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As President of The Church of Jesus of Latter-day Saints since its estab-
lishment in 1830, Joseph Smith, Jr., had been the apex of a pyramid of
ecclesiastical leadership, but to many people he was viewed as though he
were the keystone of the existence of Mormonism. In this view, as the
removal of the keystone from an arch causes the arch to collapse, it was
assumed that the entire LDS Church would collapse if at Smith’s death the
role of the president were not filled properly and to the satisfaction of
the general membership. A small group of men, most notably the Quorum
of the Twelve Apostles, had received private instruction from Joseph Smith
in the spring of 1844 concerning the proper mode of succession. These pri-
vate instructions, however, were unknown to the general membership of
the LDS Church. In fact, by the summer of 1844 there was no explicit out-
line of presidential succession in print.

This laid the foundation for a succession crisis among the Latter-day
Saints when Joseph Smith was murdered by a mob on 27 June 1844. Not
only did most Mormons have only the haziest concept of what should tran-
spire in the leadership of the LDS Church if the founding prophet were to
die, but between 1834 and 1844 Joseph Smith had by word or action estab-
lished precedents or authority for eight possible methods of succession:
1) by a counselor in the First Presidency, 2) by a special appointment,
3) through the office of Associate President, 4) by the Presiding Patriarch,
5) by the Council of Fifty, 6) by the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, 7) by
three priesthood councils, 8) by a descendant of Joseph Smith, Jr. In time,
all but one of the major claimants were invalidated by their personal cir-
cumstances or the insufficiency of their personal circumstances or the
insufficiency of their claims.

For those few to whom Joseph had given definite instructions relating
to succession, their course following the martyrdom was clear once the
shock of that event passed, but for the average Mormon the death of Joseph
Smith, Jr., created a sometimes prolonged crisis in which it was necessary
to decide which of conflicting succession claimants was authorized of God.
The schismatic fragmentation of the LDS Church that followed the mar-
tyrdom resulted from a multiplicity of succession precedents and a general
lack of uniform understanding of what Joseph Smith’s provisions for suc-
cession actually were. Tracing the history and significance of these eight
precedents is the work of this article.
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Succession by a Counselor

The earliest mode of presidential succession mentioned by Joseph
Smith concerned the right of his first or second counselor to preside in his
absence. On 17 February 1834, at the organization of the Kirtland Council,
the Prophet spoke of the role of counselors in the ancient church: “He had
two men appointed as counsellors with him, and in case Peter was absent,
his counselors could transact business alone.”1 An 1833 revelation stated
that the counselors in the First Presidency “are accounted as equal with
thee in holding the keys of this last kingdom” (D&C 90:6). Moreover, on
19 April 1834, Joseph Smith, Oliver Cowdery, and Zebedee Coltrin “laid
hands upon bro. Sidney [Rigdon], and confirmed upon him the blessings
of wisdom and knowledge to preside over the church in the absence of
brother Joseph.” Although idiomatic English would not normally equate
“absence” with “death” in such statements, the lack of a publicly acknowl-
edged method of succession caused many Mormons in 1844 to make such
an equation in Rigdon’s favor. This interpretation was aided by the fact that
the Prophet had never specifically denied the possibility of presidential
succession by a surviving counselor of the First Presidency in the event of
his own death.2

After Joseph Smith’s murder in June 1844, Sidney Rigdon indeed did
claim the right as first counselor to preside over the Church as “guardian,”
but his previous unstable Church service did not inspire confidence in his
claim. Less than four months after he had been appointed as a counselor to
Joseph Smith on 8 March 1832,3 Rigdon attempted to seize control of the
Church, as described in the diary of Reynolds Cahoon, under the date of
5–6 July 1832:

Thursday 4 O’clock Met with some of the Br for Meting and at the met-
ing Br Sidney remarked that he had a revelation from the Lord & said that the
kingdom was taken from the Church and left with him fryday Br Hiram went
after Joseph. When he came he affirmed that the kingdom was ours & never
should be taking from the faithful. . . .4

The Prophet disfellowshipped Rigdon (“took his license”), but after a period
of about three weeks he restored Rigdon to the position of counselor.5

Moreover, after the expulsion of the Mormons from Missouri in 1839,
Rigdon became disaffected, claiming that “he would never follow any rev-
elation again that did not tend to his comfort and interest, let it come from
Joseph Smith, God Almighty, or any body else.”6 Rigdon apparently also
urged the Saints to scatter after their expulsion, “for the work seems as
though it had come to an end.”7 When Joseph Smith escaped from prison
in Missouri, however, he had the Saints gather at a settlement on the Mis-
sissippi he later named Nauvoo.
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At Nauvoo, Joseph Smith sought to displace Rigdon from the Presi-
dency of the Church. In 1841 Joseph appointed John C. Bennett as Assis-
tant President to assume Rigdon’s duties, and on 13 August 1843, a
conference of the Church at Nauvoo temporarily disfellowshipped Rigdon
for allegedly aiding anti-Mormons. Nevertheless, a general conference on
7 October 1843, voted to retain Rigdon as first counselor even though
Joseph Smith proposed that Rigdon be deposed and excommunicated.
Forced to have a counselor he didn’t want, the Prophet remarked: “I have
thrown him off my shoulders, and you have again put him on me. You may
carry him, but I will not.”8 Although Sidney Rigdon briefly regained the
confidence of the Prophet in the spring of 1844, on the eve of his assassina-
tion Joseph expressed gratitude that Rigdon would not lead the Church.9

After the martyrdom of the Prophet, Sidney Rigdon returned to
Nauvoo from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, claiming that he was the man
to lead the Church as it “guardian.” He presented his claim of succession
by reminding the Mormons of his long association with the deceased
prophet and by referring to a revelation he had allegedly received in Pitts-
burgh confirming his right to lead. Moreover, Rigdon claimed that the
death of Joseph Smith had not disorganized any quorum of the Church,
and therefore Rigdon claimed he still functioned as first counselor. But
many of the Saints at Nauvoo were well aware of his previous instability,
and at a public meeting on 8 August 1844, rejected Rigdon’s claim to suc-
cession and voted to accept the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles as the pre-
siding authority.10

Bitterly disappointed, Rigdon refused the offer of the apostles to con-
tinue functioning under their direction. The seriousness of Rigdon’s posi-
tion and the threat he represented in 1844 was indicated in the journal of
one of the apostles, George A. Smith:

Tuesday Sept 3 I Learned Elder Rigdon was Making a Division in the Church
ordaining Prophets Priests & Kings contrary to the Say of God The Twelve
visited him he Said his Authority was Greater than ours Seemed Determined
to Scatter the Church and Led up A Party he Claimed to have many visions
and Revelation and at varance with those Given Prest Joseph Smith We
Labored With him till 9 o’clock at Night and after Deliberation desfeloshiped
him & Sent Elders P P Pratt O Hide A Lyman to Demand his Licenc he was
angry he Said he Would Expose the Counsels of the Church and Publish all
he knew against us he knew the Church had not Been Led By the Spirit to
God for Long time.11

Unable to tolerate Rigdon’s schismatic activities, the Quorum of the Twelve
prepared to excommunicate him. In doing so, they took paints to assemble
a special council designated in one of the Revelation as the proper body to
try a president of the High Priesthood for misconduct.12 The care of the
apostles in adhering to this provision may have been intended to show
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Rigdon’s supporters that his case had been handled in a manner appropri-
ate to his pretensions.

Like John C. Bennett and William Law before him, Sidney Rigdon, in
October 1844, established a periodical in which he and his supporters
attacked the Church at Nauvoo, charging the Saints with various crimes,
including polygamy. Rigdon was sustained as “first president of the
church” at a conference of his supporters in Pittsburgh on 12 October
1844, which was followed by the establishment of a “Church of Christ” on
6 April 1845, that included a Quorum of Twelve Apostles and Council of
Seventy at its inception.13 From the outset Rigdon’s supporters wrote arti-
cles insisting that Joseph Smith had been “cut off by the Lord” as early as
1841, when he appointed Rigdon as a prophet, seer, and revelator.14 Writ-
ing to his own spokesman, Stephen Post, in 1866, Rigdon made it clear that
Joseph being a fallen prophet was the sine qua non of his own claims:
“Hence all must see that the state of things which now exists could not exist
only through the transgression and fall of J.S.” Rigdon’s ultimate claim as a
successor to Joseph Smith rested on that assumption.15

Sidney Rigdon’s followers began deserting him in 1846, when his rash
prophecies failed and when he introduced a form of polygamy. As his
movement was collapsing, Rigdon made a desperate bid to recapture the
millenarian vision of Mormonism by colonizing his remaining adherents,
but this also shortly failed.16 Having been humiliated at Nauvoo and again
in Pennsylvania, Rigdon withdrew to the seclusion of his home in Friend-
ship, New York. His appointment of Stephen Post as his spokesman in 1856
was so literal that it was Post who provided the only effective proselyting
and leadership for Rigdon’s group. Aside from publicly preaching at Cen-
terville, Pennsylvania, in December 1859, Rigdon apparently refused to
have personal contact with a movement that had disheartened and dis-
graced him so many times. Instead, he instructed Post to proselyte and
organize, wrote lengthy Revelation and “sermons” for Post to read at con-
ferences of “the Children of Zion,” yet exercised such restraint on the
movement that proselyting was allowed only among pre-1845 members of
the LDS Church and a Quorum of apostles was not organized until 4 July
1868. Although Sidney Rigdon continued to write Revelation and intricate
religious treatises to his spokesman until Rigdon died in 1876, he wrote a
non-Mormon inquirer on 25 May 1873:

The church of Latter day saints had three books that they acknowledge
as Canonical The Bible the book of Morman and the commandments. For
the existence of that church there had to be a Revelator one who received the
word of the Lord [and] A Spokesman one inspired of God to expound all rev-
elation so that the church might all be of one faith With out these two men
the Church of Latter day Saints could not exist This order ceased to exist,
being overcome by the violence of armed men. . . .
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All societies and assemblages of men collected together since then is not
the church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints nor never can there be such a
church till the Lord movest by his own power as he did the first.17

The instability Sidney Rigdon manifested during the lifetime of Joseph
Smith had by this time apparently come full circle in this private denial of
the existence of a church that Rigdon was privately fostering through cor-
respondence.18 When Rigdon’s indefatigable spokesman died in 1879, the
Rigdon movement disintegrated.

