things which eye has not seen, nor ear heard,
nor yet entered into the heart of man. (D&C 76:7–10;
see also D&C 109:7, 14)

THE PURSUIT OF TRUTH

I N ADDITION TO the enterprise of gathering truth from
revelation—past, new, and personal—Joseph directed the
Saints to employ the natural principle of study to glean

from a vast body of truth abroad in the world. 

I give unto you a commandment that you shall teach
one another the doctrine of the kingdom.

Teach ye diligently . . . in theory, in principle, in
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doctrine, in the law of the gospel, in all things that
pertain unto the kingdom of God, that are expedient
for you to understand. . . . Seek ye diligently and
teach one another words of wisdom; yea, seek ye out
of the best books words of wisdom; seek learning,
even by study and also by faith. (D&C 88:77, 78,
118)

Study and learn, and become acquainted with all
good books, and with languages, tongues, and
people. (D&C 90:15)

Where is the man who is authorized to put his finger
on the spot and say, thus far thou shalt go and no far-
ther: there is no man. Therefore let us receive the
whole, or none.12

Many seal up the door of heaven by saying so far God
may reveal and I will believe but no further.13

I advise all to go on to perfection, and search deeper
and deeper into the mysteries of Godliness.14 

Clearly, even with the great potential for spiritual growth an-
nounced frequently by Joseph Smith and found in several LDS
scriptural passages, the most faithful and aggressive LDS stu-
dent will yet leave this life far short of a full understanding of
the mysteries. 

But it will be a great while after you have passed
through the veil before you will have learned them. It
is not all to be comprehended in this world; it will be
a great work to learn our salvation and exaltation even
beyond the grave.15

An 1833 revelation speaks of an outpouring of advanced
knowledge at the coming of the Lord, unknowable before that
event:

In that day when the Lord shall come, he shall reveal
all things—

Things which have passed, and hidden things
which no man knew, things of the earth, by which it
was made, and the purpose and the end thereof—

Things most precious, things that are above, and
things that are beneath, things that are in the earth,
and upon the earth, and in heaven. (D&C
101:32–34)16

One of the grand fundamental principles of
“Mormonism” is to receive truth, let it come from
whence it may.17

Have the Presbyterians any truth? Yes. Have the
Baptists, Methodists, etc., any truth? Yes. They all
have a little truth mixed with error. We should gather

all the good and true principles in the world and trea-
sure them up, or we shall not come out true
“Mormons.”18 

In 1839, Joseph Smith wrote from Liberty Jail to Isaac Galland,
a non-Mormon:

[I] am liberal in my sentiments towards all men, in
matters of opinion, and rights of conscience. . . .

Mormonism is truth; and every man who em-
braced it felt himself at liberty to embrace every truth:
consequently the shackles of superstition, bigotry, ig-
norance, and priestcraft, falls at once from his neck;
and his eyes are opened to see the truth, and truth
greatly prevails over priestcraft.19

DIFFERENCES OF OPINION AND
THE NATURE OF CREEDS

J OSEPH CONDEMNED THE idea of an established creed
because it stifles deeper thought and bars further revela-
tion. To him, being a true Mormon means opening up to

a diverse array of thought, not narrowing down to an estab-
lished list of mandatory doctrine. 

I have the most liberal sentiments, and feelings of
charity towards all sects, parties, and denominations;
and the rights and liberties of concience [sic], I hold
most sacred and dear, and dispise [sic] no man for
differing with me in matters of opinion.20

I never feel to force my doctrine upon any person; I
rejoice to see prejudice give way to truth, and the tra-
ditions of men dispersed by the pure principles of the
Gospel of Jesus Christ.21

In relation to the power over the minds of mankind
which I hold, I would say, It is in consequence of the
power of truth in the doctrines which I have been an
instrument in the hands of God of presenting unto
them, and not because of any compulsion on my part.
. . . I ask, Did I ever exercise any compulsion over any
man? Did I not give him the liberty of disbelieving
any doctrine I have preached, if he saw fit?22

While Joseph’s body was locked in Liberty Jail for five
months, his mind soared. He wrote from the confines of jail in
1839:

Mormonism is truth, in other words the doctrine of the
Latter Day Saints, is truth. . . . The first and funda-
mental principle of our holy religion is, that we believe
that we have a right to embrace all, and every item of
truth, without limitation or without being circum-
scribed or prohibited by the creeds or superstitious no-
tions of men, or by the dominations of one another.23
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In 1842, referring to his attorney Justin Butterfield, Joseph
Smith said:

I told him I had no creed to circumscribe my mind.24

The next day, in response to a question by Butterfield, he ex-
panded this thought:

The most prominent difference in sentiment between
the Latter-day Saints and sectarians was, that the latter
were all circumscribed by some peculiar creed, which
deprived its members the privilege of believing any-
thing not contained therein, whereas the Latter-day
Saints have no creed, but are ready to believe all true
principles that exist, as they are made manifest from
time to time.25

UNITY AND DIVERSITY

J OSEPH SMITH’S POSITION concerning unity among
the Saints was clear. He found the notion of unity of be-
lief, established by creeds, offensive because that stifles 

the learning process he had announced and promoted.
Individual Saints were to amalgamate bits and pieces of truth
from a variety of heavenly and earthly sources. The in-
escapable consequence of this process is diversity of belief
among the Saints.

