The Abrahamic Test of 
Heber and Vilate Kimball

Jeni Broberg Holzapfel – Then came to Heber and Vilate an Abrahamic test – something that was to them unthinkable.  Joseph asked Heber to give Vilate to him as a wife.  Heber, emotionally overwhelmed by the request, came home to wrestle with the request.  He touched neither food nor water for three days and three nights and continually sought confirmation and comfort from God.  On the evening of the third day, some kind of divine assurance came, and Heber and Vilate walked from their home to Joseph's store.  Having placed her hand into the Prophet's, Heber and Vilate submitted their will to his.

Joseph wept at this act of faith, devotion, and obedience.  The Prophet never intended to take Vilate from Heber-his request was only a test. Passing the test, Vilate and Heber were rewarded by being sealed for time and eternity by Joseph before they returned home.  (Richard Neitzel Holzapfel and Jeni Broberg Holzapfel, Women of Nauvoo, from chapter 6, “New Revelations—A Time of Testing”)
Truman G. Madsen - Or he [Joseph Smith] could deliberately cause one of his most guileless brethren to lay in bed three days and nights without eating, drinking or sleeping staring in anguish at the ceiling.  Why? Because Joseph had asked, actually asked and in the Lord's name, that Heber C. Kimball give up his chosen and beloved wife, Vilate, the woman who, according to the spirit of prophecy in Heber, was bound to the most intimate texture of his being.  Few moderns can believe that Jehovah required Abraham to stand over his own son with a knife in contradiction of the earlier promise that Isaac was to bear him a glorious posterity; then delivered him.  Few, then, may believe that Heber C. Kimball came to the Prophet's door after those incomprehensible hours and said, "Brother Joseph, here is Vilate." (Life of Heber C. Kimball, SLC, Stevens and Wallis, 1945, p. 440).  "Brother Heber, take her, and the Lord will give you a hundredfold," said the Prophet.) The Prophet, weeping like a child, then and there sealed Heber to Vilate forever. (“Joseph Smith and the Sources of Love”, Twenty-Third Annual Joseph Smith Memorial Sermon, December 5, 1965)

Truman G. Madsen - Heber C. Kimball's test was of that kind.  A pure and humble man, at the restoration of the principle of plural marriage he was commanded-and that's the word, not counseled – to take a second wife;  and to make it worse, in that soul – wrenching setting he was told he must not yet confide this to his own companion, Vilate, whom he loved with a pure love, and with whom he had shared his spiritual life since their marriage, and particularly from the time they entered the Church.  At the time of his baptism a voice had spoken to him, giving him some insight into his origins, his genealogy, and also whispering of things yet future.  One thing he was told by the Spirit even then was that he and his wife would never be separated.  Now, years later, he was being asked by a prophet to become separate in a sense-to enter plural marriage.

Filled with anxiety, Heber spent much of his nights pacing the floor.  His dear Vilate begged him to tell her what was wrong, but because the Prophet had told him not to he couldn't and wouldn't.  Finally, she in faith and desperate need went to her room and poured out her soul to God. "What is it, O Lord?  How can I help my beloved?"  And the Lord saw fit to give her a wonderful manifestation, for she saw and heard unspeakable things. She returned to her husband, her face aglow, and said, "Heber, what you kept from me the Lord has shown to me."  She covenanted to honor the principle with him. Heber, who had been supplicating the Father at the same time as she had, embraced her with comparable joy.

