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dent lifted the oxygen mask to ask if he

would like a blessing, Jared said, "Yes,

please." It was a privilege to bless him
and to call him to serve beyond the veil.

Tears flowed, for the Spirit was strong.

The oxygen mask was then lifted again,

and Jared Ammon was asked if there was
anything else we could do for him. Jared

meekly requested that we sing for him
"I Am a Child of God" (Hymns, no. 301).

Weepingly, we responded to a submis-

sive Jared Amnion's last request, and two

hours later he was released from this life.

Before emplaning the next day, we
went to the viewing at the chapel. His

wonderful parents were full of faith, com-
posed, and reverently "willing to submit"

(Mosiah 3:19). The sister who held Jared

plans to serve a mission later on this side

of the veil while Jared serves on the

other.

Become as a child

Brothers and sisters, no wonder the

divine direction is for each of us to be-

come "as a child" (Mosiah 3:19). Such
saintliness will sustain us as we cross our

Sinai, including in those moments when
we must "be still, and know that I am
God" (Psalm 46:10). Such submissive

stillness is necessary because the process

of consecration is not one of explanation.

Only "after the trial of [our] faith" does

the full witness come; meanwhile, often

"a little child shall lead [us]" (Ether 12:6;

Isaiah 11:6).

I gladly testify to the truth of this

work, and I witness to the wonder of it all,

as we are led so ably by President Hinck-

ley. In the name of Jesus Christ, amen!

President Faust

Elder Neal A. Maxwell of the Quo-
rum of the Twelve Apostles has just spo-

ken to us.

We shall now be pleased to hear
from Elder Dallin H. Oaks, also a mem-
ber of the Quorum of the Twelve. He
will be followed by Elder W. Mack Law-
rence of the Seventy.

Elder Dallin H. Oaks

Joseph, the man and the prophet

On this beautiful Easter Sunday, I

have chosen to speak about the Prophet

Joseph Smith and to emphasize some
lesser-known aspects of his life that fur-

ther affirm his prophetic calling.

During my college studies at BYU,
I was introduced to the History of the

Church, an edited compilation of the writ-

ings of Joseph Smith and others. After I

graduated from law school, I carefully

read all seven volumes. I also pursued
personal research in original records in

Illinois, where the Prophet Joseph lived

the last five years of his life.

The man I came to know in this way
was not the man I had imagined. When
I was a boy, growing up in the Church,

I imagined the Prophet Joseph to be old

and dignified and distant. But the Jo-

seph Smith I met in my reading and per-

sonal research was a man of the frontier

—young, emotional, dynamic, and so

loved and approachable by his people

that they often called him "Brother Jo-

seph." My studies strengthened my tes-

timony of his prophetic calling. What a

remarkable man! At the same time, I

could see that he was mortal and there-

fore subject to sin and error, pain and
affliction.

Acquired knowledge rapidly

Overarching the Prophet Joseph's

entire ministry were his comparative
youth, his superficial formal education,
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and his incredibly rapid acquisition of

knowledge and maturity. He was 14 at

the First Vision and 17 at the first visit

from the angel Moroni. He was 21 when
he received the golden plates and just 23

when he finished translating the Book of

Mormon (in less than 60 working days).

Over half of the revelations in our Doc-

trine and Covenants were given through

the Prophet while he was 25 or younger.

He was 26 when the First Presidency was

organized and 30 when the Kirtland

Temple was dedicated. He was just over

33 when he escaped his imprisonment

in Missouri and resumed leadership of

the Saints gathering in Nauvoo. He was

38 V2 when he was martyred.

Endured many mortal afflictions

Joseph Smith had more than his

share of mortal afflictions. When he was

about seven, he suffered an excruciat-

ingly painful surgery. Pieces of bone in

his leg were chipped away without anes-

thetic. He was on crutches most of the

next three years. Because of the poverty

of his family, he had little formal educa-

tion and as a youth was compelled to

work long hours to help put food on the

family table. The first three children of

Joseph and his beloved Emma died at

birth. A later child also died at birth and

another in early childhood. Only four of

Joseph and Emma's nine birth children

survived childhood. They also adopted

twins, and one of these died as an infant.