The Pelatiah Brown incident is well known. Brown “was
hauled up for trial before the High Council” because of some
of his teachings. While Joseph Smith did not agree with
Brown’s scriptural interpretations—in fact, he said he “could
not help laughing” at Brown’s views—nonetheless he

did not like the old man being called up for erring in
doctrine. It looks too much like the Methodist, and
not like the Latter-day Saints. Methodists have creeds
which a man must believe or be asked out of their
church. I want the liberty of thinking and believing as
I please. It feels so good not to be trammelled. It does
not prove that a man is not a good man because he
errs in doctrine.

The High Council undertook to censure and cor-
rect Elder Brown, because of his teachings in relation
to the beasts. Whether they actually corrected him or
not, I am a little doubtful, but don’t care.

I want to come up into the presence of God, and
learn all things; but the creeds set up stakes, and say,
“Hitherto shalt thou come, and no further;” which I
cannot subscribe to.26

CONTENTION AND DIVISION

O NE HAZARD OF free thought which Joseph encoun-
tered was contention or division. This he denounced.
In the same discussion of the Pelatiah Brown inci-

dent, he continued:

It is not very essential for the elders to have knowl-
edge in relation to the meaning of beasts, and heads
and horns, and other figures made use of in the reve-
lations; still, it may be necessary, to prevent con-
tention and division and do away with suspense. If
we get puffed up by thinking that we have much
knowledge, we are apt to get a contentious spirit, and
correct knowledge is necessary to cast out that spirit.

The evil of being puffed up with correct (though
useless) knowledge is not so great as the evil of con-
tention.

Joseph went on to instruct Brown and the elders to “let the
mysteries alone” when preaching, and to confine themselves,
per the Lord’s instruction, to repentance and baptism.27

Strive not about the mysteries of the kingdom.28 

It is no use living among hogs without a snout. This
biting and devouring each other I cannot endure.
Away with it. For God’s sake, stop it.29

In Third Nephi, Jesus commands the Nephites:

There shall be no disputations among you, as there
have hitherto been . . . concerning the points of my
doctrine. . . . He that hath the spirit of contention is not
of me, but is of the devil, who is the father of con-
tention, and he stirreth up the hearts of men to con-
tend with anger, one with another. Behold this is not
my doctrine, to stir up the hearts of men with anger. . . .
(3 Nephi 11: 28–30)

Jesus then goes on to list the principles that alone are his doc-
trine. I suggest that this is the closest thing to an early Mormon
creed. It limits doctrine, perhaps mandatory doctrine, to faith
in Jesus, repentance, baptism, the visit of the Holy Ghost, the
testimony of Jesus revealed by the Father, and the unity of the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost. Further, Jesus speaks
against those who “shall declare more or less than this, and es-
tablish it for my doctrine” (3 Nephi 11:40). 

This passage does not condemn the declaration “of more or
less than this,” only the establishment of it “for my doctrine.”
From this narrow definition, all other ideas, concepts, and re-
vealed mysteries are outside of the parameter of the doctrine of
Jesus—that is, mandatory doctrine. This is not to say that this
doctrine is all the Saints should consider. Remember Joseph’s
1844 advice, strongly supported in Mormon scripture, “I ad-
vise all to go on to perfection, and search deeper and deeper
into the mysteries of Godliness.”30 I suggest that from Joseph’s
point of view, the numerous ideas, concepts, and teachings of
the Saints that go beyond what Jesus to the Nephites called
“my doctrine” fall into the category of Mormon thought, and
are open to various degrees of speculation, expansion, evolu-
tion, and revision. But conclusions drawn from these search-
ings and ponderings, regardless of how strongly supported or
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how firmly established, nonetheless fall short of mandatory
doctrine.

Hearkening back to Jesus’s command that “there shall be no
disputations among you,” it seems “doctrine” is very limited
and refers to what is universally believed. The rest is not doc-
trine. If the Saints realized that where they may differ is on
topics that are not doctrine; that the ideas of any or all of them
may be infected with some degree of insufficient knowledge,
immature enlightenment, uncertainty, theory, speculation, and
perhaps even error; this would have a humbling effect, incon-
sistent with the dogmatism and fanaticism which foster con-
tentious disputation. Given this ideal, differences would exist;
disputations would not. Thoughtful Saints could exclaim with
Joseph, “It feels so good not to be trammelled.”

TEACHING AND PREPARING TO 
RECEIVE NEW TRUTHS

J OSEPH EXPRESSED A great desire to teach new ideas.
He longed to tell that which he felt restrained to divulge.
I cannot help but sense his excitement at the opportunity

to lift the curtain a little, allowing the Saints a peek at a
whole new stage of religious thought.

It is my meditation all the day, and more than my
meat and drink, to know how I shall make the Saints
of God comprehend the visions that roll like an over-
flowing surge before my mind.

Oh! how I would delight to bring before you
things which you never thought of!31
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I want to go back to the beginning, and so lift your
minds into a more lofty sphere and a more exalted
understanding than what the human mind generally
aspires to.32

It has always been my province to dig up hidden mys-
teries—new things—for my hearers.33

Would to God that I had forty days and nights in
which to tell you all!34

Joseph lamented the restraint he felt because of the strength of
tradition. While many Saints relished the prospect of new
ideas, he observed that it was difficult for others to open their
minds to concepts incompatible with their traditions.