Heber passed the test.  Later the Prophet, in tears, took him and his wife Vilate upstairs in his own store and blessed them personally and sealed upon them blessings that only come to those who have come up through affliction.  (Joseph Smith the Prophet, p. 93)
Truman G. Madsen - Now, one other glimpse far beyond in an exchange of letters between Heber C. Kimball and his wife, Vilate, that reflects love at their mature level, after they had been through all that occurred from New York to Nauvoo.  She was writing to him while he was away on the next to last of his several missions. (It is a paradox that this marvelous church that is so inclined to glorify and celebrate family has often required that members leave the immediate family to go and serve the wider family.)  She wrote in part: "Let your heart be comforted, and if you never more behold my face in time, let this be my last covenant and testimony unto you: that I am yours in time and throughout all eternity.  This blessing has been sealed upon us by the Holy Spirit of promise, and cannot be broken only through transgression, or committing a grosser crime than your heart or mine is capable of."

Heber was so moved that he wrote a reply which became a prayer.  It asked that they could live together and die together because, said he, "Thou, O God, knowest we love each other with pure hearts." (Life of Heber C. Kimball, p. 334-335)
The last prophecy Heber C. Kimball uttered was made as he walked along behind Vilate's casket and said, "I shall not be long after her."  And he wasn't.  (The Radiant Life, chapter 8, “The Awesome Power of Married Love”)
Stanley B. Kimball – The second account of Kimball's introduction to polygamy [the first one was Vilate’s praying about it] comes from his son-in-law, James Lawson, who married a daughter of Kimball's first plural wife, Sarah Noon.  This story was printed in Whitney's Life of Heber C. Kimball in 1888.  As Lawson and others who could have commented on its truthfullness were still alive in 1888, there seems to be no good reason to discount it.  The story is rather unusual and is best told by Lawson himself: [What follows is the James Lawson account.] (“Heber C. Kimball and Family, the Nauvoo Years”, BYU Studies, v. 15, no. 4, summer 1975, p. 463)
Stanley B. Kimball - [Heber C.] Kimball's reference to his having been tried or tested by the Prophet is not the only account of Joseph Smith's requesting other men's wives in marriage.  Orson Pratt was excommunicated for his stand against polygamy, and William Law apostatized and became a bitter enemy of the Prophet.  (“Heber C. Kimball and Family, the Nauvoo Years”, BYU Studies, v. 15, no. 4, summer 1975, p. 464)

James Lawson - In 1855, Heber C. Kimball sent for me (I had just been married thirteen days) and said, 'Brother James, I want you to give your wife Betsy a divorce.'  I said, 'Brother Kimball, what is the matter? There is nothing wrong with us, and we think everything of each other.'  He said, 'Nothing is the matter, but here is the divorce and I want you to sign it.'  I signed it and he told me to send her home to her mother (Sarah Noon) which I did.  At the same time I asked her if she had been making any complaints to Brother Kimball about me.  She said, 'Never, to anybody.'  I did not sleep a wink that night, and no one knows what I suffered in my feelings.  I prayed frequently to the Lord and inquired of Him what all this meant.  Towards morning I received an answer to my prayers.  The Spirit came unto me, 'Be comforted, my servant James, all will come out right.'  Soon after this Brother Kimball went to the Legislature, which was held at Fillmore, and was absent from home about two months.  When he returned he gave me a mission to Carson Valley and told me to get Betsy and bring her to the Endowment House with me.  I did so and he sealed us for time and all eternity.

After this took place I said, 'Brother Kimball what did you do that for?'  He said, 'Brother James, I did it to try you as I was tried.  I will tell you.  After I had returned from my second mission to England in 1841, the Prophet Joseph came to me one evening and said, "Brother Heber, I want you to give Vilate to me to be my wife," saying that the Lord desired this at my hands.'  Heber said that in all his life before he had never had anything take hold of him like that.  He was dumbfounded. He went home, and did not eat a mouthful of anything, nor even touch a drop of water to his lips, nor sleep, for three days and nights.  He was almost continually offering up his prayers to God and asking Him for comfort.  On the evening of the third day he said, 'Vilate, let's go down to the Prophet's,' and they went down and met him in a private room.  Heber said, 'Brother Joseph, here is Vilate.'  'The Prophet wept like a child,' said Heber, 'and after he had cleared the tears away, he took us and sealed us for time and all eternity, and said, "Brother Heber, take her, and the Lord will give you a hundredfold.’”  (Orson F. Whitney, Life of Heber C. Kimball, p. 440)