Succession by Special or Secret Appointment

A second possible method of presidential succession involved a special
appointment of a successor without prior public confirmation or public
announcement. Revelation to Joseph Smith specified that “all things,”
including ordination, were to be done in the Church by the common con-
sent shown by a vote of the Church (D&C 20:65–67; 26:2). Nevertheless,
due to peculiar circumstances or exigencies, Joseph Smith had often sus-
pended the prior approval of common consent. At Nauvoo, the Prophet
secretly introduced special endowment ceremonies, the practice of plural
marriage, and the organization and conduct of a parapolitical Council of
Fifty without the ratifying vote of the Church in common consent. More-
over, the following important ordinations of General Authorities had not
only occurred without a prior vote of the Church, but had also continued
in force for weeks, months, or years before being officially presented for a
public vote of common consent: Sidney Rigdon and Jesse Gause as Coun-
selors to the president on 8 March 1832; Oliver Cowdery as Assistant (or
Associate) President on 5 December 1834; Joseph Smith, Sr., and Hyrum
Smith as assistant presidents on 6 December 1834; Hyrum Smith as Pre-
siding Patriarch on 14 September 1840; and several apostles, including
Amasa M. Lyman, who was ordained an apostles on 20 August 1842 and
made a special counselor to the president the following February. Com-
mon consent had followed, rather than preceded, all these ordinations, and
these precedents therefore accustomed the Saints to voting for the highest
officers in the Church in public long after the ordination or appointment
had occurred in private.

The possibility of such a practice affecting succession to the presidency
of the Church was given precedent when Joseph Smith specially ordained
David Whitmer, one of the three witnesses to the Book of Mormon, as his
Successor on 8 July 1834:

President Joseph Smith, Jr. gave a history of the ordination of David
Whitmer, which took place in July 1834, to be a leader or a prophet to this
church, which [ordination]was on condition that he [J. Smith, Jr.]did not
live to God himself.19
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Whitmer’s ordination as successor was known to only a few in Missouri,
and news of this most important appointment was not published in the
Church periodical at the headquarters in Kirtland, Ohio. The fact that
Whitmer was excommunicated from the Church in 1838 for apostasy
removed his name as a possible successor, but did not alter an important
development in the succession question. Joseph Smith had established
precedent for ordaining men to the highest offices of the Church without
prior common consent and without immediate public knowledge. The
mere lack of public knowledge or absence of common content did not
invalidate any appointment or actual ordination made by the President of
the Church who held the keys of the priesthood. Only the personal action
of one so designated, or the authoritative action of a proper tribunal could
cancel the validity of such an appointment or ordination.

In the confusion following Joseph Smith’s death, it was inevitable that
a claim of secret ordination as successor would be advanced by someone
who wanted to lead the Saints. As it turned out, three men claimed they
had received secret ordinations or appointments which gave them author-
ity for the divergent paths they took after the martyrdom. James J. Strang,
Lyman Wight, and Alpheus Culter advanced such claims, each attracting
fewer adherents than his predecessor.

James J. Strang had been baptized into the Church on 25 February
1844, and had left Nauvoo shortly thereafter to explore a possible location
for the Mormons in Wisconsin. He claimed that while there he received a
revelation in a letter from Joseph Smith dated 18 June 1844, which appointed
him as Joseph’s successor:

& now behold my servant James J Strang hath come to thee from far truth
when he knew it not & hath not rejected it but hath had faith in thee the shep-
herd and stone of israel & to him shall the gathering of the people be fore he
shall plant a stake of Zion in Wisconsin & I will establish it & there shall my
people have peace & rest & shall not be mooved. . . .20

Even at face value, the letter seemed to be no more than a local appoint-
ment, but Strang insisted the document designated him as Joseph’s succes-
sor. Rather than presenting his claims to the Church in Nauvoo, Strang
announced his position at a conference of the Church at Florence, Michi-
gan, on 5 August 1844. The presiding elder of that branch, Crandall Dunn,
denounced the claim as an imposture and observed that the postmark on
the envelope of Strang’s letter proved it to have been a forgery.21 Brigham
Young in 1846 denounced the entire letter as a forgery: “Every person
acquainted with Joseph Smith, and his style of dictation and writing might
readily know that he never wrote nor caused to be written that letter to
Strang.”22 Modern analysts of the document have not only agreed with that
verdict, but have also judged the signature of Joseph Smith on the letter to
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be a forgery.23 In addition to the letter, Strang also claimed that he had been
ordained successor by an angel. Persisting in his claims, he was excommu-
nicated by the branch at Florence, Michigan, on 5 August 1844, an action
that was repeated by the apostles at Nauvoo.

Despite his excommunication and in rebellion against a revelation
published by Orson Hyde condemning Strang,24 hundreds of Saints imme-
diately rallied to the self-proclaimed new prophet. Eventually, Strang gave
up his commission to establish a stake in Wisconsin, and instead built a
theocratic community on Beaver Island, Michigan, where more than two
thousand followers assembled. Strang alienated many of his own followers,
however, by advancing to the highest leadership in his organization such
avowed enemies of the Prophet Joseph Smith as William E. McLellin and
John C. Bennett, by introducing a form of endowment ritual and the prac-
tice of polygamy, and by his public coronation as king in 1850. Strang was
murdered by disgruntled followers and non-Mormons in 1856. Although
he survived his assassination long enough to appoint a successor, he stead-
fastly refused to do so, and his erstwhile dynamic following disintegrated
after his death. In 1897, one of Strang’s apostles ordained a man to be a pre-
siding high priest, and subsequent ordinations have continued to provide
leadership to a devoted band of approximately 200 Strangites.25

Unlike Strang, Lyman Wight had an impressive record of service in the
Church and Kingdom of God that extended back to his baptism in 1830.
He was the first man ordained by Joseph Smith to the office of high priest
in June 1831, and not quite ten years later he was ordained an apostle. As a
member of the Council of Fifty in 1844, Wight had been commissioned by
Joseph Smith to establish a colony in Texas, which mission he was allowed
by the Council of Fifty to commence after the martyrdom. Wight never
departed from that mission, and his refusal to rejoin the Quorum of the
Twelve in Utah or to recognize its authority over him resulted in his being
dropped from that quorum and excommunicated on 3 December 1848.26

Leading his little colony of followers in Texas, Wight gave varying sup-
port to several possible modes of succession (to be discussed later in this
essay): he supported the Quorum of Twelve Apostles until he was asked to
depart from his original mission; he maintained that the Council of Fifty
had the right to reorganize the Church and appoint a successor to Joseph
Smith; he accepted in November 1849 the position of counselor to William
Smith as the Patriarchal successor to Joseph Smith; and he repeatedly
affirmed that it was the patrilineal right of Joseph Smith III to be the
Prophet’s successor.27

Nevertheless, Lyman Wight firmly believed he had authority by secret
ordination superior to that of anyone else on earth. In a letter written in
July 1855, Wight said that Joseph Smith in 1834 had ordained him to the
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office of “Benamey” in the presence of an angel, and that when Joseph Smith
commissioned Wight to establish the Texas colony in 1844, the Prophet
gave to Wight a lifelong mission:

This revolation of the Lord was given by the angel of the seventh dis-
pensation and was to continue during my life it was given by the highest
authority that then was and I can not see any use or benefit it could be to alter
it especially as their is no power on earth that can do it. . . . my mission was
to continue during my life and as Joseph never found fault with me and no
other man has authority to do so I think my case will lay over till the Lord
takes me to himself.28

Thus, the “Wild Ram of the Mountains” had adopted an attitude of eccle-
siastical solipsism based on a secret ordination. His attitude made the suc-
cession question irrelevant: Wight was able to acknowledge individually or
collectively the prerogatives of the Quorum of the Twelve, of the Council of
Fifty, of William Smith, and Joseph Smith III, as long as those claimants
did not presume to infringe upon his view of his own appointment and
mission. From 1845 until his death in 1858, Lyman Wight led his devoted
followers on a series of exoduses, explorations, and colonizations in Texas.
Wearied by their perpetual pioneering and unable to share Wight’s solip-
sism, following his death most of Wight’s colony espoused either the patri-
lineal succession he had approved, at least in theory, or the apostolic
succession that he had rebelled against.

