Joseph Smith Was Not Alone

I feel as if I was relieved of a burden which was almost too heavy for me to bear, and it rejoices my soul that I am not any longer to be entirely alone in the world.  – Joseph Smith after Moroni appeared to The Three Witnesses (History of The Church, v. 1, p. 59)
Moroni

[Seen by Oliver Cowdery, David Whitmer and Martin Harris.  See The Testimony of the Three Witnesses and The Testimony of the Eight Witnesses in the frontispiece of the Book of Mormon]

[From B. H. Roberts’ interview with David Whitmer, in 1884:] led by my questions, when we came to this part of it he said to me that in the progress of turning the leaves [of the golden plates], or having them turned by Moroni, and looking upon the engravings, Moroni looked directly at him and said: "David, blessed is he that endureth to the end." When David Whitmer made that remark it seemed to me rather a peculiar thing that he should thus be singled out for such a remark … And it is rather a sad reflection that of these three witnesses he was the only one who died outside of membership in the Church. I wonder if Moroni was not trying to sound a warning to this stubborn man, that perhaps whatever his experiences and trials might be, that at the last he, too, might have been brought into the fold, and might have died within the pale of the Church.  (Brigham H. Roberts, Conference Report, October 1926, Afternoon Session 126.)
Whitmer, Mary Musselman, the only woman who saw the plates of the Book of Mormon, was born Aug. 27, 1778, and became the wife of Peter Whitmer. Together with her husband she was baptized by Oliver Cowdery in Seneca lake, April 18, 1830. Among the early members of the Church she was familiarly known as Mother Whitmer, she being the wife of Peter Whitmer, sen., and mother of five of the witnesses to the Book of Mormon. 

Her son, David Whitmer, before his death, testified on several occasions that his mother had seen the plates, and when Elders Edward Stevenson and Andrew Jenson visited Richmond, Missouri, in 1888, John C. Whitmer, a grandson of the lady in question, testified in the following language: "I have heard my grandmother (Mary Musselman Whitmer) say on several occasions that she was shown the plates of the Book of Mormon by a holy angel, whom she always called Brother Nephi. (She undoubtedly refers to Moroni, the angel who had the plates in charge.) 

It was at the time, she said, when the translation was going on at the house of the elder Peter Whitmer, her husband. Joseph Smith with his wife and Oliver Cowdery, whom David Whitmer a short time previous had brought up from Harmony, Pennsylvania, were all boarding with the Whitmers, and my grandmother in having so many extra persons to care for, besides her own large household, was often overloaded with work to such an extent that she felt it to be quite a burden. 

One evening, when (after having done her usual day's work in the house) she went to the barn to milk the cows, she met a stranger carrying something on his back that looked like a knapsack. At first she was a little afraid of him, but when he spoke to her in a kind, friendly tone and began to explain to her the nature of the work which was going on in her house, she was filled with inexpressible joy and satisfaction. He then untied his knapsack and showed her a bundle of plates, which in size and appearance corresponded with the description subsequently given by the witnesses to the Book of Mormon. This strange person turned the leaves of the book of plates over, leaf after leaf, and also showed her the engravings upon them; after which he told her to be patient and faithful in bearing her burden a little longer, promising that if she would do so, she should be blessed; and her reward would be sure, if she proved faithful to the end. The personage then suddenly vanished with the plates, and where he went, she could not tell. 

From that moment my grandmother was enabled to perform her household duties with comparative ease, and she felt no more inclination to murmur because her lot was hard. I knew my grandmother to be a good, noble and truthful woman, and I have not the least doubt of her statement in regard to seeing the plates being strictly true. She was a strong believer in the Book of Mormon until the day of her death." Mother Whitmer died in Richmond, Ray county, Missouri, in January, 1856. (Andrew Jenson, Latter-day Saint Biographical Encyclopedia, p. 283)
Other sources indicate that Moroni appeared also to W. W. Phelps, Heber C. Kimball, John Taylor, and Oliver Granger. (“Moroni, Visitations of”, Encyclopedia of Mormonism, p. 955)
John the Baptist

See Joseph Smith - History, the large footnote at the end by Oliver Cowdery.