It is very difficult for us to communicate to the
churches all that God has revealed to us, in conse-
quence of tradition; for we are differently situated
from any other people that ever existed upon this
earth; consequently those former revelations cannot
be suited to our conditions; they were given to other
people, who were before us.35 

There are a great many wise men and women too in
our midst who are too wise to be taught; therefore
they must die in their ignorance, and in the resurrec-
tion they will find their mistake. Many seal up the
door of heaven by saying, So far God may reveal and I
will believe.36

At an 1841 meeting that included such Saints as Heber C.
Kimball and Wilford Woodruff, Joseph declared that there
were truths held in reserve which even the three of them were
not prepared to receive. 

Some say Joseph is a fallen Prophet because he does
not bring forth more of the word of the Lord,” “Why
does he not?” Are we able to receive it? No . . . not one
in this room.37

He commented further in 1843 and 1844:

I shall take the broad ground, then . . . we have re-
ceived a portion of knowledge from God by imme-
diate revelation, and from the same source we can re-
ceive all knowledge. . . .

The Saints are slow to understand. I have tried for
a number of years to get the minds of the Saints pre-
pared to receive the things of God; but we frequently
see some of them, after suffering all they have for the
work of God, will fly to pieces like glass as soon as
anything comes that is contrary to their traditions:
they cannot stand the fire at all.38

I suppose I am not allowed to go into an investigation
of anything that is not contained in the Bible. If I do, I
think there are so many over-wise men here, that they
would cry “treason” and put me to death. So I will go
to the old Bible and turn commentator today.39

Many men will say, “I will never forsake you, but will
stand by you at all times.” But the moment you teach
them some of the mysteries of the kingdom of God
that are retained in the heavens and are to be revealed
to the children of men when they are prepared for
them they will be the first to stone you and put you to
death.40

TOLERATING A RANGE OF
DOCTRINAL VIEWS: AN EXAMPLE

Joseph Smith’s teachings about the Holy Ghost

J OSEPH SMITH UNDERSTOOD that some devoted
Saints who had escaped the bondage of tradition and im-
bibed some of the mysteries would be doctrinally at odds

with other devoted Saints who had not—and at odds not
just in some small detail. Joseph knew that extreme new con-
cepts provoke extreme shock. To Joseph, the Mormon experi-
ence is progressive, with Saints at various levels of gospel ma-
turity and a diversity of belief. Instead of condemning this, he
defended it. 

Joseph’s concern with doctrinal differences focused pri-
marily on the contention and division at times fostered by dif-
ference of opinion. He described LDS belief only in a basic and
general way. It is difficult to find concepts which he declared to
be mandatory.41 On doctrinal belief, he kept the doors wide
open to change and development. 

As an example of Joseph’s own comfort with a range of doc-
trinal speculation, what follows is an extensive examination of
three concepts of God—two diametrically opposed—that
Joseph endorsed during the Nauvoo period.

The Lectures on Faith are a series of seven lessons that were
taught to the elders at the School of the Prophets at Kirtland in
1834.42 Lecture Five is of specific interest here. It was pub-
lished in the Church’s Messenger and Advocate in 1835 with the
note that it would soon be published in a collection of “impor-
tant revelations on doctrine and church government” to pro-
vide “a perfect understanding of the doctrine believed by this
society.”43 The reference was to the soon-to-be-published 1835
edition of the Doctrine and Covenants approved by a general
assembly of the Church at Kirtland in 1835.44

The Father and the Son
In Lecture Five, the physical nature of God the Father is

contrasted with that of the Son:

The Father being a personage of spirit. . . .The Son . . .
a personage of tabernacle . . . being in the form and
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likeness of man . . . [and] the express image and like-
ness of the personage of the Father . . . the Son be-
cause of the flesh . . .45

Here the term “personage” equals organized form, while
“tabernacle” equals flesh and bone. Both the Father and the
Son have organized form, but only the Son has tabernacle, that
is, flesh and bone.

In an 1840 pamphlet responding to an anti-Mormon tract
by William Hewitt, Parley P. Pratt restated this view of the
Father as a personage of spirit and the Son a personage of
tabernacle:

The Son has flesh and bones, and . . . the Father is a
spirit . . . a personage of Spirit has its organized for-
mation, its body and parts, its individual identity, its
eyes, mouth, ears, &c., and that it is in the image or
likeness of the temporal body, although not com-
posed of such gross materials as flesh and bones;
hence it is said that Jesus is “the express image of his
(the father’s) person.”

Pratt declared that this was the Church’’ss belief as found by
“whoever reads our books, or hears us preach.”46

Holy Spirit
Later in Lecture Five, the Holy Spirit is contrasted with the

Father and the Son who are personages, while the Holy Spirit
is not. Rather, the Holy Spirit is the mind of the Father and the
Son. The Son is presented as

the only begotten of the Father . . . possessing the
same mind with the Father, which mind is the Holy
Spirit.47

For greater precision, a catechism was appended to the
Lecture:

Q. How many personages are there in the Godhead?
A. Two: the Father and the Son.

Q. Do the Father and the Son possess the same mind?
A. They do...

Q. What is this mind?
A. The Holy Spirit. . . .48

To summarize: in Lecture Five, the Holy Spirit is not a per-
sonage but the mind of the Father and Son, who, in contrast,
are personages: the Father, a personage of spirit—no flesh and
bones; the Son, a resurrected personage of tabernacle—a per-
sonage with flesh and bone.