Alpheus Cutler was the last man who claimed a right of succession on
the basis of a secret ordination by the Prophet. Born in 1784, and called
“Father Cutler” by Joseph Smith, Alpheus had been a member of the Church
since 1833. He rose to special prominence at Nauvoo, becoming a member
of the high council, of the temple committee, of Joseph Smith’s bodyguard,
and in 1844, of the Council of Fifty. It was from the latter body that Cutler
derived his own claim of special authority. In a letter of 29 January 1856,
Alpheus Cutler described the Church as the lesser stream which flows from
the greater fountain of the Kingdom of God.29 For Cutler, however, the
right of succession came through a special ordination, as described in
the official history of Cutler’s Church of Jesus Christ:

Joseph Smith, sometimes prior to his death, organized a Quorum of
Seven, all of whom were ordained under his hand to the prophetic office;
with all the rights, keys, powers, privileges, and blessings belonging to that
condition. The only difference in the ordinations of the seven, was in the case
of Alpheus Cutler, whose right to act as prophet, seer and revelator was to be
in force upon the whole world from that very hour. Under this ordination, he
claimed an undisputed right to organize and build up the kingdom the same
as Joseph had done.30

Declining to go to Utah with the Quorum of Twelve Apostles and Council
of Fifty, Alpheus Cutler withdrew from Winter Quarters in 1848, and
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established a colony of followers in Iowa. He ordained a patriarch on 1 Feb-
ruary 1849, and, having been excommunicated from the LDS Church on
20 April 1851, Culter performed the first baptism of a separate organiza-
tion on 8 September 1853. On 19 September 1853, Alpheus Culter was sus-
tained by his followers as “our head or chief Councilor” while (consistent
with Cutler’s view of the superiority of Kingdom over the Church) another
man was sustained president of the Church of Jesus Christ. Nevertheless,
on 13 March 1863, Alpheus Cutler stated “that the Quorum of 7 ord[ained]
by Joseph had no control over Spiritual affairs.”31 At its apex in 1859,
Cutler’s organization comprised only 183 persons, and following his death
on 10 August 1864, the movement gradually disintegrated until as of 1973
only five persons maintained his testimony.32

Although contrary to the published Revelation concerning the neces-
sity for common consent in ordinations, these claims of secret ordination
were consistent with the precedents Joseph Smith had frequently estab-
lished in which he asked the Saints to ratify ordinations that had occurred
previously without public knowledge. Strang’s claim of secret appointment
was based on apparently falsified evidence. Wight’s was a manifestation of
his religious solipsism, and Cutler’s was an aberrant of the political King-
dom of God. Nevertheless, none of these claims could be dismissed as
contrary to precedent, and each of them acted as a siren call during the suc-
cession crisis of 1844.

Succession through the Office of Associate President

During the same year that precedent for the first two methods of pres-
idential succession was established, Joseph Smith added a third when on
5 December 1834, he ordained Oliver Cowdery to the office of Assistant
President of the High Priesthood to “assist in presiding over the Church,
and bearing the keys of this kingdom.” Cowdery’s minutes of his ordina-
tion indicate that he was not merely made an assistant whose role was sub-
ordinate to the first and second counselors in the First Presidency:

The office of Assistant President is to assist in presiding over the whole
church, and to officiate in the absence of the President, according to their his
rank and appointment, viz: President Cowdery, first; President Rigdon Sec-
ond, and President Williams Third, as they were severally called. The office of
this Priesthood is also to act as Spokesman-taking Aaron for an ensample.33

Although introduced as a member of the First Presidency after Rigdon and
Williams, Cowdery was given supremacy over them. In fact, the definition
of his powers gave Cowdery joint control with the Prophet. In the absence of
Joseph Smith, Cowdery was president and the first and second counselors
were his counselors. Recent LDS historians have been unanimous in the
judgment that Oliver Cowdery’s position gave him automatic right to
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the presidency of the Church in the event of the Prophet’s death, and there-
fore some have asserted that Cowdery should be called “Associate Presi-
dent” rather than assistant president, an office given to several men.34

However, had Joseph Smith “not lived to God,” David Whitmer had also
been ordained to succeed him as president. Thus, following 5 December 1834,
both Whitmer and Cowdery had been given an indisputable right to suc-
ceed Joseph Smith. A succession impasse could have resulted had the Prophet
died or been deposed while these two appointments were still in force. As
it turned out, both Cowdery and Whitmer fell from grace. At a conference
on 3 September 1837, Joseph Smith announced Cowdery had been in
transgression, and thereafter Cowdery was demoted to serve with the assis-
tant presidents who were ranked beneath the first and second counselor in
authority. Whitmer also became disaffected and rebellious. Both he and
Cowdery were excommunicated from the Church for apostasy in 1838.

Following their excommunications, Cowdery and Whitmer followed
quite different paths with respect to their former rights of succession. Cow-
dery asserted no schismatic claims on the basis of his former ordinations.
He established a law practice at Tiffin, Ohio, where in 1844 he was a char-
ter member of the Methodist congregation. Oliver Cowdery never fully lost
his interest in Mormonism, however, and on 12 November 1848, he was
baptized again into the Church over which Brigham Young now presided.35

In contrast, David Whitmer was drawn into schismatic activities. Appointed
by excommunication William E. McLellin as president of the “Church of
Christ” on 10 February 1847, Whitmer supported McLellin’s actions until
it was apparent that the organization was stillborn. For the next thirty years
Whitmer seemed embarrassed by the 1847 effort, affirming that the had
not arrived to put the Church in order. Nevertheless in 1876 David Whit-
mer ordained his nephew to “organize a new church according to the orig-
inal pattern,” thus reviving the 1847 “Church of Christ.” Although
Whitmer himself denied that he was claiming to be Joseph Smith’s succes-
sor, his supporters did not fail to use the fact of Whitmer’s 1834 ordination
as a supporting argument for the movement. Moreover, Whitmer regarded
Joseph Smith as a fallen prophet. Although Whitmers organization pro-
duced some important historical documents, it never advanced beyond a
struggle for existence.36

After Oliver Cowdery lost the privilege of joint leadership with Joseph,
that position was conferred upon the Prophet’s brother, Hyrum Smith, in
1841. In the revelation Joseph announced on 19 January of that year,
Hyrum Smith was appointed to Oliver Cowdery’s former station. Having
been given this position, Hyrum Smith was the first in line of succession
should Joseph Smith die. In October 1844, Brigham Young remarked: “Did
Joseph ordain any man to take his place? He did. Who was it? It was
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Hyrum, but Hyrum fell a martyr before Joseph did. If Hyrum had lived he
would have acted for Joseph. . . .”37 Although Joseph had established a spe-
cial office in the hierarchy which had automatic right of succession in the
event of the death of the Church President, the only men who had been
ordained to that office had been removed by apostasy or death.

Succession by the Presiding Patriarch

Deriving from Hyrum Smith, however, came a fourth claim for the
right of succession. In addition to being the successor of Oliver Cowdery as
Associate President, Hyrum Smith was also his father’s successor as Presid-
ing Patriarch of the Church. On his deathbed, 14 September 1840, Joseph
Smith, Sr., Presiding Patriarch since 1833, conferred that office upon his
son Hyrum.38 With reference to this event, Joseph Smith, Jr., commented
to his associates on 27 May 1843: “The patriarchal office is the highest
office in the church, and father Smith conferred this office, on Hyrum
Smith, on his deathbed.”39 Determining what Joseph meant by his descrip-
tion of this office as the highest in the Church is problematical, because the
documents and history of the LDS Church from 1833 to 1844 unquestion-
ably refute the concept that the Presiding Patriarch’s office was superior in
authority either to the President of the Church or to the Quorum of the
Twelve. The Presiding Patriarch directed the administration of prophetic
blessings in the Church, and presided over regional patriarchs who per-
formed that task. Patriarchs Joseph Smith, Sr., and Hyrum Smith had acted
as subordinates to Joseph Smith, Jr. Perhaps the Prophet described that
office as the “highest” in honor, rather than in priesthood keys, due to the
completely revelatory nature of its operation. In any event, when Joseph
Smith publicly declared on 16 July 1843, that Hyrum Smith should “hold
the office of prophet to the Church, as it was his birthright,”40 he obviously
referred to Hyrum’s lineal role as successor to his father in the office of Pre-
siding Patriarch, and thus established a method of presidential succession
separate from that of Hyrum’s simultaneous role as Associate President.

When their brother William Smith, an apostle, was ordained by the
other apostles to the office of Presiding Patriarch on 24 May 1845, he seized
upon this succession precedent and claimed that as Hyrum Smith’s patri-
archal successor he had the right to preside over the entire Church as
Hyrum would have done. However, he did not make this claim when he
first petitioned Brigham Young in August 1844 to be ordained to the office
of Presiding Patriarch:

. . . will the Brethren remember me & my claims in the Smith family I do
not mean as to a Succession as a prophet in Joseph, place for no man on Earth
can fill his place he is our prophet seear revealter Priest & King in time & in
Eternity & hence the 12 come next to him on Earth or in heaven concequently
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they must act in Joseph place on Earth as presiding officers & govern the
Church in all things Temporally & Spiritually receiving revealation from Joseph
as the ancient apostles did from Christ through the President of the Corum
for the instruction & government of the Church.41

In actuality, the apostles could not confer upon William Smith the primary
office of the patriarchal order held by Joseph Smith, Jr., for that was a posi-
tion that transcended the ecclesiastical organization of the Church. It
belonged alone to Joseph Smith, Jr.42

Brigham Young acknowledged William Smith’s right to be the Presid-
ing Patriarch of the Church at the October conference of the Church in
1844, and the apostles ordained William Presiding Patriarch to the Church
on 24 May 1845.43 Within a few days, he started making such expansive
claims about his powers as Presiding Patriarch that his fellow apostles wrote
an article in Times and Seasons, explaining that since patriarchs were ordained
by the apostles, a patriarch could not have authority superior to that of the
apostles, and specifically that William Smith did not preside over the Church
in any sense by virtue of his being the Presiding Patriarch.44

Even though William himself had concurred in those same sentiments
the previous August, by 27 June 1845, he was insisting that he was Presi-
dent of the Church by virtue of his patriarchal office. He was supported in
this by his mother, Lucy Mack Smith, who related three visions she had
received indicating that he was already President of the Church.45 Joseph
Smith’s statement about the Presiding Patriarch being the highest office in
the Church could provide precedent for such a claim, but William Smith’s
1845 ordination by the other apostles could not be the basis for such a
claim. Earlier the office of patriarch to the Church had been conferred only
through patrilineal ordination: Joseph had ordained his father, who in turn
ordained Hyrum, who had died without ordaining a patriarchal successor.
As the apostles reminded William Smith almost immediately after his ordi-
nation as Presiding Patriarch, they could not give him an authority or keys
higher than they held as apostles. William Smith was already an apostle,
and the other apostles simply ordained him to be patriarch to preside over
the administration of blessings to the Saints. In their view, the role of
Joseph Smith, Jr., as president and patriarch of the entire latter-day dispen-
sation belonged alone to him.

