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Joseph Smith as a Writer

Joseph Smith was bom and bred in difficult and limited circum­
stances among people who made the best of their circumstances— 
as so many thousands and tens of thousands of Americans at that 
time did under the influence of the religious force that impelled 
them. To give you some better idea of those circumstances, I want 
to refer to two books I have recently been rereading: American 
Notes and Martin Chuzzlewit, both by Charles Dickens. Ameri­
can Notes is an account of Dickens’s visit to the United States in 
1842; it was also published in 1842. Martin Chuzzlewit is a novel 
with an American setting that was published shortly after Ameri­
can Notes. Both American Notes and Martin Chuzzlewit give a 
drastic account of the America of those days; both contain vigor­
ous and satirical criticism of the American society of the forties, 
the society that was persecuting the Church to the extreme. It is 
now over one hundred forty years since these books were pub­
lished, and they are still worth our attention because they were 
written by perhaps the greatest reporter who ever lived (Dickens 
did years of reporting for newspapers and for Parliament) and 
because they provide us with an unexpected view of what Amer­
ica looked like to a European in the early 1840s.

Dickens came to America prepared to be impressed by its 
democratic institutions because America was far more demo­
cratic than Britain at the time. And he did actually find himself 
impressed by many American institutions—for example, by the 
New England factories, which were run in an admirable way, and 
by the hospitals and prisons, which he visited assiduously. He was 
impressed by the government in Washington. But there were other 
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things that are startling to read and that were startling to me when 
I first read them as a boy of nine—for example, the universal habit 
of spitting in public, the mostly unpaved streets in the great Ameri­
can cities, and the thousands of pigs roaming all over the cities 
and living out of the garbage. The frontier was evident very soon 
after one left the seaboard cities; people were living and pioneer­
ing in very rigorous, very severe and difficult and poverty-stricken 
surroundings. It was a very hard life, indeed. You owe your pros­
perity now to the hard way in which those people worked under 
conditions of disease and poverty.

What we can get more from Martin Chuzzlewit than from 
American Notes is an account of what life was like in the Missis­
sippi Basin. There was the same poverty as there was elsewhere 
on the frontier. Malaria was prevalent, and its impact on Church 
members in the Mississippi Basin must have been considerable. 
We find reference to the types who were tarring and feathering 
Joseph Smith further up the river or killing at Haun’s Mill. Bar­
barisms, like those committed by some of the Indians, were perpe­
trated by American citizens on other American citizens. The sense 
of lawlessness is brought home by what Dickens as an outside 
observer had to say about conditions in the Mississippi Basin at 
this time. We tend not to realize the grim circumstances in which 
the Church grew up. The stories of persecution, the stories of tor­
turing and deaths, are not exaggerated. This church was bom in 
blood and baptized in blood; indeed, it is from the blood of the 
martyrs that the success of the Church has sprung. Life then was 
so different from what it is now that I wonder if we can feel suffi­
ciently grateful about the difference or, indeed, if we should feel 
grateful about the difference when we see testimony flourishing in 
adverse circumstances rather than in prosperous ones.

Let me turn now to Joseph Smith himself. Joseph Smith had 
practically no formal schooling, just a few weeks. The outstand­
ing thing about him is what he did with what he got: he translated 
the Book of Mormon, wrote the Doctrine and Covenants under 
inspiration, and accomplished other tasks that show the extent of 
his genius. The fact that he was inspired by the Lord does not 
diminish his achievements, just as the fact that Paul and Peter 
were inspired does not diminish their achievements. We owe our 
thanks to the Lord in everything; nevertheless, there are supreme 
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geniuses among human beings. Some souls are far more equal 
than others.

We can see the contrast between Joseph Smith’s limited edu­
cation and the inspiration of his translation if we look at the 1830 
facsimile edition of the Book of Mormon. It brings Joseph Smith 
home to us in a very different way from the verse-divided, modem- 
punctuated, spelling-corrected edition. Something comes out of 
that 1830 edition that affects us more than the post-1924 editions 
because we have from it the sense of the tremendous genius of 
Joseph Smith.