Joseph was attacked physically on
many occasions. He was often hounded

by false charges. He was almost continu-

ally on the edge of financial distress. In

the midst of trying to fulfill the stagger-

ing responsibilities of his sacred calling,

he had to labor as a farmer or merchant

to provide a living for his family. He did

this without the remarkable spiritual

gifts that sustained him in his prophetic

calling. The Lord had advised him,

"In temporal labors thou shalt not have

strength, for this is not thy calling" (D&C
24:9).

Acknowledged imperfections

Speaking of his teen years following

the First Vision, Joseph wrote, "I fre-

quently fell into many foolish errors, and

displayed the weakness of youth, and the

foibles of human nature; which, I am
sorry to say, led me into divers tempta-

tions, offensive in the sight of God." He
hastened to add that this behavior did

not include "any great or malignant sins"

since "a disposition to commit such was

never in my nature" (Joseph Smith—His-

tory 1:28).

Joseph's candor about his shortcom-

ings is evident in the fact that one of the

first revelations he recorded in writing

and published to the world was a crush-

ing rebuke he received from the Lord.

The first 116 manuscript pages of the

Book of Mormon translation were lost

because 22-year-old Joseph yielded to

entreaties and loaned them to Martin

Harris. "Behold," the Lord declared,

"how oft you have transgressed the com-
mandments and the laws of God, and
have gone on in the persuasions of men"
(D&C 3:6). The Lord told Joseph to

repent or he would be stripped of his

prophetic role (see D&C 3:10-11). Four
later revelations, also published by the

Prophet, command him to "repent and

walk more uprightly" (D&C 5:21), speak

of his having "sinned" (D&C 64:7; see

also D&C 90:1), and rebuke him for not

keeping the commandments (see D&C
93:47).

The Prophet Joseph had no role

models from whom he could learn how
to be a prophet and leader of the Lord's

people. He learned from heavenly mes-

sengers and from the harvest of his

unique spiritual gifts. He had to rely

on associates who had no role models
either. They struggled and learned to-

gether, and the Prophet's growth was ex-

tremely rapid.
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When Joseph warned the Saints

against mortal imperfections, he did not

raise himself above them, and they loved

him for it. He cautioned a group of

Saints newly arrived in Nauvoo against

the tendency to be dissatisfied if every-

thing was not done perfectly right. "He
said he was but a man and they must not

expect him to be perfect," an associate

recorded. "If they expected perfection

from him, he should expect it from them,

but if they would bear with his infirmi-

ties and the infirmities of the brethren,

he would likewise bear with their infirmi-

ties" (The Papers of Joseph Smith, ed.

Dean C. Jessee, 2 vols. [1992], 2:489).

Cheerful and playful

Joseph had a "native cheery temper-

ament" (Joseph Smith—History 1:28).

He delighted in the society of his friends.

"He would play with the people," one ac-

quaintance recalled, "and he was always

cheerful and happy" (Rachel Ridgeway
Grant, in "Joseph Smith, the Prophet,"

Young Woman's Journal, Dec. 1905, 551).

He loved little children and often frol-

icked with them in a manner shocking

to some accustomed to the exaggerated

sobriety of other ministers. These warm,

human qualities caused some to deny
Joseph's prophetic role, but they en-

deared him to many who knew him. Our
records contain numerous adoring trib-

utes like that of an acquaintance who
said, "The love the saints had for him
was inexpressible" (Mary Alice Cannon
Lambert, in "Joseph Smith, the Prophet,"

Young Woman's Journal, Dec. 1905, 554).

Resolute in his duty

Despite his familiar and friendly

style, the Prophet Joseph Smith was res-

olute in doing his duty. During a meet-

ing to consider disciplining a man who
had rejected the counsel of the Presi-

dency and the Twelve, he declared: "The
Saints need not think because I am famil-

iar with them and am playful and cheer-

ful, that I am ignorant of what is going

on. Iniquity of any kind cannot be sus-

tained in the Church, and it will not fare

well where I am; for I am determined
while I do lead the Church, to lead it

right" (History of the Church, 5:411). On
another occasion he wrote, "I am a lover

of the cause of Christ and of virtue chas-

tity and an upright steady course of con-

duct & a holy walk, I despise a hypocrite

or a covenant breaker" (The Personal

Writings of Joseph Smith, ed. Dean C.

