
what point in time emma might have been told of the marriage but
we must remind ourselves that this document like so many others
we have used is imperfect a faded photocopy of a 19191616 letter reflect-
ing an elderly mans memory of a conversation that took place more
than thirty years earlier 23

so there we are but where are we faced with a folk legend
with genuine documents that tell no tales and dubious ones that
contradict themselves and the contemporary accounts perhaps it is

best for us to respond as we must to many paradoxes of our history
consider thoughtfully and then place all the evidence carefully on the
shelf awaiting further documentation or the millennium whichever
should come first

LICENSING IN THE EARLY CHURCH

donald Q cannon

even in its infant stages the church ofjesusofjesus christ of latter day
saints instituted various procedures which would allow its members
to be organized and regulated more effectively one such procedure
was the practice of licensing church leaders issued licenses to all
men holding priesthood offices and also to all missionaries called to
preach the gospel

licenses provided a means of regulating the conduct of church
members only those with a bona fide license could serve in the
church or engage in missionary work this custom however served
another important purpose the license of an elder provided him
with appropriate credentials so that mormonscormons and non mormonscormons
could rest assured that he represented the church

at first the licenses consisted of a handwritten statement signed
by the appropriate church authority joseph smith sr s earliest
license serves as an appropriate example see joseph smith sr
license on page 97.97

later the church began to use a printed form which included a
space for the elder s name the date the place the clerks name etc
an example of the early form is the license of charles C rich see
charles C rich license on page 98.98

donald Q cannon is a professor of church history and doctrine religious instruction brigham young
university

david mckay to mrs james hood 16 march 1916 photocopy of holograph church archives david
mckay is the father of LDSIDSioslos church president david 0 mckay
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photocopy courtesy of archives and manuscripts

harold B lee library brigham young university

joseph smith sr license
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by the 1840s and 1850s the forms had become quite elaborate
including a decorative border design etc the elders license of
gibson smith serves as an example of the more sophisticated form
see gibson smith license p 100.100loo

although the terms license and certificate were often used inter-
changeably particularly in the early days there was actually a dif-
ference the certificate was used in very much the same manner that
membership records are used today that is as official evidence of
membership in the church the certificate was carried by the in-
dividual and presented to the presiding officer of the branch of which
he desired to become a member the license on the other hand was
issued to the priesthood bearer who carried it as identification both
for the benefit of members in other branches and for nonmembersmembersnon
whom he might encounter that both licenses and certificates were
issued can be seen in the case of gibson smith see gibson smith
license and certificate pages 100 and 101.101loilol

in addition to the certificate and licenses issued by the church
in some cases elders had to apply for licenses from the government of-
ficials in the area where these elders were laboring as missionaries
brigham young for example had a license to preach issued by of-
ficials in preston lancaster county england see brigham young
license p 102.102

that licensing was a common practice in the early days of the
church is attested to in the official history of the church journals
biographies and scholarly studies of the latter day saint missionary
system sources that provide useful insight into licensing practices
and procedures the history of the church makes several references
to licensing including cases of licenses being revoked 1 the revoking
of licenses was tantamount to being disfellowshippeddisfellowshipped in the twentieth
century in march 1836 the church leaders concluded that it was
necessary to issue a set of resolutions concerning licensing

resolutions on ordinations and licenses

whereas the records of the several conferences held by the elders
of the church and the ordination of many of the official members of
the same in many cases have been imperfectly kept since its organiza-
tion to avoid ever after any inconvenience difficulty or injury in conse-
quence of such neglect your committee recommend

first that all licenses hereafter granted by these autoritiesauthoritiesautori ties siosicsic
assembled as a quorum or by general conference held for the purpose
of transacting the business of the church be recorded at full length by a

joseph smith jr history of the church ofjesusof nesarjesusbesar christ oflatterof latter day saints ed B H roberts 2dad ed
rev 7 vols salt lake city desert news 1932 1951 1354 and 2241
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clerk appointed for that purpose in a book to be kept in this branch of
the church until it shall be thought advisable by the heads of the
church to order other books and appoint other clerks to record licenses
as above and that said recording clerk be required to indorse a cer-
tificate under his own hand and signature on the back of said licenses
specifying the time when and place where such license was recorded
and also a reference to the letter and page of the book containing the
same

second that this quorum appoint two persons to sign licenses
given as aforesaid one as chairman and the other as clerk of con-
ference and that it shall be the duty of said persons appointed to sign
licenses as clerk of conference immediately hereafter to deliver the same
into the hands of the recording clerk