We must remember that those who founded our church were 
not greatly different from those early Christians in the meridian of 
time. They were plain, “uneducated” people. I think it is probable 
that Paul spelled correctly, but I doubt if Peter did. Nevertheless, 
Peter, like Joseph Smith, was a highly intelligent man. We have to 
remember that in those days the intelligent people of the lower 
classes remained at the social and economic level to which they 
were born; they were not promoted up through society as they are 
today. (I should say, “the so-called intelligent people.” Intelligence 
tests reflect what society thinks, not what God thinks, and cer­
tainly not any kind of objective reality.)

Because Joseph Smith was a genius, he didn’t need much for­
mal instruction, any more than Shakespeare did. He absorbed 
knowledge about language and so was a fit tool through which the 
Lord revealed modem scripture with all the rhetorical richness 
of ancient scripture. Where did Joseph Smith absorb knowledge of 
language from? He had two major resources: one was the scrip­
tures—and his principal education was from the scriptures—and 
the other was all the sermons he attended. We have no evidence of 
how much Joseph Smith read the scriptures in his youth, but he 
must have read a good deal because he must somewhere have 
gained the thorough knowledge of scripture which he demon­
strated when he was in his twenties. We can see from his writing 
that the scriptures were a part of him as they were a part of many 
of his contemporaries, including his contemporaries in the Church. 
We know, of course, from his account, that he did go frequently to 
churches. And when he went around to those churches, he cer­
tainly did not hear men who spoke stumblingly. Their sermons 
would have been apostate sermons, that is true, but those were 
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men who had had rhetorical training, who had been taught how to 
build a sermon and how to use the various rhetorical devices, men 
who were in touch with the rhetorical tradition of the scriptures. 
That is the tradition in which Joseph Smith grew up.

Joseph Smith was brought up in a rhetorical situation that has 
ceased to exist. He spoke and he wrote as people had always writ­
ten and spoken from the beginning until the tradition began to be 
upset in the seventeenth century. From the point of view of lan­
guage, Joseph Smith is closer in sympathy, nearer in mentality and 
education, to Moses and Isaiah than we are to him. The great divide 
has come since, not before.

When I read the history of Joseph Smith (his own account in 
the Pearl of Great Price), the person I immediately think of is the 
poet and critic Coleridge, who was writing in England a little 
earlier. Joseph Smith’s language reminds me very much of the lan­
guage that Coleridge often used at his best in the Biographia Lit­
eraria. That is not saying a little. Coleridge was perhaps the best 
English prose writer of that time. So if we take Joseph Smith’s 
story irrespective of the message that it contains, if we just look at 
the writing, we conclude that this is a highly educated man. The 
reason Joseph Smith sounds like Coleridge, of course, is because 
Coleridge and the pastors and masters of New England read the 
same philosophical and theological authors. Coleridge was older 
than Joseph Smith, but, allowing for delay across the Atlantic (in 
those days information flowed from Europe to the United States), 
they were writing under the influence of the same authors.

When I was first brought to read Joseph Smith’s story, I was 
deeply impressed. I wasn’t inclined to be impressed. As a stylisti- 
cian, I have spent my life being disinclined to be impressed. So 
when I read his story, I thought to myself, this is an extraordinary 
thing. This is an astonishingly matter-of-fact and cool account. 
This man is not trying to persuade me of anything. He doesn’t feel 
the need to. He is stating what happened to him, and he is stating 
it, not enthusiastically, but in quite a matter-of-fact way. He is not 
trying to make me cry or feel ecstatic. That struck me, and that 
began to build my testimony, for I could see that this man was 
telling the truth.