Even if William Smith’s claim had validity, he, like Rigdon, was not a
person whose former conduct gave credence to his claims. He had frequently
demonstrated insubordination to the presidency of the church. Angered at
an ecclesiastical decision by his brother Joseph, William had resigned his
apostleship on 31 October 1835. William later physically assaulted his brother,
for which he was tried by the Quorum of the Twelve on 17 December 1835,
and dropped from office. Through the earnest intercession of the Prophet
and his family, William confessed his wrongs at the Church tribunal which
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would have excommunicated him on 2 January 1836, and was immediately
restored to the fellowship of the Church and to his position in the Quorum
of the Twelve Apostles.46 A year and a half later, David W. Patten, a senior
member of the Quorum or Twelve, questioned whether William Smith
should be continued as an apostle because of unfavorable reports about his
“faith in the work.”47 Moreover, when Joseph Smith was imprisoned and
threatened with execution in Missouri, William is reported to have exulted:
“Dam him Joseph Smith ought to have been hung up by the neck years ago
and Dam him he will get it now anyhow.”48 For such disaffection, he was
temporarily disfellowshipped from the Church and again suspended from
office in 1839.

William Smith’s opposition to the authority of the Twelve Apostles in
1845 was one more manifestation of the insubordination which had char-
acterized his ministry during the previous decade. He was dropped from
office on 6 October and excommunication on 19 October 1845, for pub-
lishing a pamphlet against the authority of the Twelve Apostles to govern
the Church.49 Following his excommunication, William Smith became a
leader in the Strang group in 1846, from which he was excommunicated in
1847 for moral infractions. Subsequently, he made a series of unsuccessful
efforts to organize a church under his leadership, aligning himself with
anyone who would accept his role as patriarchal successor to Joseph Smith.50

Despite his frequent fulminations against Brigham Young and the
Mormons of Utah, William longed to rejoin the councils of the Church
there. In June 1847, he wrote two letters to Apostle Orson Hyde, pleading
that he might be rebaptized into the Church by the apostles and be restored
to his former standing in the Quorum of the Twelve. Concerning Brigham
Young’s rule of the Church, Smith said:

I hope Brother Brigham will forgive me for I have said many hard things
concerning him and yet I know him to be a man of God he shall never com-
plain of me hereafter for I have decreed that my toung shall no more speak
evile of the ruler of my people. . . .51

Seven years later he made an even more obeisant plea directly to Brigham
Young. William asked Brigham to restore him to his former apostleship
and thereby give to the entire Smith family not in Utah an honor they
deserved.52 Although William Smith repeated his request in 1855, we have
found no record that Brigham Young responded to the letters. Apparently
becoming irritated at the silence, William wrote a letter in 1856 consigning
President young to hell.53 That would seem to have ended the matter,
but the ever unpredictable William Smith made a final, unilateral effort at
reconciliation with the Church in Utah. In 1860 Brigham Young received
letters from William Smith and J. J. Butler indicating that Butler had baptized
William Smith into the LDS Church, and that Smith would come to Utah.54
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About the time of William Smith’s baptism into the Church headquar-
tered at Salt Lake City, his nephew, Joseph Smith III, became president of
the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints, which repudi-
ated the claims of Brigham Young and the other apostles. Lacking a promise
from Brigham Young of restoration to the apostleship, William Smith deferred
going to Utah in the apparent hope that with the rise of the Reorganization
either Brigham Young or Joseph Smith III would make him an offer of high
office in return for his support of their particular claim of succession. By
the time Brigham Young died in August 1877, William had apparently given
up hope of being restored to the hierarchy of the Church in Utah. In Janu-
ary 1878, he wrote his nephew Joseph Smith III and offered to add his pres-
tigious membership to the RLDS Church in exchange for the position of
counselor to Joseph Smith III or the thus-far vacant position of Presiding
Patriarch in the RLDS Church. To give his request added impact William
Smith threatened to launch a campaign against the succession claims of
Joseph Smith III if he did not grant William’s request for office. With
greater interest and restraint than Brigham Young ever gave William’s mer-
curial outbursts, Joseph Smith III responded on 12 January 1878 by offer-
ing to accept William Smith into the Reorganization as a high priest,
dismissing as ineffectual his threats, but “leaving the question of apostle-
ship and the patriarchate, to be settled subsequently, as the necessity of the
case may demand, wisdom direct, or the spirit command.”55 For William
Smith this glimpse of success was enough, and he entered the RLDS
Church as a high priest on 9 April 1878. Although William repeatedly peti-
tioned his nephew to appoint him Presiding Patriarch, and Joseph
Smith III continued to leave that possibility vaguely open, the aged Tanta-
lus died on 13 November 1893 without obtaining either of the offices he
had sought since 1845. On 9 April 1897, a brother of Joseph Smith III was
appointed as the first Patriarch of the RLDS Church.56

Succession by the Council of Fifty

A fifth possible mode of succession was suggested when Joseph Smith
established the Council of Fifty in the spring of 1844. This was a parapolit-
ical body organized on 10 March 1844, to advance the Kingdom of God
in a political sense. During Joseph’s last months of life, this organization
directed his political campaign for the presidency of the United States,
commissioned ambassadors to represent the Church in “foreign” capitals,
and continued the preparations for an intended move west which had been
initiated by the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. Following the Prophet’s
death the Council of Fifty influenced the economic and political life of the
Mormons of the Great Basin.57
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In the meeting with the Council of Fifty (on 23 March 1844 by one
account) the Prophet Joseph made a statement which became the shib-
boleth of succession for the majority of Mormons after Smith’s death. In
later years Benjamin F. Johnson, a member of the Council of Fifty, recalled
the event:

At one of the last meetings of the Council of Fifty after all had been com-
pleted and the keys of power committed, and in the presence of the Quorum
of the Twelve and others who were encircled around him, he arose, gave a
review of his life and sufferings, and of the testimonies he had borne, and said
that the Lord had now accepted his labors and sacrifices, and did not require
him any longer to carry the responsibilities and burden and bearing off of this
kingdom, and turning to those around him, including the 12, he said, “And
in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ I now place it upon you my brethren of
the council and I shake my skirts clear of all responsibility from this time
forth,” springing from the floor and shaking his skirt at the same time.58

Following the death of Joseph Smith, the apostles almost immediately
referred to his remarks on this occasion as indicating the right of the Quo-
rum of the Twelve to govern the Church in his absence.59 Nevertheless, the
Kingdom of God in Mormonism was both ecclesiastical and temporal. The
“Keys to the Kingdom” rested upon the shoulders of the Council of Fifty,
which included the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. In 1846, Brigham
Young stated: “Wherever the 12 & Council are there will the Keys be also.”60

Thus, it is not strange that some members of the Council of Fifty regarded
that body as having a right of succession to lead and organize the Church.

As early as 30 July 1844, two members of the council tried to persuade
three of the apostles that such was the proper role of the Council of Fifty.

Elders W. Richards and Geo. A. Smith met in Council with Elder Taylor
at his house. Bishop Geo. Miller and Alexander Badlam wanted them to call
together the Council of Fifty and organize the Church. They were told that
the Council of Fifty was not a Church organization . . . and that the organi-
zation of the Church belonged to the Priesthood alone.61

Even Lyman Wight, a member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles since
1841, concluded that the “grand council of fifty persons” was the highest
governing body of the church, rather than being the political arm of the
Mormon kingdom.

. . . I will here state the first thing to have been done [following the death of
Joseph Smith] would have been to have called the fifties together from the
four quarters of the earth, which contained all the highest authorities of
the church. As you will readily see, that had not the fifty constituted the high-
est authorities, it would have been a species of weakness to have ordained all
the highest authorities into that number.

Wight concluded by saying that, having assembled together, the Council of
fifty should have appointed the successor to Joseph Smith.62

Succession Crisis 15



Despite the arguments of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles that it
was the prerogative of that body to govern the ecclesiastical kingdom, sev-
eral members of the Council of Fifty broke with them and proceeded to
form their own theocratic commonwealths, Lyman Wight establishing his
colony in Texas; Alpheus Cutler and Peter Haws organizing a little colony
in Iowa; and George Miller, John E. Page, and George J. Adams aligning
themselves with Strang, who was crowned king in 1850.63 The claims of
these renegade members of the Council of Fifty could be derived from the
statements of Joseph Smith to the Council of Fifty, but it was a specious
argument by which they asserted that the Council of Fifty outranked the
Quorum of the Twelve. The apostles had been directing the economic and
political life of the Mormon kingdom since 1841. They, with the president
of the Church, had organized the Council of Fifty in the spring of 1844.
The Council of Fifty was the creature of the ecclesiastical hierarchy; it
merely gave a quasi-democratization to the rule of the Mormon theocracy.
The schismatic members of the Council of Fifty ignored the reality of the
powers that Joseph Smith had conferred upon the Quorum of the Twelve
Apostles by 1844.