third that all general conferences abroad give each individual
whom they ordain a certificate signed by the chairman and clerk of
said conference stating the time and place of such conference and the
office to which the individual has been ordained and that when such
certificate has been forwarded to the person hereafter authorized to sign
licenses as clerk of conference such person shall together with chairman
of conference immediately sign a license and said clerk of conference
shall after the same has been recorded forward to the proper person

fourth that all official members in good standing and fellowship
in the various branches of this church be requested to forward their
present licenses accompanied by a certificate of their virtuous and
faithful walk before the lord signed by the chairman and clerk of a
general conference or by the clerk of a branch of the church in which
such official member resides by the advice and direction of such
church to the clerk of conference whose duty it shall be to fill a new
license as directed in the third article and that all licenses signed
recorded and endorsed as specified in the first article shall be con-
sidered good and valid to all intents and purposes in the business and
spiritual affairs of this church as a religious society or before any court
of record of this or any other country wherein preachers of the gospel
are entitled to special privileges answering in all respects as an original
record without the necessity of referring to any other document

fifth that the recording clerk be required to publish quarterly inin
paper published by some member or members of this church a list of
the names of the several persons for whom he has recorded licenses
within the last quarter of a year

sixth that this quorum appoint two persons to sign licenses as
chairman and clerk of conference pro termterntemtemmrem for the standing chairman
and clerk who shall be appointed as named in the second article and
also to act in their absence in signing other licenses as specified in the
foregoing article

president joseph smith jun was nominated as chairman
frederick G wiliams as clerk and sidney rigdon as chairman pro temmterntemremmrem
and oliver cowdery as clerk pro remmterntem vote from the several quorums
called in their order and passed unanimously

president joseph smith jun made some remaremarksrks upon the res-
olution offered to the council on the 12th of february followed by
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president thomas B marsh who called a vote of his quorum to ascer-
tain whether they would repeal their amendment of the 13th of febru-
ary and nine of the twelve voted in the affirmative and three viz
john F boynton lyman E johnson and orson pratt in the negative
and the original resolution of the 12th of february was passed

dismissed by prayer half past nine 0 clock
OLIVER COWDERY clerk 2

from the foregoing resolutions it is apparent that
1 all licenses had to be recorded
2 all licenses had to be signed by the proper authorities
3 both licenses and certificates were issued
4 licenses were valid for all business of the church
35 a list of all licensed persons was published quarterly

indeed an intricate system of licensing had developed by 1836
licensing had an effect on the holders feelings as well as on

nonmembersnonmembers the prophets brother william smith expressed his
feelings about the impact of licensing upon his ministry when he
wrote this made me feel more and more the importance of my
mission 3

almost all of the scholarly studies of latter day saint missionary
work have come to grips with the practice of licensing in his pioneer
study george ellsworth sees the introduction of licensing as an in-
dicationdication of the transition from a freelancefreelance to an organized system 4

leonard arrington in his biography of charles C rich explains that
brother rich was authorized to act as an elder by virtue of the license
in his possession 5 barbara higdonshiggonsHigdons dissertation contains a section
entitled credentials of missionaries wherein she writes the lat-
ter day saint elder might feel that the lord had ordained and
directed his missionary activities but the non mormon needed tangi-
ble evidence that the poorly dressed man who stood before him was a
minister thus the idea of licensing occurred early in the
movement 6 in his study of the southern states mission lamar C
berrett indicates that each missionary had to have the necessary
credentials to verify his calling as a missionary 7

bidibid 2403 05 these resolutions were also published in the messenger and advocate 2266 77
3williamawilliamllliani smith william smith on mormonism lamoni iowa herald steam book and job office

1883 p 90
samuel george ellsworth A history of mormon missions in the united states and canada

1830 1860 phd dissertation university of california berkeley 1951 p 224
leonard5leonardbleonard J arrington charles C rich mormon general and western frontiersman provo utah

brigham young university press 1974 p 19
gil613arbarabarbara613arbara J M higdon the role of preaching in the early latter day saint church 1830 1846

phd dissertation university of missouri 1961 p 39
lamar C berrett history of the southern states mission 1831 1861 MS thesis brigham young

university i9601960 p 38
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As the system developed at each conference of the church a
clerk was appointed to record certificates and to issue licenses conse-
quentlyquent ly as an elder moved from branch to branch he could be prop-
erly identified and his license enabled non mormonscormons to determine
the validity of his calling thus the practice of issuing a license to
priesthood holders and missionaries enabled the early church to
regulate its internal affairs and control its proselyting system
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