Joseph Smith begins his story in his matter-of-fact way, setting 
out carefully the reason that he is writing this history and the facts 
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about his birth and family. Then he moves from the matter-of-fact 
to the ironical, even the satirical, as he describes the state of reli­
gion at the time—the behavior of the New England clergy in trying 
to draw people into their congregations. He tells about reading the 
Epistle of James. He doesn’t try to express his feelings. He gives a 
description of his feelings instead, which is a very different thing. 
Look at verse 12:

Never did any passage of scripture come with more power to the 
heart of man than this did at this time to mine. It seemed to enter 
with great force into every feeling of my heart. I reflected on it 
again and again, knowing that if any person needed wisdom 
from God, I did; for how to act I did not know, and unless I could 
get more wisdom than I then had, I would never know; for the 
teachers of religion of the different sects understood the same 
passages of scripture so differently as to destroy all confidence 
in settling the question by an appeal to the Bible. (JS-H 1:12)

I am not good enough to write a passage as good as that. That is 
beautiful, well-balanced prose. And it isn’t the prose of someone 
who is trying to work it out and make it nice. It is the prose of 
someone who is trying to tell it like it is, who is bending all his fac­
ulties to expressing the truth and not thinking about anything 
else—and above all, though writing about Joseph Smith, not think­
ing about Joseph Smith, not thinking about the effect he is going 
to have on others, not posturing, not posing, but just being him­
self. The passage continues as follows:

At length I came to the conclusion that I must either remain in 
darkness and confusion, or else I must do as James directs, that 
is, ask of God. (JS-H 1:13)

Notice the coolness: “At length I came to the conclusion.”

I at length came to the determination to “ask of God,” concluding 
that if he gave wisdom to them that lacked wisdom, and would 
give liberally, and not upbraid, I might venture. (JS-H 1:13)

Notice the rationality of it, the humility of it, the perfectly good 
manners of it.

So, in accordance with this, my determination to ask of God, I 
retired to the woods to make the attempt. (JS-H 1:14)
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Just imagine what a TV commentator would make of this sort 
of thing.

It was on the morning of a beautiful, clear day, early in the spring 
of eighteen hundred and twenty. It was the first time in my life 
that 1 had made such an attempt, for amidst all my anxieties I 
had never as yet made the attempt to pray vocally. (JS-H 1:14)

Do you see how the tone is kept down, how matter-of-fact it is? 
Notice the effect of a phrase like “to pray vocally.”

After I had retired to the place where I had previously designed 
to go, having looked around me, and finding myself alone, I 
kneeled down and began to offer up the desires of my heart to 
God. (JS-H 1:15)

Plain, matter-of-fact, truthful, simple statements in well-mannered 
prose. This is no posture. We are not thinking of Joseph Smith; we 
are just waiting, waiting, waiting to hear. Do you see how beauti­
fully this is built up, how the tension is built up by his being so 
modest, so well mannered?

I had scarcely done so, when immediately I was seized upon by 
some power which entirely overcame me, and had such an 
astonishing influence over me as to bind my tongue so that I 
could not speak. (JS-H 1:15)

He is telling us about something terrible. But he is not trying to 
make us feel how terrible this is. He is telling us that it happened.

Thick darkness gathered around me, and it seemed to me for a 
time as if I were doomed to sudden destruction. (JS-H 1:15)

He felt he was going to be killed. But there is no excitement, no 
hysteria about this. He just tells us. Notice in particular the cool­
ness of the phrase “for a time.”

But, exerting all my powers to call upon God to deliver me out of 
the power of this enemy which had seized upon me, and at the 
very moment when I was ready to sink into despair and abandon 
myself to destruction—not to any imaginary ruin, but to the 
power of some actual being from the unseen world, who had 
such marvelous power as I had never before felt in any being— 
just at this moment of great alarm ... (JS-H 1:16)
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Notice the expression “of great alarm.” What would a posing sen­
sationalist do with that? What kind of explosion would he devise, 
I wonder?

... I saw a pillar of light exactly over my head, above the bright­
ness of the sun, which descended gradually until it fell upon me. 
(JS-H 1:16)

“A pillar of light exactly over my head,” “above the brightness of 
the sun,” “descended gradually"—note the modifiers, the exact­
ness. What he is trying to do is tell us what happened. He goes on 
in the same tone. He doesn’t get ecstatic. He doesn’t run over. He 
just goes on telling us just what happened in this astonishingly 
cool, and at the same time reverential, way. This is a visit of God 
the Father and God the Son to a boy of fourteen. But he is not in 
undue awe. He doesn’t stare. He is not frightened. He was perhaps 
terrorized by what happened before, but he is not frightened of 
this. He doesn’t lose his self-confidence, and at the same time, he 
is modest.