Succession by the Quorum of Twelve Apostles

It was, in fact, the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles which exerted the
sixth and most successful claim of succession. A published revelation of
28 March 1835, had stated that the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles was
equal in “authority and power” to the organized First Presidency (D&C
107:23–24). This provided a scriptural basis for the succession claim of the
apostles, but the 1835 revelation was far less important as a proof-text of
succession than the actuality of the ecclesiastical, economic, and political
powers that Joseph Smith had conferred upon the Quorum of the Twelve
Apostles from 1841 to 1844. Under the direction of Joseph Smith, the Quo-
rum of the Twelve had directed the emigration of Mormons to Nauvoo,
had been responsible for their settlement in and around Nauvoo, had
administered the finances of the Church in concert with Joseph Smith as
Trustee-in-Trust, had overseen the baptisms for the dead, and had presided
over the secret developments of Nauvoo: the administration of the endow-
ment the performances of plural marriages, the initial preparations for the
movement into the American West, the organization of the Council of
Fifty. As the Nauvoo Mormons knew too well, next to Joseph and Hyrum
Smith there was no ecclesiastical power in the Church to compare with that
of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles.64

Nevertheless, the right of the apostles to continue the spiritual author-
ity once possessed by Joseph Smith was not automatically assumed.
Brigham Young himself, though President of the Quorum of the Twelve,
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had for a moment wondered whether all the spiritual authority and priest-
hood had died with the martyred prophet:

While at brother Bemant’s house at Peterboro’, I heard a letter read which
brother Livingstone had received from Mr. Joseph Powers, of Nauvoo, giving
particulars of the murder of Joseph Smith and Hyrum. The first thing which
I thought of was, whether Joseph had taken the keys of the kingdom with him
from the earth. . . .

Although he was thus dazed by the news of the martyrdom, Brigham Young
suddenly brought his hand down on his knee and exclaimed: “The keys of
the kingdom are right here with the Church.”65 Henceforth he never fal-
tered in asserting that the spiritual authority and ecclesiastical prerogatives
of Joseph Smith were to be perpetuated through the Quorum of the Twelve
Apostles.

If the president of the Twelve wondered even for a moment whether
that body or any other body retained the priesthood keys once possessed by
the dead prophet, it is understandable that many Mormons who knew infi-
nitely less about Church government were more vulnerable to differing
claims of succession. By the time Brigham Young arrived in Nauvoo on
6 August 1844, the situation in the Church was at crisis proportions. James J.
Strang, Sidney Rigdon, and members of the Council of Fifty were already
making divergent claims of authority, and it was possible that additional
claims would be advanced. Had that trend not been decisively reversed, the
Church could have disintegrated within the year of Joseph Smith’s death.

At this juncture a general meeting of all the quorums and local mem-
bers was held at Nauvoo on 8 August 1844. Rigdon, who for several days
had publicly advanced his claims, now presented his case to the assembled
multitudes from 10:00 to 11:30 A.M. Rather than follow Rigdon’s remarks
with an immediate rebuttal, Brigham Young adjourned the meeting for
two-and-a-half hours. Some of the apostles had voiced criticism of Rig-
don’s claims prior to the 2:00 P.M. meeting, but it was Brigham Young who
spearheaded the opposition to him and all other claimants in the afternoon
meeting:

Here is President Rigdon, who was counselor to Joseph. I ask, where are
Joseph and Hyrum? They are gone beyond the veil; and if Elder Rigdon wants
to act as his counselor, he must go beyond the veil where he is. . . .

If the people want President Rigdon to lead them they may have him:
but I say unto you that the Quorum of the Twelve have the keys of the king-
dom of God in all the world. 

The Twelve are appointed by the finger of God. Here is Brigham, have
his knees ever faltered? Have his lips ever quivered? Here is Heber and the
rest of the Twelve, an independent body who have the keys of the priest-
hood—the keys of the kingdom of God to deliver to all the world: this is true,
so help me God. They stand next to Joseph, and are as the First Presidency of
the Church.66
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Brigham Young’s remarks were a masterful mixture of indirect references
to Rigdon’s exile and former instability, affirmations of the acknowledged
authority given by Joseph Smith to the Quorum of the Twelve, appeals to
the Mormons to retain stability in the Church by relying on established
authorities rather than appointing new ones, and warnings about the con-
sequences of not following the Twelve Apostles. Young had set the tenor for
the rest of the speakers.

Appalled by the effect of the various apostles’ words upon the audi-
ence, Rigdon declined to speak again when given the opportunity. Instead,
he asked William W. Phelps to speak in his behalf. Rigdon could not have
chosen a worse advocate, for Phelps exclaimed at one point during his dis-
course: “If you want to do right, uphold the Twelve.” When the question
was put to a vote whether to sustain the Twelve Apostles as the head of the
Church, the vote of the assembled multitude was nearly unanimous in
the affirmative.67

For many people in the audience, the issue had been supranaturally
resolved when Brigham Young stood to make his opening remarks. To their
eyes he seemed transfigured into the form of Joseph Smith; some in the
audience later said that even Brigham’s voice sounded identical to that of
the dead prophet. Apparently no explicit accounts of this manifestation
were written at the time of its occurrence, even though many journals
recorded reminiscent descriptions of it. Nevertheless, some contemporary
references have survived. On 15 November 1844, Henry and Catharine
Brooke wrote from Nauvoo that Brigham Young “favours Br Joseph, both
in person, & manner of speaking more than any person ever you saw, looks
like another.”68 This could be construed as only a casual comparison, but
the entry for May 1845, in the diary of William Burton related more directly
to the problem of succession: “But their [Joseph and Hyrum Smith’s] places
were filled by others much better than I once supposed they could have
been, the spirit of Joseph appeared to rest upon Brigham.”69 For those
whose eyes and ears were attuned to this manifestation, it was a compelling
sign that the Twelve Apostles should lead the Church.

Succession by Three Priesthood Councils

Parenthetically, it is necessary to recognize that the apostles had good
reason for not stressing the 1835 revelation (D&C 107:23–24) as the basis
for the apostolic claim of succession, because the Quorum of the Twelve
was not the only ecclesiastical body cited therein as having authority equal
to that of the First Presidency. The First Quorum of Seventy, a group of
the seventy men ordained to the proselyting office of Seventy, was also
designed in that revelation as forming “a quorum, equal in authority to
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that of the Twelve” (D&C 107:25–26). Moreover, the 1835 revelation also
specified that:

The standing high councils, at the stakes of Zion, form a quorum equal
in authority in the affairs of the church, in all their decisions, to the quorum
of the presidency, or to the traveling high council [Quorum of the Twelve
Apostles]. 

The high council in Zion form a quorum equal in authority in the affairs
of the church, in all their decisions, to the councils of the Twelve at the stakes
of Zion. (D&C 107:36–37)

This latter provision was further complicated by the fact that on 3 July
1834, Joseph Smith implied that the central high council of the Church
could lead the Church in the event of his, and in a revelation of 19 January
1841 the Nauvoo High Council was called “the corner-stone of Zion.”70

The provisions of the 1835 revelation established a thinly defined equilib-
rium between the three priesthood councils under the jurisdiction of the
organized First Presidency, but did not specify if or how that equilibrium
would be altered once the First Presidency no longer existed. The sudden
removal of the organized First Presidency (an event not specifically pro-
vided for in the 1835 or 1841 revelations) on 27 June 1844, thus made pos-
sible a three-way struggle for power among the Quorum of the Twelve, the
full First Quorum of Seventy, and the President of the central high council
of the Church at Nauvoo. This ill-defined potential of tripartite leadership
by these ecclesiastical bodies constituted a seventh avenue of succession
that could legitimately be derived from Joseph Smith. Although no strident
claims of succession were advanced on this basis, there were undercurrents
at Nauvoo in response to this possibility.

In April 1845, Joseph Smith’s widow, Emma, quoted the 1835 revela-
tion to argue that William Marks, president of the Nauvoo High Council
and president of the Nauvoo Stake since 1839, should have succeeded
Joseph Smith in the leadership of the Church.71 By the time Sidney Rigdon
was excommunicated on 8 September 1844, it was apparent that Marks did
not support the claim of the apostles, and therefore on 10 September 1844,
Marks was dropped from the high council, and on 7 October 1844 a con-
ference of the Church dropped Marks from his position as president of the
Nauvoo Stake, a position he had held since 1839.72 Despite his disaffection
from the rule of the apostles, William Marks apparently never gave much
energy to promoting himself as a successor to Joseph Smith. Instead he fol-
lowed the frustrating road of those who sought alternatives to the Church
over which Brigham Young presided. After joining with Rigdon, Strang,
and other groups of dissidents, William Marks finally joined the Reorga-
nized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints in 1859. Marks assisted in
the 1860 ordination of Joseph Smith III as president of that Church, and
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from 1863 to his death in 1872 served as a counselor in the RLDS presi-
dency. Despite Emma Smith’s preferences in 1845, Brigham Young received
little schismatic challenge from Marks, and none from any subsequent
president of the central stake of the Church.

There is no evidence that any of the seventy members of the First Quo-
rum of Seventy in 1844 challenged the already firmly established rule of the
Quorum of the Twelve. Nevertheless, on 29 September 1844, Brigham Young
vacated the full First Quorum of Seventy by appointing the sixty-three
lesser members of that quorum as presidents over local quorums of sev-
enty, leaving only the first seven presidents of the First Quorum in the orig-
inal quorum. Although these seven men continued to function as General
Authorities of the Church, known as the First Council of Seventy they no
longer had their own quorum over which to preside.73

This action eliminated the First Quorum of Seventy spoken of in the
1835 revelation, and thus dispensed with its potential threat to the prerog-
atives of the numerically smaller Quorum of the Twelve Apostles.

The Nature of Apostolic Succession

The Quorum of the Twelve was a known and trusted entity to the Mor-
mons. As early as 27 March 1836, the apostles had been sustained with the
First Presidency as “Prophets and Seers.”74 With their prophet dead and
mobs menacing Nauvoo, the Quorum of the Twelve seemed to be the only
stability upon which Mormons could depend. After 8 August 1844, the
Church emerged from its crisis. An unsettled mode of succession could
have destroyed it; the Quorum of the Twelve was determined that such a
crisis should never be repeated. The apostles were careful, however, to
specify that the place of Joseph Smith would never be filled by another. In
an epistle of the Quorum of the Twelve to the Church, on 15 August 1844
they stated: “Let no man presume for a moment that his [Joseph Smith’s]
place will be filled by another; for, remember he stands in his own place, and
always will.”75 When the membership of the Church voted on 8 August to
accept to Twelve Apostles as the First Presidency of the Church, they were
not voting for a successor to Joseph Smith. The Mormons were simply
acknowledging the fact that the Quorum of the Twelve presided over the
Church by virtue of known Revelation and by the recognized ascendance
given to them by the founding Prophet.