The Pattern of Abraham

John Taylor - I heard the Prophet Joseph say, in speaking to the Twelve on one occasion: "You will have all kinds of trials to pass through.  And it is quite as necessary for you to be tried as it was for Abraham and other men of God, and (said he) God will feel after you, and He will take hold of you and wrench your very heart strings, and if you cannot stand it you will not be fit for an inheritance in the Celestial Kingdom of God."  (Journal of Discourses, v. 24, p. 197)
Neal A. Maxwell - These are hard sayings, but necessary sayings.  Since Jesus had to learn obedience by the things which He suffered, can we expect immunity?  Immunity from trial and tribulation could also mean, therefore, missing out on essential experiences.  (Wherefore, Ye Must Press Forward, 51)
John Taylor - I heard Joseph Smith say and I presume Brother Snow heard him also—in preaching to the Twelve in Nauvoo, that the Lord would get hold of their heart strings and wrench them, and that they would have to be tried as Abraham was tried ... And Joseph said that if God had known any other way whereby he could have touched Abraham's feelings more acutely and more keenly he would have done so.  

It was not only his parental feelings that were touched.  There was something else besides.  He had the promise that in him and in his seed all the nations of the earth should be blessed; that his seed should be multiplied as the stars of the heaven and as the sand upon the sea shore. He had looked forward through the vista of future ages and seen, by the spirit of revelation, myriads of his people rise up through whom God would convey intelligence, light and salvation to a world.  

But in being called upon to sacrifice his son it seemed as though all his prospects pertaining to posterity were come to naught.  But he had faith in God, and he fulfilled the thing that was required of him.  Yet we cannot conceive of anything that could be more trying and more perplexing than the position in which he was placed.  (Journal of Discourses, v. 24, p. 264)

Ether 12:6 - Dispute not because ye see not, for ye receive no witness until after the trial of your faith.

Joseph Smith - A religion that does not require the sacrifice of all things never has power sufficient to produce the faith necessary unto life and salvation.  (Lectures on Faith, v. 6, p. 7)
Mosiah 3:19 - For the natural man is an enemy to God, and has been from the fall of Adam, and will be forever and ever, unless he yields to the enticings of the Holy Spirit, and putteth off the natural man and becometh a saint through the atonement of Christ the Lord, and becometh as a child, submissive, meek, humble, patient, full of love, willing to submit to all things which the Lord seeth fit to inflict upon him, even as a child doth submit to his father. 

D&C 50:40-42 – 

Behold, ye are little children 
and ye cannot bear all things now; 
ye must grow in grace 
and in the knowledge of the truth.

Fear not, little children, 
for you are mine, 
and I have overcome the world, 
and you are of them that my Father hath given me;

And none of them that my Father hath given me 
shall be lost.

(Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen)

Full version of the Stanley B. Kimball article –

In about 1842, Kimball was introduced to the doctrine of plural marriage. This troublesome doctrine was revealed to Joseph Smith as early as 1831 in Kirtland, but was not practiced (save for one or two probable instances in Ohio) until 1841 when Joseph and a few other married brethren secretly married additional wives. The revelation concerning plural marriage was set down in writing and read before the Nauvoo High Council in July 1843, but was not openly taught until 1852 in Utah, and not officially published until 1876. 