And then the humor: he returns home, leans up against the fire­
place, and his mother asks him what is wrong. He answers, “I have 
learned for myself that Presbyterianism is not true” (JS-H 1:20). 
We have to remember that his mother had joined the Presbyterian 
Church shortly before this. How do you assess that as a conversa­
tion between a fourteen-year-old and his mother? All mothers 
know that sort of thing really happens to them with their teenagers.

The whole man is involved in this account, but the whole man 
isn’t posturing and appealing to you to believe it. He is merely stat­
ing it, stating it with the whole of himself. The conviction is behind 
it. The emotion is there in perfect control. It is in the rhythm, the 
superb rhythm of that piece, and we won’t get that unless we read 
it aloud. There is an extraordinary alternation of short and long 
sentences. Some of the sentences are long indeed—magnifi­
cent sentences—periods much better than Samuel Johnson could 
write. So there is this combination of a firm, convinced rhythm 
and a matter-of-fact statement drawing on all the resources of early 
nineteenth-century prose to produce a piece of prose better than 
anything Coleridge ever wrote.

Now there is no passage in mystical literature or in any other 
kind of literature concerned with visions that I know of which is 
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like this, and therefore I am not prepared to give credence to other 
“mystical” passages outside the scriptures—I know the difference. 
I am thinking about St. Bridget, who lived in Sweden in the four­
teenth century, and whose life I have studied in some detail; she 
had her ecstatic visions. I am thinking about St. Teresa, that great 
Spanish saint who wasn’t quite sure whether Christ was her Lord 
or her husband. They don’t compare with Joseph Smith. They atti­
tudinize; they get into postures, contortions of mind, in expressing 
themselves. Not so Joseph Smith.

Now if you want to see Joseph Smith’s temperament in con­
trast to another totally different temperament, compare the ac­
count given by Joseph Smith of John the Baptist conferring the 
Aaronic Priesthood on him and Oliver Cowdery (JS—H 1:66-73) 
with the piece of flowery journalese that Oliver Cowdery pro­
duced, which is in the footnote on the same page, right at the end 
of the Joseph Smith story. Oliver Cowdery produced a fireworks 
display. His is rhetoric in the false sense. He endeavors to per­
suade us and himself of feelings that he did not have. Joseph 
Smith simply describes the feelings he did have. Oliver Cowdery 
was capable of writing cheap journalese, but Joseph Smith wrote 
as a philosopher and rhetorician capable of comparison with the 
highest. He was a prepared vessel, prepared by the Lord, who 
knew Joseph Smith’s capacity and helped him make the utmost of 
it. I think it is significant that Oliver Cowdery’s account is in a foot­
note. It is of supreme importance to realize (one must know enough 
about language to realize it) that there is nothing vulgar in the 
scriptures anywhere. That is part of the evidence that the scrip­
tures are the word of God.

I am asked sometimes, “Why don’t we have any great literature 
now?” And we don’t, you know; we may kid ourselves or other 
people may try to kid us that we do, but we don’t. There were 
Homer, Virgil, Dante, Shakespeare, and Goethe; and there it seems 
to have stopped. There seems to have been no supreme figure 
since then. But I tell you there was one: Joseph Smith.

I only wish that I could know more about that fourteen-year- 
old boy. We do know a certain amount about him. But what would 
it have been like to have met him—to have discovered the re­
served, reflective person that he was, yet with an enormous reser­
voir of power, with so much sense of humor, with such pleasure in 
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physical contact with his fellow human beings. And who cares 
that he was a person with faults? There are plenty of odd things 
carried down by the purest stream that ever flowed. The faults are 
there and the condemnations are there—they are there in the Doc­
trine and Covenants. The Lord speaks to him and condemns him 
and Joseph Smith writes it all down for us. He doesn’t pretend.

Think of Joseph Smith as a man who speaks to our time from 
eternity.-
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