Nevertheless, by virtue of his being president and senior member of
the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, Brigham Young was already acting as
President of the LDS Church. As early as 5 December 1844, Brigham Young
signed himself in a letter as “Prest of the Church of L.D.S.”76 Moreover, the
manuscript minutes of the general conference on 7 April 1845, show that
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Brigham Young was unanimously voted upon and sustained “as the Presi-
dent of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles to this Church and nation, and
all nations, and also as the President of the whole Church of Latter Day
Saints.”77 In pursuance of this mandate, Brigham Young on 8 May 1845
wrote Wilford Woodruff, then in England, to obtain foreign copyrights
to Church publications “in the name of Brigham Young, President of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints,” and on 15 August 1845, he
gave identical instructions to others for the securing of U.S. copyrights to
Church publications.78

As he returned from the new Mormon refuge in the Salt Lake Valley,
Brigham Young suggested forming a separate First Presidency. Wilford
Woodruff, a member of the Quorum of the Twelve since 1838, recorded on
12 October 1847 his feelings about the suggestion:

I had a question put to me by President Young what my opinion was
concerning one of the Twelve Apostles being appointed as the President of
the Church with his two Councellors. I answered that a quorum like the
Twelve who have been appointed by revelation—confirmed by revelation
from time to time I thought it would require a revelation to change the order
of that quorum.79

Although there was biblical precedent for the quorum of apostles to lead
the Church (with Peter at the head anciently) there was neither precedent
nor specific authorization for the Quorum of the Twelve to appoint a sepa-
rate First Presidency.

When the matter was first proposed in a meeting of the Quorum of the
Twelve on 15 November 1847, it became apparent that others questioned
the advisability of the proposal. Woodruff recorded:

I returned to Winter Quarters with Br Potter & met in Council with the
Twelve O Pratt introduced the subject of the standing & rights of the Presi-
dent & also of the quorum, O Pratt was followed by G. A. Smith W. Woodruff
& A Lyman & council adjourned until tomorrow.80

The above entry alludes to the fact that members of the Quorum of the
Twelve, led by Orson Pratt, were concerned about the effect a separate
apostolic presidency would have on the jurisdiction of the rest of the Quo-
rum of the Twelve. Brigham Young subsequently acknowledge that Elder
Pratt had led the opposition to organizing the 1847 First Presidency.81 In
1873, T. B. H. Stenhouse (an apostate, but former confidant and associate
of the General Authorities), not only correctly identified Woodruff and
Pratt as questioning the organization of the First Presidency in 1847, but
also said that John Taylor and Parley P. Pratt had opposed its initial proposal.82

The crux of the controversy was not whether Brigham Young should
be appointed President of the Church. He had already been publicly sus-
tained to that position on 7 April 1845, and by 1846 rank-and-file Mormons
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were referring to Brigham Young as President of the Church.83 At issue in
1847 was his proposal to establish a First Presidency that would be admin-
istratively autonomous with respect to the rest of the Quorum of the
Twelve Apostles, thus diminishing the administrative role of the remaining
quorum members. The extent of apostolic opposition to this proposal is
indicated by the number of meetings convened to discuss the matter. The
meeting of 15 November was reconvened the following day, at which the
question was again discussed, “& A vote was taken that the President shall
at all times have the privilege of reproving, rebuking, exhorting & teaching
at all times as he shall be led by the Holy Ghost. Council dismissed was
unsatisfactory to Brigham Young who felt that it still required the majority
of the apostles to remain at the headquarters of the Church instead of
preaching the gospel among the nations of the earth. On 30 November
1847 the question was again discussed, and the meeting again ended
inconclusively.84

A final meeting of nine of the apostles on this proposal occurred
5 December 1847. On this occasion Brigham Young said: “I have been
stirred up to do this by the spirit of the Lord.” by this time, resistance to the
proposal had been reduced to two men: George A. Smith, whose opposition
was tentative, and Orson Pratt, whose argument was more pronounced.
Nevertheless, after a five hour meeting, the apostles voted unanimously
that Brigham Young and two other apostles comprise a separate First Pres-
idency. The apostles did so on the basis of President Young’s emphasis that
the Spirit of God testified that there was a need for a complete organization
of the Church.85 In 1860, Apostle Orson Hyde stated that this action
received explicitly divine confirmation in February 1848 when the voice of
God declared to a private meeting of the apostles: “Let my servant Brigham
step forth and receive the full power of the presiding Priesthood in my
Church and kingdom.”86

The general membership of the Church required no special manifesta-
tion or protracted consultation to approve the formation of the new First
Presidency. At conferences of the Church membership on 27 December
1847 and subsequently, the Mormons who had followed the Twelve voted
to sustain the action of the Quorum of the Twelve in forming a First Presi-
dency. To the general membership of the Church, this development must
have appeared as a natural consequence to Brigham Young’s vigorous lead-
ership during the difficult times following the death of Joseph Smith.

Nevertheless, the First Presidency established in 1847 and subsequently
by the apostles was significantly different from that of Joseph Smith’s pres-
idency. Joseph’s was based upon appointment by fiat. From the world’s
millions, God chose Joseph Smith, Jr., to lead His church. When Joseph
Smith contemplated a successor, he made an appointment without seeking

22 BYU Studies



prior approval of the governing bodies of the Church. He did this in 1834
with David Whitmer and Oliver Cowdery, and in 1843 with Hyrum Smith.
Although the Prophet had given the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles juris-
diction over the Church equal only to his own, he had retained the arbi-
trary right to appoint his successor to the office of President of the High
Priesthood and President of the Church. Lacking his one-man privilege of
arbitrary appointment, the rule of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles
remained within the basic structure of that body.

Brigham Young demonstrated that this was his view during his thirty-
three year presidency over the Church. Throughout his life he denied that
he was successor of Joseph Smith as prophet, repeatedly affirming that he
was an apostle of Jesus Christ and of Joseph Smith.87 Brigham Young main-
tained that he was President of the Church by virtue of his position as senior
apostle, and that in reality he had never left the Quorum of the Twelve.

Now it is no more my duty to live so as to know the mind and will of the
Lord than it is the duty of my brethren, the rest of the Twelve. I say the rest of
the Twelve, because I am the President of the Quorum of the Twelve Apos-
tles on the earth.88

Although the organized First Presidency was administratively autonomous
with respect to the body known as the Quorum of the Twelve, the presi-
dency after 1847 was an extension of that quorum. For this reason President
Brigham Young in 1865 could assert that the Quorum of the Twelve
Apostles had led the Church for twenty-one years.89

It has been customary to refer to the periods after 1844 in which the
apostles had not organized a First Presidency as the “apostolic interreg-
num” or “apostolic presidency.”90 In reality, there has never been a time
since 1844 that the apostolic presidency has not existed. Since 1844 the
senior apostle in rank within the Quorum of the Twelve has been the
President of the Church, whether or not he established himself in a First
Presidency with separate counselors. As Wilford Woodruff stated in a letter
of 28 March 1887: “The President of the Twelve is really the President of
the Church by virtue of his office as much while presiding over the Twelve
Apostles as while presiding over his two counselors.”91 Nevertheless, on occa-
sion it has been seriously advocated that someone other than the senior
member of the Quorum of the Twelve become the President of the Church:
in 1880 Apostle Orson Pratt proposed that “a young man” be appointed
President of the Church instead of any of the elderly senior apostles, and
Joseph F. Smith was specifically proposed to be such a choice in 1877 by
Counselor Daniel H. Wells and again in 1887 by Apostle Heber J. Grant.
These proposals were disapproved by the rest of the Quorum of the
Twelve.92 When Joseph F. Smith did become President of the Church in
1901, he had previously been ranked as the senior apostle of the Quorum.

Succession Crisis 23



The automatic nature of the senior apostle becoming the next Presi-
dent of the Church was vital to apostolic succession. President Harold B.
Lee has stated that this automatic process “avoids, as Elder [Spencer W.]
Kimball has said, the possibility of using political devices or revolutionary
methods” in establishing presidential succession.93 This automatic succes-
sion of the senior apostle was fundamental to the concept that the Quorum
of the Twelve Apostles, without appointing a successor, has presided over
the Church since 1844. Down to the present, the apostles have affirmed
that although succession of the senior apostle is automatic, it would require
direct revelation for any another person, including another member of the
Quorum of the Twelve, to become President of the Church.94 Appointing
anyone as President of the Church who was not already the senior apostle
could conceivably end the automatic apostolic succession established in
1844 and reestablish the former prerogative of the living president to des-
ignate or actually ordain intended successors as Joseph Smith once did.