Although Kimball was sealed to forty-five wives before he died in 1868, he did not act hastily nor out of romantic inclination. Vilate, his first wife, was as much a prime mover in his practicing the doctrine as he. He did not take any other wives for two years after marrying his first plural wife, Sarah Perry Peak Noon, in 1842. then in September 1844, he married Ann Alice Gheen, grandmother of President Spencer W. Kimball, Frances Jessie Swan, Sylvia Porter Sessions, Charlotte Chase, Nancy Maria Winchester, Mary Ehen Harris Able, and Ehen Sanders. In 1845 he married at least five more wives--the sisters Clarissa and Emilie Cutler, Amanda Gheen, Sarah Ann Whitney, and Lucy Walker. then, just prior to the February 1846 exodus from Nauvoo, Kimball was sealed to at least twenty-eight women during January and February. He married nine widows of Joseph Smith, and it is clear that some of these and others to whom he was sealed were not connubial wives, but the sealings expressed his willingness to protect and care for these women while heading into the western wilderness. He had a total of sixty-five children by sixteen women, the extent of his connubial plurality. 

Kimball has told us little of his initial reaction to the doctrine of polygamy. From two other sources, however, we learn something of it. The better account comes from his daughter, Helen Mar, as she wrote in the Woman's Exponent in 1882:

When first hearing the principle taught, believing that he would be called upon to enter into it, he thought of the two Sisters Pitkin, who, as they were both elderly ladies and great friends of mothers', he believed would cause her little if any unhappiness. The woman he was commanded to take, however, was an English lady [Sarah Noon], nearer my mother's age, who came over with her husband and two little girls in the same ship in which President Brigham Young and my father were returning from their second mission to Europe. 

Her husband was a drunkard and soon returned to England, abandoning his wife and daughters. According to Helen, "This, no doubt, was the cause of father's being told by the Prophet to take her and the children, to provide them with a home." She further records how her father agonized over the commandment and says that "the Prophet told him the third time before he obeyed the command." 

Helen is also the source of the following now famous incident in the life of Vilate which reveals how she came to understand and accept the doctrine of polygamy:

My mother had noticed a change in his looks and 

appearance, and when she enquired the cause, he tried to evade her question, saying it was only her imagination, or that he was not feeling well, etc. But it so worked upon his mind that his anxious and haggard looks betrayed him daily and hourly, and finally his misery became so unbearable that it was impossible to control his feelings. He became sick in body, but his mental wretchedness was too great to allow of his retiring at night, and instead of going to bed he would walk the floor; and the agony of his mind was so terrible that he would wring his hands and weep, beseeching the Lord with his whole soul to be merciful and reveal to his wife the cause of his great sorrow, for he himself could not break his vow of secrecy. His anguish and my mother's, were indescribable and when unable to endure it longer, she retired to her room, where with a broken and contrite heart, she poured out her grief to [God]. . . .

My father's heart was raised at the same time in supplication, and while pleading as one would plead for life, the vision of her mind was opened, and she saw the principle of Celestial Marriage illustrated in all its beauty and glory, together with the great exaltation and honor it would confer upon her in that immortal and celestial sphere if she would but accept it and stand in her place by her husband's side. She was also shown the woman he had taken to wife, and contemplated with joy the vast and boundless love and union which this order would bring about, as well as the increase of kingdoms, power, and glory extending throughout the eternities, worlds without end.

Her soul was satisfied and filled with the Spirit of God. With a countenance beaming with joy she returned to my father, saying, "Heber, what you have kept from me the Lord has shown me."

She related the scene to me and to many others, and told me she never saw so happy a man as father was, when she described the vision and told him she was satisfied and knew that it was from God. She covenanted to stand by him and honor the principle, which covenant she faithfully kept, and though her trials were often heavy and grievous to bear, her integrity was unflinching to the end. 

Few other Mormon wives were rewarded with such a vision of the celestial order. Vilate, however, stated that at least one other woman claimed to have received a divine sanction of polygamy. On 27 June 1843, Vilate wrote to Heber, who was on a mission in Philadelphia:

I have had a visit from brother Parley [Pratt] and his wife, they are truly converted it appears that J. . . .h has taught him some principles and told him his privilege, and even appointed one for him. I dare not tell you who it is, you would be astonished and I guess some tried. She has been to me for council. I told her I did not wish to advise in such matters. Sister Pratt has been rageing against these things. She told me herself that the devil had been in her until within a few days past. She said the Lord had shown her it was all right. She wants Parley to go ahead, says she will do all in her power to help him; they are so ingagued I feer they will run to fast.