Joseph’s Nauvoo Teachings on the Father and the Holy Spirit
As early as 1841, Joseph Smith was teaching a different

view than that articulated in the 1834 Lecture Five. He began

teaching that Jesus did that which his Father had done before
him—that is, experience mortality, including death and resur-
rection—and that he is now a resurrected personage of taber-
nacle (i.e., flesh and bone). Joseph taught further that the Holy
Spirit is indeed a personage, having organized form, but no
flesh and bone, who will yet have the same opportunity as the
Father and the Son to receive a body of flesh and bone. 

There is no other God in heaven but that God who
has flesh and bones John 5-26 “As the father hath life
in himself, even so hath he given the son to have life
in himself”. God the father took life unto himself pre-
cisely as Jesus did.49

The Son Had a tabernicle [sic] & so had the father But
the Holly [sic] Ghost is a personage of spirit without
tabernicle [sic].50

Peter and Stephen testify that they saw the Son of
Man standing on the right hand of God. Any person
that had seen the heavens opened knows that there
are three personages in the heavens who hold the
keys of power, and one presides over all. . . . As the
Father hath power in Himself, so hath the Son power
in Himself, to lay down His life and take it again, so
He has a body of His own. The Son doeth what He
hath seen the Father do: then the Father hath some
day laid down His life and taken it again; so He has a
body of His own; each one will be in His own body.51

Eleven sources preserve Joseph’s Nauvoo teaching that the
Father is a personage of tabernacle, resurrected with a body of
flesh and bones, the same as that of Jesus,52 and nine sources
that the Holy Ghost is a personage, but a personage of spirit,
not of tabernacle, i.e., not having flesh and bones.53

Two reports record Joseph Smith’s teaching 

that the Holy Ghost is now in a state of Probation
which if he should perform in righteousness he may
pass through the same or similar course of things that
the Son has.54

The following summary of the Nauvoo teachings of Joseph
Smith is found in an 1843 sermon which was added to the
Doctrine and Covenants (D&C 130:22)—not the 1844 edi-
tion, which he supervised, but the 1876 edition supervised by
Orson Pratt under the counsel of Brigham Young:

The Father has a body of flesh and bones as tangible as
man’s; the Son also; but the Holy Ghost has not a body
of flesh and bones, but is a personage of Spirit.55

Discussion
What happened to the Lecture Five doctrine? Did Joseph

Smith replace it with the Nauvoo teachings? What was Joseph
Smith’s belief at his death in 1844?
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In an attempt to answer these questions, we must consider
the publication of the second edition of the Doctrine and
Covenants in 1844. Parley P. Pratt had requested permission to
publish the second edition in New York but was informed in a
letter by Hyrum Smith from Nauvoo:

I cannot give any encouragements for the publication
of the same other than at this place, or, where it can
come out under the immediate inspection of Joseph
and his councillors, [sic] So, that no one may be
chargeable with any mistakes that may occur.56

Joseph Smith personally supervised the publication of this
second edition of the Doctrine and Covenants,57 the printing
of which was almost completed at his death in June 1844.58

This was not simply a reprint of the 1835 edition. Joseph
Smith added seven new sections and deleted the minutes of
the conference which authorized the preparation and publica-
tion of the 1835 edition.59

Given this personal attention to the production, Joseph’s in-
clusion of Lecture Five in the 1844 Doctrine and Covenants
without any alteration seems highly significant. In doing this,
the Lecture Five doctrine of the Father as a spirit, and the Holy
Ghost, not as a personage, but as the mind of the Father and
the Son, received continued endorsement. I have found no in-
stance where Joseph taught this Lecture Five doctrine during
the Nauvoo period. In fact, all his teaching on these points ran
contrary to the Lecture Five doctrine. Yet, he included Lecture
Five, unchanged, in the new edition of the Doctrine and
Covenants. This would seem to imply his endorsement of
Lecture Five as an acceptable position for mainstream
Mormons.

In short, Joseph had been teaching concepts contrary to
Lecture Five for at least four years. He could have altered
Lecture Five to conform to his Nauvoo teaching, or he could
simply have deleted it from the new edition of the Doctrine
and Covenants. But instead, he included it without modifica-
tion. Further, he could have included his new Nauvoo teach-
ings of the Godhead in the new Doctrine and Covenants; but,
in fact, none of the new sections presents his Nauvoo con-
cepts. From these facts, it is clear that Joseph endorsed the
printing of Lecture Five as doctrine for distribution among the
Saints, although I suspect he no longer believed the Lecture
Five doctrine, if he ever did. While on a number of occasions
at Nauvoo, he had taught his new ideas of God discussed
above, none appeared in print prior to 1844.

Interestingly, Joseph also presented a third view of God in a
letter written for publication. I refer to the Wentworth letter,
written and published in 1842. After a brief sketch of Mormon
history, the letter concludes with thirteen statements of
Mormon belief —the Articles of Faith. The first Article of Faith
reads: “We believe in God, the Eternal Father, and in His Son
Jesus Christ, and in the Holy Ghost.” This was the only state-
ment of LDS belief on the Godhead included in the letter.
Whatever additional ideas the Saints may have entertained on
this subject, it is likely that all would have subscribed to this
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THE HOLY GHOST IS A PERSON:
EVOLUTION OF JOSEPH SMITH’S

TEACHINGS 1841–1844
11884411 Everlasting covenant was made between three per-

sonages before the organization of this earth, and relates
to their dispensation of things to men on the earth; these
personages, according to Abraham’s record, are called
God the first, the Creator; God the second, the
Redeemer; and God the third, the witness or Testator.
Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, 190.