As part of apostolic succession, however, the Quorum of the Twelve
and apostolic First Presidency have clearly outlined the pattern of succes-
sion implied in the 1835 and 1841 Revelation. The succession of the senior
apostle of the Quorum is automatic, but in the event that some catastrophe
eliminated all but one member of the Quorum of the Twelve, then that sur-
viving apostle (having all the keys of the priesthood) would be President of
the Church and would then ordain others to fill up the Quorum of the
Twelve. If the case were that the President of the Church and entire Quo-
rum of the Twelve Apostles were to be removed, then the seven men com-
prising the First Council of Seventy would call sixty-three other seventies
to fill up the full First Quorum of Seventy, which body in such circum-
stances would have the keys of authority to direct the Church and priest-
hood until the Quorum of Seventy ordained men to comprise a new Quorum
of Twelve Apostles. If at the extreme, the President of the Church, the entire
Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, and the entire Quorum of Seventy were
removed by death or church discipline, then even in such an extremity the
succession would be unclouded, for the presidents of all the ecclesiastical
stakes of the Church would then hold as a body the keys of the priesthood
sufficient to govern the Church and ordain men to the Quorum of the
Twelve, who then would govern and organize the Church according to
the clearly established pattern of apostolic succession.95 When the reestab-
lishment of the full First Quorum of Seventy was begun on 3 October 1975
(after an absence of 131 years), it thereby made virtually impossible the
need to turn to the latter option of automatic succession. Thus the auto-
matic nature of apostolic succession established in 1844 has protected the
Church membership from a repeated crisis by clarifying the pattern of suc-
cession in all exigencies.
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Succession by a Descendant of the Prophet Joseph Smith

Although the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, holding the keys of the
priesthood, legitimately presided over the Church by virtue of established
directives and authorization of Joseph Smith, Jr., there remained an eighth
method of succession which may have been established by the Prophet.
That method involved the right of his sons to succeed him as President of
the Church. These claims were not advanced by his sons until fifteen years
after the martyrdom, a fact which Utah Mormon polemicists used for the
next century to repudiate Joseph Smith III’s claims that he was designated
to be the successor of his father.96 Apologetics aside, there is evidence that
Joseph Smith, Jr., hoped that his sons might eventually preside over the
Church. To this end he may have designed his eldest living son, Joseph
Smith III, to be his successor.

That Joseph Smith intended his descendants to have prominence in
the leadership of the Church is apparent from several sources. In an 1841
revelation there was a direct statement concerning Joseph Smith’s descen-
dants: “In thee and in thy seed shall the kindred of the earth be blessed”
(D&C 124:58).97 Between 1833 and 1843 Joseph Smith called the following
members of his family to be General Authorities: his father, his brothers
Hyrum and William, his uncle John, his aunt’s first cousin, Amasa M. Lyman,
his own first cousin, George A. Smith, and several distant cousins.98 In view
of revelatory comments about Joseph Smith’s descendants and his own
efforts to make the hierarchy an extended family, it would be difficult to
deny that Joseph Smith may have had plans for elevating his own sons
to the highest leadership of the Church.

Whether, in fact, Joseph Smith officially designated his son Joseph III
to be his successor has been debated for more than a century. Apostle Lyman
Wight, already excommunicated by Brigham Young, wrote a letter to the
Strangites in which he said that after Joseph Smith escaped from Liberty
Jail in 1839, the Prophet designated “a youth” (possibly Joseph Smith III)
to be his successor.99 In 1892 James Whitehead, a member of the RLDS
Church, testified that as a private secretary to Joseph Smith, Jr., in Nauvoo,
he had personal knowledge of the rights of Joseph Smith III:

I recollect a meeting that was held in the winter of 1843, at Nauvoo, Illi-
nois, prior to Joseph Smith’s death, at which the appointment was made by
him, Joseph Smith, of his successor. His son Joseph was selected as his suc-
cessor. . . . He was ordained and anointed at that meeting. Hyrum Smith, the
Patriarch, anointed him, and Joseph his father blessed him and ordained
him, and Newel K. Whitney poured the oil on his head, and he was set apart
to be his father’s successor in office, holding all the powers his father held.

Whitehead also stated that this secret ceremony was later ratified by a gen-
eral meeting at Nauvoo, attended by 3,000 Mormons.100
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There are certain problems with Whitehead’s testimony that bear con-
sideration. First, no contemporary minutes of the 1843 ceremony or ratify-
ing meeting are extant. Moreover, no reference to either the 1839 ceremony
or the 1843 ceremony has been located in the diaries of the principal men
involved, or in the available journals of Joseph Smith’s private secretaries.
In addition, Whitehead’s memory about his own role in Nauvoo seems to
have been faulty. Rather than being the only private secretary to Joseph
Smith, from 1842 to 1844, Whitehead was a clerk on the Nauvoo Temple
building committee and also a clerk in the office of the Trustee-in-Trust.
Despite Whitehead’s claim that he alone kept Joseph Smith’s private jour-
nals, letterbooks and correspondence, the journals are in the handwriting
of Willard Richards, and the correspondence and letterbooks are in
the handwriting primarily of William Clayton, who in fact did serve as the
Prophet’s private secretary from 1842 to 1844.101 Moreover, in June 1874,
Whitehead privately admitted that he did not witness the 1843 ordination
of Joseph Smith III, but instead had heard it discussed by others.102

Nevertheless, there is circumstantial evidence from the Nauvoo period
indicating that Joseph Smith III was designated to be the successor of his
father. Rumors about the matter were widespread enough to be included in
an 1844 published history of Illinois:

“The Prophet,” it is said, has left a will or revelation, appointing a suc-
cessor; and, among other things, it is stated that his son, a lad of twelve years,
is named therein as his successor. Of this, however, there is no certainty.103

One of the source for this vague rumor may have been the patriarchal
blessing given to Joseph Smith III by his grandfather, which stated in part:
“You shall have power to carry out all that your Father left undone when
you become of age.”104 On the other hand, these Nauvoo rumors may have
derived from the kind of ordination ceremony described by Whitehead.
Although there is thus far no conclusive evidence verifying that Joseph
Smith III was ordained and anointed as successor in 1843, a letter of 14 June
1845 by George J. Adams seems to refer to such an event:

i have suffered much persecution since i left Boston and much abuse
because i cant support the twelve as the first presidency i cant do it when i
know that it belongs to Josephs Son-Young Joseph who was ordained by his
father before his Death.105

For his opposition to the Quorum of the Twelve (and particularly for his
advocating polygamy in New England), George J. Adams had been excom-
municated on 10 April 1845.106

Moreover, when William Smith began rebelling against the rule of the
Quorum of the Twelve, it was partly because he felt young Joseph was being
supplanted by Brigham Young. As early as 20 August 1845, he wrote letters
asserting that Joseph Smith III was the Prophet’s successor.107 When he was
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removed as Presiding Patriarch and Apostle by action of a general confer-
ence of the Church on 6 October 1845, he retaliated by publishing a pam-
phlet that stated in part:

. . . this Brigham Young was pampering the church with the idea that although
little Joseph was the rightful heir to the priesthood and office of his father as
a prophet, seer, and revelator, that it was not prudent to mention this for fear
of the little child’s life.108

As noted earlier, the Twelve Apostles excommunicated William Smith on
19 October for publishing this tract.

If, in fact, an actual ordinance was performed by Joseph Smith, Jr.,
ordaining his eldest son as successor, the attitudes of those allegedly famil-
iar with the ceremony are curious. James Whitehead, who later claimed
personal knowledge of the ordination of Joseph Smith III as successor, fol-
lowed Brigham Young even after Brigham was sustained as President of the
Church. As late as April 1848, Whitehead accepted a mission from Presi-
dent Young to act as an agent in gathering the Saints from the eastern
United States for the journey to Utah. Although Whitehead said: “I with-
drew from the Church there [Winter Quarters] on account of its wicked-
ness,” he actually remained on this mission until he was disfellowshipped
on 5 November 1848 for moral misconduct.109 While George J. Adams in
June 1845 referred to the ordination of Joseph Smith III, he was able a year
later to write the following concerning James J. Strang:

I now testify to all the world, that he is a Prophet, Seer, and Revelator,
appointed and chosen of God, to stand in the place of brother Joseph; to give
the word of God and hold the keys and power that is to bear off this last
dispensation.110

William Smith’s frequently expressed assertions about Joseph Smith III’s
rights of succession never mentioned any ordination, but argued the lin-
eal rights of the young boy from scripture and precedent. Moreover,
William Smith supported James J. Strang’s appointment as Joseph Smith,
Jr.’s, successor,111 and his periodic willingness to accept Brigham Young’s
leadership in Utah has been mentioned. When Strang suggested that
William Smith be appointed chief patriarch and Joseph Smith III be
appointed counselor and patriarch, William Smith not only objected, but
virtually denied that Joseph Smith III had a claim of presidential succes-
sion: “Joseph is but a boy and will not defend his rights whatever they are
(if he has any).”112 As far as Joseph Smith, Jr., the Prophet, is concerned, on
16 July 1843 he publicly proclaimed Hyrum, not his son, as successor.113

Moreover, if the ordination of Joseph Smith III occurred, then his mother’s
attitude is curious. In April 1845, Emma Smith told her son’s tutor that
William Marks should succeed Joseph Smith, Jr., because Marks was the
“individual contemplated by him for his successor.” 114 It is evident that in
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the crisis of succession that began in 1844, none of these sometime advo-
cates of Joseph Smith III maintained a consistent position with reference to
his unilateral right of succession. If Joseph Smith III had indeed been
ordained or anointed to be a successor, the significance of that event was at
times ambivalent even to his most knowledgeable supporters. 