Jessee [1984], 246).

Physically strong and courageous

All of his life, Joseph Smith lived on
the frontier, where men had to pit their

brute strength against nature and some-

times against one another. He was a

large man, strong and physically active.

He delighted in competitive sports, in-

cluding pulling sticks—a test of physical

strength (see History ofthe Church, 5:302).

Our archives contain many recollec-

tions of his wrestling with friends and
acquaintances. On one Sabbath he and
Brigham Young preached to the Saints

in Ramus, Illinois, about a day's ride

from Nauvoo. On Monday, before de-

parting Ramus, Joseph matched his

wrestling prowess against a man some-
one described as "the bully of Ramus"
(see Joseph Smith Journal, 13 Mar. 1843,

recorded by Willard Richards, Joseph
Smith Collection, LDS Church Archives).

Joseph threw him. I am glad our current

conference schedules do not provide the

local members opportunity to test the

visiting authorities in this manner.

Like most other leaders on the fron-

tier, Joseph Smith did not shrink from
physical confrontation, and he had the

courage of a lion. Once he was kid-

napped by two men who held cocked
pistols to his head and repeatedly threat-

ened to shoot him if he moved a muscle.

The Prophet endured these threats for

a time and then snapped back, "Shoot
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away; I have endured so much persecu-

tion and oppression that I am sick of life;

why then don't you shoot, and have done

with it, instead of talking so much about

it?" (in Journal of Discourses, 2:167; see

also History of the Church, 5:440).

Unwavering in his divine calling

The Prophet Joseph Smith experi-

enced severe opposition and persecution

throughout his life, but in the midst of

all of this he never wavered from his

divine calling. During a public sermon
in Nauvoo, he declared:

"The burdens which roll upon me
are very great. My persecutors allow me
no rest, and I find that in the midst of

business and care the spirit is willing, but

the flesh is weak. Although I was called

of my Heavenly Father to lay the foun-

dation of this great work and kingdom in

this dispensation, and testify of His re-

vealed will to scattered Israel, I am sub-

ject to like passions as other men, like

the prophets of olden times" (History of

the Church, 5:516).

In a sermon preached a little over a

month before he was martyred, he de-

clared, "I never told you I was perfect

—

but there is no error in the revelations

which I have taught" (The Words of Jo-

seph Smith, ed. Andrew F. Ehat and
Lyndon W. Cook [1980], 369).

An honorable life

The event that focused anti-Mormon

hostilities and led directly to the Martyr-

dom was the action of Mayor Joseph

Smith and the city council in closing a

newly established opposition newspaper

in Nauvoo. Mormon historians—includ-

ing Elder B. H. Roberts—had conceded

that this action was illegal, but as a young

law professor pursuing original research,

I was pleased to find a legal basis for this

action in the Illinois law of 1844. The
amendment to the United States Consti-

tution that extended the guarantee of

freedom of the press to protect against

the actions of city and state governments

was not adopted until 1868, and it was
not enforced as a matter of federal law

until 1931. (See Dallin H. Oaks, "The
Suppression of the Nauvoo Expositor,"

Utah Law Review 9 [1965], 862-902.) We
should judge the actions of our predeces-

sors on the basis of the laws and com-
mandments and circumstances of their

day, not ours.

As students at the University of Chi-

cago, historian Marvin S. Hill and I were

intrigued with the little-known fact that

five men went to trial in Illinois for the

murders of Joseph and Hyrum Smith.

For over 10 years we scoured libraries

and archives across the nation to find

every scrap of information about this

trial and those involved in it. We studied

the actions and words of Illinois citizens

who knew Joseph Smith personally,

some who hated him and plotted to kill

him, and others who loved him and
risked their lives to witness the trial of

his accused assassins. Nothing in our
discoveries in the original court records

or in the testimony at the lengthy trial

disclosed anything that reflected dis-

honor on the men who were murdered.