11884411 Joseph said Concerning the Godhead it was Not as
many imagined—three Heads & but one body, he said
the three were separate bodys—God the first & Jesus the
Mediator the 2d & the Holy Ghost & these three agree in
one. . . (William McIntire Minute Book). Words of Joseph
Smith, 63.

11884411 . . . the Son Had a tabernicle & so had the father
But the Holly Ghost is a personage of spirit without
tabernicle. . . (McIntire). Words, 64.

11884422 We believe in three Gods. There are three person-
ages in Heaven—all equal in equal in power and glory,
but they are not one God (from a non-Mormon interview
with Joseph Smith). Times & Seasons 3:926. 

11884433 The Holy Ghost is a personage, and is in the form
of a personage. Teachings, 276; Words, 160.

11884433 The Father has a body of flesh and bones as 
tangible as man’s; the Son also; but the Holy Ghost has
not a body of flesh and bones, but is a personage of
Spirit. D&C 130:22; Words, 170, 173.

11884433 Joseph also said that the Holy Ghost is now in a
state of Probation which if he should perform in right-
eousness he may pass through the same or a similar
course of things that the Son has (Franklin D. Richards’
notebook). Words, 245.

11884433 Any person that had seen the heavens opened
knows that there are three personages in the heavens
who hold the keys of power, and one presides over all.
Teachings, 312; Words, 212, 214.

11884444 . . . the holy ghost is yet a Spiritual body and
waiting to take to himself a body as the Savior did or as
god did or the gods before them took bodies. . . (George
Laub diary). Words, 382.

11884444 I have always declared God to be a distinct per-
sonage, Jesus Christ a separate and distinct personage
from God the Father, and that the Holy Ghost was a dis-
tinct personage and a Spirit; and these three constitute
three distinct personages and three Gods. Teachings, 370;
Words, 378.
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statement. In fact, it was universal Mormon doctrine. It does
not address any of the hotly debated issues of historic
Christianity found in the trinitarian controversies. In fact, all of
the Christian factions would have subscribed to this statement.
Beyond belief in the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, this state-
ment is silent. 

Yet the view that the Father, like the Son, had experienced
mortality and that both have resurrected physical bodies; that
the Holy Ghost is a personage of spirit destined to live in mor-
tality; that there is a plurality of Gods; and that the Father has
a Father are all ideas which had been taught by Joseph by this
time.60 The statement of belief in the first Article of Faith does
not settle any questions raised by the contrast between Lecture
Five and Joseph’s Nauvoo teachings on the nature of the Father
and of the Holy Ghost. Beyond belief in the Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit, the door is left open to considerable divergence.61

The 15 September 1842 issue of the Times and Seasons,
edited by Joseph Smith, included an article from another
paper—an account by a clergyman of his visit to Nauvoo. He
reported the following from a conversation with Joseph:

He [Joseph] next asked me—
What is the fundamental doctrine of your faith? “The
unity of God—one God in one person.” “We don’t
agree with you. We believe in three Gods. There are
three personages in Heaven—all equal in power and
glory, but they are not one God.”

Joseph responded to the clergyman’s account with an editorial
comment:

Tolerably fair: . . . no odds whether there be two,
three, or “Gods many.” The Father, and the Son are
persons of Tabernacle; and the Holy Ghost a spirit,
besides the sons of God: for the scriptures say: “Ye are
Gods.”

According to the clergyman’s report, Joseph rejected the
idea of one God and expressed belief in three Gods, but
Joseph’s editorial comment falls short of being dogmatic. He
seems amenable to three options: “two, three, or ‘Gods many,’”
rejecting only the belief in one God. Belief in two Gods seems
to be the logical conclusion to draw from Lecture Five. In one
of Joseph’s 1839 Liberty Jail letters, dictated by him to be cir-
culated among the Saints, he advocated, or at least suggested,
the existence of many Gods (D&C 121:28, 32). However,
when this letter was first published in the Times and Seasons,
the concept of a plurality and hierarchy of Gods found in these
two verses was deleted.62 Those Saints privy to the letter were
exposed to Joseph’s belief in a plurality of gods, while those
reading the letter in the Times and Seasons, published for the
general Church membership, were not. Two different views
derive from the two renderings of the letter. So here again we
see Joseph’s expectation and toleration, and even responsi-
bility, for diversity among the Saints, even upon a subject of
considerable significance to him. 