Even for Joseph Smith III, the ordinances described by Lyman Wight
and James Whitehead had less than conclusive significance with reference
to succession. In 1846, William Smith wrote that Joseph Smith III had
related a childhood vision that supported the claims of James J. Strang.115

Even after becoming president of the RLDS Church, Joseph Smith III
repeatedly maintained that he had not been officially “ordained” by his
father as the successor, but rather was “blessed” by his father in 1839 and in
1843 to hold that office at some future date. His objection to the word
“ordination” in regard to the events of 1839 and 1843 was based on his con-
viction that a person could not be “ordained” President of the Church at
the same time someone else occupied that position. Young Joseph never-
theless solemnly affirmed that he had received such priesthood in 1839 and
1843, and that those prophetic designations were dependent upon worthi-
ness and required eventual ordination by those properly qualified.116

Although automatic succession did not apply to Joseph Smith III, there
is evidence to indicate that Brigham Young acknowledged a future role of
the sons of Joseph Smith, Jr., in the Church. When asked about young
Joseph on 28 February 1860, he said that “blessings will rest upon the pos-
terity of Joseph Smith the Prophet.”117 Brigham Young is also alleged to
have acknowledged privately and publicly prior to 1860 that Joseph
Smith III had a right to preside in the Church.118 Not only Brigham Young,
but many Mormons in the Great Basin seem to have anticipated that one
day Joseph Smith III would become a leader in the Church perpetuated
by the apostles.119 It was with wonderment that they learned he had
become the president, on 6 April 1860, of a church formed by dissidents
from numerous sects established after the death of Joseph Smith, Jr., Joseph
Smith III was ordained president of the RLDS Church by four men: two
had never belonged to the Church prior to his father’s death, one had been
out of favor with his father in 1844, and was dropped from office for sup-
porting Rigdon’s claims, and the last had followed the Twelve Apostles
until they led the main body of the Church to Utah.120 The immediate reac-
tion of the Mormons of Utah was indicated in the letter of William H. Fol-
som, informing Brigham Young of the ordination: “A strange affair indeed,
the Lesser has ordained the greater.”121

Despite the action of Joseph Smith III, Brigham Young continued to
hope that the young man or one of his brothers would reconsider and
return to the church he had led in apostolic succession for sixteen years.

28 BYU Studies



Three month after Joseph Smith III had become president of the RLDS
Church, Brigham Young stated in public meetings:

What of Joseph Smith’s family? What of his boys? I have prayed from the
beginning for sister Emma and for the whole family. There is not a man in
this Church that has entertained better feelings towards them. Joseph said
to me, “God will take care of my children when I am taken.” They are in
the hands of God, and when they make their appearance before this people,
full of his power, there are none but what will say—“Amen! we are ready to
receive you.” 122

As Joseph Smith III demonstrated increasing hostility to the church in
Utah, Brigham Young expressed hope that the martyred Prophet’s youngest
son, David Hyrum Smith, would one day merit his rightful place as presi-
dent of the LDS Church. On 1 September 1861, the wife of Lucien Wood-
worth (a member of the Council of Fifty) reported to the LDS Church
Historian that Joseph Smith had pronounced special promises on his unborn
son, David H., and she also stated that President Young “announced the
fact that in Joseph’s posterity the keys of the Priesthood should rest and
that upon young David the blessing should descend.”123 At October con-
ference 1863, President Young publicly stated that Joseph Smith III would
never preside over the LDS Church, but affirmed:

Long before his death Joseph [the Prophet]had told said to me, all about
this son he should I shall have a son born to him me, and his name should
shall be called David; and on him, in some future time, will rest the responsi-
bility that now rests upon me.” This is Joseph’s declaration to me and others,
sometime before his death. I can produce plenty of witnesses to the truth of
this, if necessary.124

On that occasion President Young further indicated that he would wel-
come a lineal heir to be president of the LDS Church, if that person con-
formed to the revelation of God and received that office humbly through
the constituted apostolic authority that directed it at present. Brigham
Young reaffirmed that view more explicitly during the general conference
of 7 October 1866:

I am looking for the time when the Lord will speak to David [H. Smith];
but let him persue the course he is now persueing, and he will never preside
over the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints in time or in eternity. . . .
It would be his right to preside over this Church, if he would only walk in the
true path of duty.125

President Young’s hopes that the sons of Joseph would enter the Church
and assume their anticipated role were never fulfilled. All of Joseph Smith’s
living sons, including David H. Smith, repudiated the Church in Utah and
became leaders of the Reorganized Church.

The difficulty concerning the sons of Joseph Smith centered in the
years of their estrangement from the Church after 1844. After the Prophet’s

Succession Crisis 29



death, Emma Smith became suspicious of the ascendancy of the apostles
and fearful that her sons would not receive their proper status in the
Church led by the apostles.126 By the time William Smith had been excom-
municated, Emma had resolved no longer to unite her life with the Church.
In November 1844 it was rumored in the non-Mormon press that
“Mrs. Joe Smith, it is said, has lost all confidence (if she ever had any) in the
Mormon faith.”127 That charge may have been anti-Mormon invective, but
as early as December 1846, William Smith wrote that Emma Smith “would
not let him [Joseph Smith III] have anything to do with Mormonism at
present.”128 A year later Emma married a non-Mormon, and in January
1848 she applied for membership in the Methodist Episcopal Church.129

She remained in Nauvoo, and did not teach her children the doctrines and
practices of her late husband. As one RLDS historian has noted, Joseph
Smith III sought to preside over the church his father founded, “ignorant
of much of its earlier history and its doctrines.”130

For Joseph Smith III a compelling reason for not uniting with the Mor-
mons in the Great Basin was his revulsion at the practice of polygamy.131

The official policy of the RLDS Church which he developed not only repu-
diated polygamy, the temple ordinances, the political-economic role of the
Church, and many of Joseph Smith’s doctrinal developments during
the Nauvoo period, but he also denied that these had ever been part of
Mormonism. As RLDS historian Robert Bruce Flanders has noted con-
cerning these developments fostered by Joseph Smith during the last four
years of his life:

Members of the Reorganized Church, for example, have always had difficulty
interpreting the Nauvoo experience, because its meaning is ambivalent to
them. . . . Many of the details, such as celestial marriage, the politicizing of the
church, Smith’s temporal roles in Nauvoo, Mormonism as a vehicle for
the immediate revolutionizing of society, and the real meaning of the Nau-
voo temple, they have tended to reject or deny.132

Joseph Smith III and his brothers could not accept the doctrines, practices,
and world view developed by their father, nor would they allow them-
selves to believe that these Nauvoo developments occurred by their father’s
direction.

The sons of Joseph Smith, Jr., had priesthood opportunities in the
Church by virtue of his acknowledged intentions for his posterity and per-
haps also by actual priesthood ordinance (whether called ordination, bless-
ing, or designation). The Presidency of the Church, however, had never
been restricted to the family of Joseph Smith. The Prophet himself had
ordained David Whitmer and Oliver Cowdery, both removed from partri-
lineal succession, to be his successors. Each of them had rebelled against
him and the directions in which he was leading the Church and thereby
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lost the right of successorship he had conferred upon them. The sons of
Joseph Smith, Jr., forfeited their rights in a similar manner.

The LDS Church headquartered in Salt Lake City, Utah, was the eccle-
siastical, political, economic, theological, and philosophical legacy of
Joseph Smith, Jr. No less an opponent of Brigham Young and an authority
on early Mormonism than Sidney Rigdon affirmed this in a letter of 1858:

That society like all others, in its organization and progress developed a
history, and it is those developments, only, which constitute its history. From
1830 to 1840 those developments created an unbroken chain of history. In
1840 it culminated and its history tended in a different direction and found
its level in the order of things which now exist in Utah.133

In a sense the Church had been held in trust by the apostles for the sons of
Joseph eventually to preside over, but his sons rejected Mormonism and
established themselves as the leaders of a church that repudiated much that
their father had instituted as divine during the last five years of his prophetic
office. As Joseph Fielding Smith has stated, if the posterity of the Prophet
Joseph Smith are to receive their lineal rights of succession, they must con-
form to the full order he established.134

The Succession of 1844: A Watershed

Joseph Smith had at different times by precept or precedent established
eight possible routes of legitimate succession to his place as President of the
Church and of the High Priesthood on earth. As two recent analysts of LDS
succession have observed: “In the first years of church government, the law
of succession was in embryo stage. It seems that even in the Prophet Joseph
Smith’s mind, just who would succeed him at any given moment was not
always clear. There was a gradual evolution of succession principles.”135

Whether through oversight or as a means to test the faithful, Joseph Smith’s
neglect to make explicit to the general membership an undisputed mode of
succession caused thousands136 of his followers to falter, wander, and ulti-
mately to reject the Church headquartered in Utah, which was the contin-
uation of all that Joseph Smith, Jr., had finalized at Nauvoo, albeit often in
secret or private counsels. In areas such as Philadelphia, where the cross-
currents of the succession crisis were severe, as many as forty percent of the
members of the Church rejected the apostolic succession.137

Those who knew most accurately the directions in which Joseph Smith
was leading the Church were persons who gained that knowledge in the
privacy of upper rooms or isolated retreats. In fact there was a pathetic
quality to the apologetical arguments published by Strang, Rigdon, William
Smith, and others who focused almost entirely upon the published Revela-
tion of the Doctrine and Covenants to assert their various claims of suc-
cession. During the life of Joseph Smith, Jr., the published Revelation were
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selections for general information from a larger corpus of written Revela-
tion and inspired utterances. The publication process was often years
behind the flow of his Revelation and the exercise of his priesthood keys.
The schismatics defended themselves from an ignorance or a defiance of
what Joseph Smith had entrusted by word and action to close associates in
the leadership of the Church.

Ultimately it was Brigham Young, Heber C. Kimball, Willard Richards,
and their associates, who knew the directions in which Joseph Smith had
led the LDS Church and the future he anticipated for it. They were loyal to
Joseph Smith and to his prophetic office, but their success in continuing his
work required the support of the ninety-nine percent of the Latter-day
Saints who knew nothing of the crucial instructions Joseph Smith gave at
Nauvoo regarding succession, priesthood, the endowment, marriage, the
political kingdom of God, and numerous other doctrines and practices. It
is hardly less than miraculous that the general membership of the Church
were persuaded that what had transpired without publicity under the
direction and action of Joseph Smith was to be perpetuated by the only
ones holding the priesthood keys: The Quorum of the Twelve Apostles.
The LDS succession crisis of 1844 therefore was resolved at the price of
requiring the acceptance of authority conferred upon a select group of
individuals without previous public announcement or approval. The her-
itage of the crisis of 1844 is found in the LDS schisms that used and con-
tinue to use the precedents of the succession crisis of 1844 as pretexts for
their own claims.

D. Michael Quinn is a doctoral candidate in history at Yale University.
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