(See Dallin H. Oaks and Marvin S. Hill,

Carthage Conspiracy [1975].)

Innocent of charges against him

The accessibility of Illinois court rec-

ords led to another untouched area of

research on Joseph Smith—his financial

activities. Joseph I. Bentley, then a law

student at Chicago, and I discovered nu-

merous records showing the business ac-

tivities of Joseph Smith. As we explained

in our article, this was a period following

a nationwide financial panic and depres-

sion. Economic conditions in frontier

states like Illinois were ruinous. The bi-

ographers of an Illinois contemporary,

Abraham Lincoln, have described his

financial embarrassments during this

decade, when business was precarious,
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many obligations were in default, and
lawsuits were common. The enemies of

Joseph charged him with fraud in vari-

ous property conveyances, mostly in be-

half of the Church. A succession of court

proceedings that extended for nearly a

decade examined these claims in meticu-

lous detail.

Finally, in 1852, long after the Saints'

exodus from Illinois (so there was no
conceivable political or other cause for

anyone to favor the Prophet), a federal

judge concluded this litigation with a de-

cree that found no fraud or other moral

impropriety by the Prophet. (See Dallin

H. Oaks and Joseph I. Bentley, "Joseph

Smith and Legal Process: In the Wake of

the Steamboat Nauvoo, " Brigham Young
University Law Review [1976], 735-82.)

Independent of that decree, as one who
has examined the hundreds of pages of

allegations and evidence in these pro-

ceedings, I testify to the Prophet's inno-

cence of the charges against him.

As one familiar with early Illinois

property law and as a lawyer enjoying

the benefit of over 100 years of hind-

sight, I can readily see where Joseph and

his fellow Church leaders and members
were seriously disadvantaged by poor
legal advice in some of the controversies

just described. Bad legal advice may
have been one of the causes for Brigham
Young's well-publicized negative opin-

ions of lawyers. I have often chuckled

at his 1845 declaration that he "would

rather have a six-shooter than all the law-

yers in Illinois" (History of the Church,

7:386).

Men who knew Joseph best and
stood closest to him in Church leadership

loved and sustained him as a prophet.

His brother Hyrum chose to die at his

side. John Taylor, also with him when
he was murdered, said, "I testify before

God, angels, and men, that he was a

good, honorable, virtuous man . . . —that

his private and public character was un-

impeachable—and that he lived and died

as a man of God" (The Gospel Kingdom,

sel. G. Homer Durham [1987], 355; see

also D&C 135:3). Brigham Young de-

clared, "I do not think that a man lives

on the earth that knew [Joseph Smith]

any better than I did; and I am bold to

say that, Jesus Christ excepted, no better

man ever lived or does live upon this

earth" (in Journal ofDiscourses, 9:332).

Testimony of the Prophet Joseph

Like other faithful Latter-day Saints,

I have built my life on the testimony and

mission of the Prophet Joseph Smith. In

all of my reading and original research,

I have never been dissuaded from my
testimony of his prophetic calling and
of the gospel and priesthood restoration

the Lord initiated through him. I sol-

emnly affirm the testimony Joseph Smith

expressed in the famous Wentworth let-

ter of 1842:

"The standard of truth has been
erected; no unhallowed hand can stop

the work from progressing; persecutions

may rage, mobs may combine, armies

may assemble, calumny may defame,
but the truth of God will go forth boldly,

nobly, and independent, till it has pen-

etrated every continent, visited every

clime, swept every country, and sounded
in every ear, till the purposes of God shall

be accomplished and the great Jehovah

shall say the work is done" (Times and
Seasons, 1 Mar. 1842, 709; in History of

the Church, 4:540).

In the name of Jesus Christ, amen.

NOTE
1. In addition to the sources cited in the

text, see Richard L. Bushman, Joseph

Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism

(1984); Truman G. Madsen, Joseph Smith

the Prophet (1989); "Joseph Smith," in

Daniel H. Ludlow, ed., Encyclopedia of

Mormonism, 5 vols. (1992), 3:1331-39;

David Herbert Donald, Lincoln (1995),

54; Richard Kigel, The Frontier Years of

Abe Lincoln (1986), 175-76.