Joseph’s final conference address is highly significant in un-
derstanding his views of the Godhead at the time of his death.
Unlike many other times, Joseph prepared for this sermon.63 A
large open area adjacent to the temple was readied in anticipa-

tion of the largest congregation of Saints yet assembled. The
address has come to be known as his King Follett Discourse.
Two competent reporters, Thomas Bullock and William
Clayton, received a special assignment to record full minutes
of the conference. These were to be amalgamated and pub-
lished in the Times and Seasons so that Joseph’s views on God
could be widely distributed among the Saints.64

The King Follett Discourse is Joseph’s most extensive decla-
ration of his views of God. In his remarks, he contends that
concerning the character of God, the great majority of
mankind “know but little above the brute beast.” For Joseph,
this was intolerable, for “it is the first principle of the Gospel to
know for a certainty the Character of God.” He continues, ad-
monishing the Saints that “from this time henceforth” the
question, “What kind of a being is God?” should “occupy
[their] attention.” He even declares a true understanding of
God’s nature to be a prerequisite of exaltation.65 The views he
proceeded to present include:

• How God came to be God
• That God was once a man
• God lived, died, was resurrected and has a physical 

body, like Jesus
• The plurality of Gods and plurality of worlds
• The grand council of the Gods
• The Saints must learn how to become Gods
• God’s glory increases as his children become Gods
• There is a hierarchy of Gods
• God did not create the world out of nothing
• God has always existed, and so has the spirit of 

man.
Two significant points in Joseph’s theology are missing in

this discourse: that the Holy Ghost is a personage, and that
God the Father has a Father. In his last address to the Saints,
16 June 1844, Joseph again took up the subject of the King
Follett Discourse and included these two points.66

The King Follett Discourse was Joseph’s best reported ad-
dress. Immediately following the conference, under the super-
vision of the Twelve, Thomas Bullock amalgamated his and
Clayton’s reports of the conference for inclusion in the Times
and Seasons. Publication of the conference minutes was serial-
ized beginning in the 1 May 1844 issue. Joseph’s King Follett
Discourse first appeared in print in the 15 August issue, about
the same time that the production of the 1844 edition of the
Doctrine and Covenants, which included Lecture Five and its
radically divergent doctrine, was completed. Thus we see that
at Nauvoo, Joseph endorsed for publication three views of
God, two of which, on several points, were diametrically op-
posed.

A LTHOUGH JOSEPH SMITH spoke at length on his
views of God in the King Follett Discourse, he by no
means considered his remarks comprehensive, but

rather a morsel, a mere appetizer for the feast which awaited
those who admitted their ignorance, discarded their certainty,
and focused on the remarkable 1832 promise that “the day shall
come when you shall comprehend even God” (D&C 88:49):
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Had I inspiration, revelation, and lungs to communi-
cate what my soul has contemplated in times past,
there is not a soul in this congregation but would go
to their homes and shut their mouths in everlasting
silence on religion till they had learned something.
Why be so certain that you comprehend the things of
God, when all things with you are so uncertain.67

From this perspective, the spiritual knowledge of the Saints is
superficial and unable to sustain the level of certainty required
for dogmatism or fanaticism that might foster contention and
division. The result for those who grasped this would be sig-
nificant diversity but without contention. 

While Joseph was deeply committed to unify the Saints in
their basic beliefs and cooperative efforts to build the kingdom
of God, he frequently, as we have seen, explained, endorsed,
defended, and expected considerable, even startling, diversity
in the realm of what may appropriately be termed doctrinal
speculations; but he condemned those who turned diversity
into contention or division within the Church. He was the
champion of both unity and diversity. In his vision, individuals
widely divergent in religious maturity would unite in the
common cause of the Restoration.

Joseph proclaimed the dawning of the last dispensation,
and with it, an enticing opportunity faced every Saint. The old
scriptures were available for each Saint to study and glean
truth. Much withheld anciently was to be revealed to the
prophets and the Saints in the last dispensation. Thus the
knowledge of even the least Saint would soon exceed that of
the ancient prophets. Also, the ancient scriptures were now
open to new interpretation and expansion.

Joseph encouraged each member to seek the personal reve-
lation promised to all Saints. In addition, there were many
gems of truth abroad in the world awaiting the Saints’ dis-
covery. And the Saints themselves were to be a resource for
each other. They were to share with each other, when appro-
priate, their views and newly discovered truths. Given this mi-
lieu, each Saint was free, perhaps even obligated, to amalga-
mate truth captured from all these sources into his own
personal brand of Mormonism. 

In Joseph’s vision of the Mormon mainstream, if they were
to grow, the Saints would need great freedom of belief, very
little mandatory doctrine, and no creeds. He left doors wide
open for reevaluation, reinterpretation, development, and evo-
lution in LDS belief, both personal and institutional, in most, if
not all, areas. He considered the Church a work in progress, as
also the beliefs of its members. To him, the ideal church is a
body of independent, freethinking individuals, zealous in their
pursuit of truth, who, while diverse in their doctrinal conclu-
sions, simultaneously recognize their deficiencies and work to-
gether in a strong bond to promote the cause of the
Restoration. Joseph saw that the greatest strength in the
Church—in fact the ideal ultimate authority—would be a
body of strong, faithful, yet independent Mormons coming to
consensus on a matter. By comparison, the consensus of a body
consisting of nonthinking, blind followers has nominal value.

A PERSONAL JOURNEY
Serving and thinking within the Kingdom

L ET ME CONCLUDE on a personal note. I am exhila-
rated by the prospects of freely gathering truth and
seeking mysteries from whatever source, as urged by

Joseph throughout his ministry. As a young missionary in
California in 1964, deeply interested in Joseph’s doctrinal
teachings, I purchased Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith and
studied it throughout my mission. I was particularly inspired
by those numerous instances where he advocated a bold,
open-minded search for truth from a wide range of sources,
with the expectation of uncovering mysteries, perhaps even
mysteries unknown to any other Saint. With this sense of per-
sonal freedom in all my inquiry, and my expectation of
Joseph’s enthusiastic endorsement, I have never felt required to
believe anything which runs contrary to the results of my in-
vestigations. 