They asked me many questions on principle. I told them I did not know much and I rather they would go to those that had authority to teach. 

The wife who came to Vilate for council and who had been "rageing against these things" was Mary Ann Pratt who, after her husband had been sealed to several wives, became alienated and divorced him in 1852 in Utah. The woman to whom Vilate referred when she wrote, "I dare not tell you who it is, you would be astonished and I guess some tried," was Elizabeth Brotherton. Elizabeth was the sister of Martha Brotherton, who left Nauvoo in 1842 and went to St. Louis where she published her unfavorable view of plural marriage in the St. Louis Bulletin of 15 July. Among other things she claimed that Heber C. Kimball and Brigham Young had tried to pressure her into polygamy. This may be why Vilate felt Heber would be "astonished." In any event, Pratt married Elizabeth.

The second account of Kimball's introduction to polygamy comes from his son-in-law, James Lawson, who married a daughter of Kimball's first plural wife, Sarah Noon. This story was printed in Whitney's Life of Heber C. Kimball in 1888. As Lawson and others who could have commented on its truthfullness were still alive in 1888, there seems to be no good reason to discount it. The story is rather unusual and is best told by Lawson himself:

In 1855, Heber C. Kimball sent for me (I had just been married thirteen days) and said "Brother James, I want you to give your wife Betsy a divorce." I said, "Brother Kimball, what is the matter? There is nothing wrong with us, and we think everything of each other." He said, "Nothing is the matter, but here is the divorce and I want you to sign it.' I signed it and he told me to send her home to her mother which I did. At the same time I asked her if she had been making any complaints to Brother Kimball about me. She said, "Never, to anybody." I did not sleep a wink that night, and no one knows what I suffered in my feelings. I prayed frequently to the Lord and inquired of Him what all this meant. Towards morning I received an answer to my prayers. The Spirit came unto me, "Be comforted, my servant James, all will come out right." Soon after this Brother Kimball went to the Legislature, which was held at Fillmore, and was absent from home about two months. When he returned he gave me a mission to Carson Valley and told me to get Betsy and bring her to the Endowment House with me. I did so and he sealed us for time and all eternity. After this took place I said, "Brother Kimball what did you do that for?" He said, "Brother James, I did it to try you as I was tried. I will tell you. After I had returned from my second mission to England in 1841, the Prophet Joseph came to me one evening and said, Brother Heber, I want you to give Vilate to me to be my wife, saying that the Lord desired this at my hands." Heber said that in all his life before he had never had anything take hold of him like that. He was dumbfounded. He went home, and did not eat a mouthful of anything, nor even touch a drop of water to his lips, nor sleep, for three days and nights. He was almost continually offering up his prayers to God and asking Him for comfort. On the evening of the third day he said, "Vilate, let's go down to the Prophet's" and they went down and met him in a private room. Heber said, "Brother Joseph, here is Vilate." The Prophet wept like a child, said Heber, and after he had cleared the tears away, he took us and sealed us for time and all eternity, and said, "Brother Heber, take her, and the Lord will give you a hundredfold." 

Apparently Lawson accepted this all very meekly, even the fact that he was left both wifeless and explanationless for more than two months while Kimball was in Fillmore.

Kimball's reference to his having been tried or tested by the Prophet is not the only account of Joseph Smith's requesting other men's wives in marriage. Orson Pratt was excommunicated for his stand against polygamy (see the T. Edgar Lyon article in this issue), and William Law apostatized and became a bitter enemy of the Prophet.  (“Heber C. Kimball and Family, the Nauvoo Years”, BYU Studies, v. 15, no. 4, summer 1975, p. 460-464)