Upon returning from my mission, I intensified and diversi-
fied my study. History became my new passion, specifically
Judeo-Christian and Mormon history, particularly regarding
the development of beliefs and doctrines. I also pursued bib-
lical studies, a passion first awakened during my mission, and
I soon discovered that by far the best research in this field is
being done by non-LDS scholars. I also found that the value of
modern Bible translations far exceeds that of the King James
Version. Non-Mormon biblical, historical, and theological
studies are often viewed with suspicion by Mormons and are
thus neglected or avoided. Due to my encounter with Joseph’s
teachings, I have felt no hesitation to seek truth from the fine
research of Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, and secular scholars,
and I have delighted in the study and comparison of thirty-five
Bible translations I have collected. Further, I have incorporated
much from these sources into my Mormonism.

In junior high and high school, I hated history. Science was
my passion. I built a laboratory, and when I was twelve, I wrote
a book of my findings and experiments entitled, Van Hale Boy
Chemist. It has not been published—yet. I intended to become
a scientist. I studied several disciplines and was awestruck by
the results of scientists applying the scientific method. As a re-
sult, I have found myself unable to support the battle that
some Saints are waging against a number of scientific conclu-
sions. I have long respected the consensus of modern scien-
tists, and I therefore believe that the earth is some four to five
billions of years old, that man is the result of an evolutionary
process, there was no universal flood as reported in Genesis,
and that the Native Americans are of Asian not Israelite de-
scent. 

Further, I am not persuaded by the mountain of arguments
thus far produced that the Book of Mormon is a translation of
an ancient history, and I view as misguided the battle to prove
or disprove Joseph’s claim to be a prophet by resorting to argu-
ments for or against Book of Mormon historicity. While I ac-
knowledge my position to be unorthodox, I am strongly per-
suaded that numerous facts and arguments support my
spiritual conviction that in creating the Book of Mormon, God
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With this warning, and Joseph’s admonition that the full truth
is not within my grasp in this life, I am content with my belief
that the final, absolute truth is not necessary now and that
doctrines held by the best of Saints are, like mine, made up of
a considerable amount of speculation.

The statements I have collected for this article support my
insistence that I am within the mainstream. I believe I have
traveled on the path introduced to me in 1964 by my en-
counter with Joseph’s teachings—the path which he declared
produces true Mormons: “We should gather all the good and
true principles in the world and treasure them up, or we shall
not come out true Mormons.”

In May 1969, I was a young, idealistic returned missionary,
enrolled at BYU in hot pursuit of truth, infused with Joseph’s
celebration of the grandeur of free thought. The campus was in
full bloom. I was three weeks from getting married and eight
weeks from reporting for active military duty during the Viet
Nam war. I was preoccupied. But a General Authority arrived
on campus to address the student body. He stepped up to the
pulpit. His commanding personality captivated the audience.
It was President Hugh B. Brown, my favorite speaker of that
era. This and his topic, “An Eternal Quest—Freedom of the
Mind,” dissolved my preoccupation. To my delight, in his
powerful persuasive manner, he declared what I recognized
then, and even more now, as the very essence of the mind of
Joseph:

One of the most important things in the world is
freedom of the mind; from this all other freedoms
spring. Such freedom is necessarily dangerous for one
cannot think right without running the risk of
thinking wrong, but generally more thinking is the
antidote for the evils that spring from wrong thinking.
More thinking is required, and we call upon you stu-
dents to exercise your God-given right to think
through every proposition that is submitted to you
and be unafraid to express your opinions, with proper

and Joseph worked together to produce an authentic book of
divinely inspired scripture. This, my ultimate conclusion, is
certainly mainstream Mormonism.

When I became aware of the vast holdings in the Church
archives, I spent every afternoon for more than a decade re-
searching manuscripts, many of which had just been cata-
logued and had never been read by any previous researcher.
This experience was intoxicating. My specific Mormon inter-
ests have centered on Joseph’s history and teachings, but I also
have harbored an insatiable penchant for controversy, in-
cluding numerous issues debated within the Mormon commu-
nity and those raised by ex-Mormons and other critics. I relish
discussion on points of disagreement. This sometimes results
in a modification of my views. This path has lead me to some
positions regarding Mormon history and doctrinal belief again
in the minority.

Through a series of circumstances, twenty-six years ago, I
found myself behind the microphone at a small religious radio
station—KBBX, “Utah’s Golden Gospel Giant”—discussing
my Mormon views with callers and guests. Almost invariably
these discussions turn to the controversial. Since 1980, I have
hosted a call-in talk show, “Mormon Miscellaneous,” where I
have invited advocates of all points of view. Participants in-
clude many guests—all of the Mormon categories: Mormon,
non-Mormon, ex-Mormon, anti-Mormon, fundamentalist
Mormon, and Jack Mormon; historians, ministers, authors,
evangelists, professors, scientists; conservatives, liberals, athe-
ists; the rational and irrational, and of course, the fanatics—
discussing virtually every aspect of Mormon history, belief,
and practice. Throughout these many years, I have freely ex-
pressed my views, which could be classified as orthodox, con-
servative, neutral, liberal, unorthodox, and heretical, de-
pending on the issue. But again I turn to Joseph and insist that
I am well within the mainstream, regardless of the various pos-
sible classifications of my beliefs, because first and foremost I
am a believing Mormon.

In fact, I have lived my life within the Mormon mainstream,
fully participating in every aspect of LDS life and practice. I
have crafted my own personal brand of Mormonism from
more than forty years of study of thousands of sources and ex-
tensive contemplation of numerous perspectives. I candidly
acknowledge that my brand of Mormonism is unique; but
then, I believe this is true of every student of the faith. I find it
interesting and significant that through all my years of candid
discussion, all that time a full LDS participant, no Church au-
thority, general or local, has criticized me for my minority
views or for my public expression of those views. I am certain
that each Church leader could easily find among my beliefs
things with which he would disagree. My personal experience
has been “the liberty of thinking and believing as I please,” the
ideal which Joseph taught and defended.

H OW DO I deal with the tensions of holding my mi-
nority views? Joseph taught me that new truths and
mysteries would be unveiled or discovered—some

so startling that certain Saints would “fly to pieces like glass.”
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VAN HALE IN THE K-TALK STUDIO
Mormon Miscellaneous currently airs Sunday evenings from 5:00-7:00 pm MST

on K-Talk Radio 630 AM. It can also be heard on the Internet at: MMS://STREAM.
NETRO.CA/KTKK. Recordings of current programs, and a selection of past 

programs, are archived along other materials at MORMONMISCELLANEOUS.COM.
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respect for those to whom you talk and proper ac-
knowledgment of your own shortcomings.

You young people live in an age when freedom of
the mind is suppressed over much of the world. We
must preserve it in the Church and in America and re-
sist all efforts of earnest men to suppress it, for when
it is suppressed, we might lose the liberties vouch-
safed in the Constitution of the United States.

Preserve, then, the freedom of your mind in educa-
tion and in religion, and be unafraid to express your
thoughts and to insist upon your right to examine
every proposition. We are not so much concerned
with whether your thoughts are orthodox or het-
erodox as we are that you shall have thoughts.68        

NOTES

A NOTE ABOUT SOURCES: From the beginning, Joseph Smith was committed to
creating and preserving records which were to be the sources for compiling of a
complete history. The project of compilation, which has become the six-volume
History of the Church, edited by B. H. Roberts (Salt Lake City: Deseret News,
1902–1912), was begun by Joseph Smith in 1838, completed by Church histo-
rians in 1856, and published originally in serial form in the Times and Seasons,
Millennial Star, and Deseret News. That history relies almost entirely on documents
created during Joseph’s lifetime. This process, the documents, and the individuals
involved are explained in Dean C. Jessee, “The Writing of Joseph Smith’s History”
BYU Studies 11, no. 4 (Summer 1971). 

Almost everything included in Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith (hereafter
Teachings), edited by Joseph Fielding Smith (Salt Lake City: Deseret News Press,
1938), one of my main sources in this paper, is drawn from History of the Church.
Many of the quotations I use are from sermons of Joseph Smith. None was
recorded stenographically. There are, however, minutes, reports, and sketches of
his sermons written at the time. They were filled out, and when there was more
than one report, they were amalgamated to provide a fuller approximation of
Joseph’s remarks and then included in the History of the Church. The original re-
ports have been published in Andrew F. Ehat and Lyndon W. Cook, eds., The
Words of Joseph Smith (Provo: Religious Studies Center Brigham Young University,
1980). While on fine points Words is sometimes a better source than Teachings, in
this article I have generally preferred Teachings because its version of Joseph
Smith’s sermons are smoother and a better approximation of his wording.

Nearly all of the original sources have been preserved and are housed in the
LDS Archives. Many sources I have used come ultimately from the diaries and
sermon reports of Wilford Woodruff, Willard Richards, William Clayton, Joseph
Smith, Eliza Snow, Thomas Bullock, and several others. In recent years, many of
these original documents have been published. The list includes Dean C. Jessee’s
three volumes published by Deseret Book: Personal Writings of Joseph Smith (1984)
and The Papers of Joseph Smith, Volumes 1 and 2 (1989 and 1992); Scott H.
Faulring, ed., An American Prophet’s Record: The Diaries and Journals of Joseph Smith
(Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1987); Scott Kenney, ed. Wilford Woodruff’s
Journal, 9 volumes (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1983); George D. Smith, ed.,
An Intimate Chronicle: The Journals of William Clayton (Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 1995).
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CREOSOTE
Creosote trees sweating into the night air.
It had rained and so the story goes these bushes,

once soaked, release this goop from which creosote
is made, and I can’t breathe and I am thinking

the whole western half of the country stinks,
stews polluted. Soon a great big chunk of lard

will break off and float out into the Pacific,
and it serves us all right, those of us dead at night,

I thought. I was twenty-two, an only son
who should have been dead by now or in prison,

and I am looking up at the sky, those shooting
stars like comets across Death Valley, a blue-purple

shroud like bruised flesh, upon my youth, choking,
weighing me down to surrender, and I thought

about this perfect place to start walking, to disappear
forever, beyond this place where the night tucks

itself beyond mountains, creosote scent to erase my exit.

—VIRGIL SUÁREZ
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