Peter, James and John

The written record regarding the restoration of the Melchizedek Priesthood is less complete. Although repeatedly testifying that Peter, James, and John had appeared to them and restored this high priesthood authority or referring alternatively to "apostles", "Peter", "angels", or "those held in reserve", neither Joseph Smith nor Oliver Cowdery specified the date of that restoration or reported the words used by Peter in ordaining them to this priesthood beyond "declar[ing] themselves as possessing the keys". Oliver Cowdery’s accounts concerning the restoration of the Melchizedek Priesthood corroborate the accounts of Joseph; whereas Oliver Cowdery provided the earliest detailed report of the visit of John the Baptist, his accounts of the visit of Peter, James, and John seldom add new information. (Priesthood Restoration Documents, BYU Studies, vol. 35, No. 4)
The Degrees of Glory, Jesus Christ

 [The vision in D&C 76] was received in the home of John Johnson in Hiram, Ohio.  Philo Dibble, a close associate of the Prophet who was in the room during much of the time while Joseph and Sidney [Rigdon] were seeing the vision, has left the following eye-witness account:
Joseph would, at intervals, say: "What do I see?" as one might say while looking out the window and beholding what all in the room could not see. Then he would relate what he had seen or what he was looking at. Then Sidney replied, "I see the same."
Presently Sidney would say, "What do I see?" and would repeat what he had seen or was seeing, and Joseph would reply, "I see the same."
This manner of conversation was repeated for short intervals to the end of the vision. And during the whole time not a word was spoken by any other person … not a sound or motion made by anyone but Sidney, and it seemed to me that they never moved a joint or limb during the time I was there, which I think was over an hour, and to the end of the vision.
Joseph sat firmly and calmly all the time, in the midst of a magnificent glory, but Sidney sat limp and pale, apparently as limp as a rag. Observing such at the close of the vision, Joseph remarked smilingly "Sidney is not used to it as I am." (Instructor, v 27, p. 303; quoted in Carter E. Grant, The Kingdom of God Restored, ch. 27. quoted in Encyclopedia of Mormonism, p. 413)
Peter

…It was at the dedicatory services of the Kirtland Temple, on 27 March 1836, that Peter made an appearance, seven days prior to the appearances recorded in D&C 110. There are three corroborating accounts of the visitation of an angel at the dedication of 27 March, and one of those identifies the angelic visitor as Peter. The Prophet Joseph tells us that "Frederick G. Williams arose and testified that while Sidney Rigdon was making his first prayer an angel entered the window and took his seat between Father Smith and himself, and remained there during the prayer."  

Heber C. Kimball also recorded that "During the ceremonies of the dedication, an angel appeared and sat near President Joseph Smith, sen., and Frederick G. Williams, so that they had a fair view of his person. He was a very tall personage, black eyes, white hair, and stoop shouldered; his garment was whole, extending to near his ankles; on his feet he had sandals. He was sent as a messenger to accept of the dedication."  (“Notes and Comments - The Apostle Peter And the Kirtland Temple” by Lyndon Cook, BYU Studies, v. 15, no. 4, p. 551)

Truman Angell - The work on the lower hall went on to the finishing of the stands and pews or slips, plastering and painting complete.  About this time Frederick G. Williams, one of President Smith's counselors, came into the temple…then related the following:

Joseph received the word of the Lord for him to take his two counselors, [Frederick G.] Williams and [Sidney] Rigdon, and come before the Lord and He would show them the plan or model of the house to be built.  We went upon our knees, called on the Lord, and the building [Kirtland Temple] appeared within viewing distance. I being the first to discover it. Then all of us viewed it together. After we had taken a good look at the exterior, the building seemed to come right over us, and the makeup of this hall seemed to coincide with what I there saw to a minutia.
Joseph was accordingly enabled to dictate to the mechanics [builders] and his counselors stood as witnesses…

Joseph came into the hall. The leading mechanic, John Carl, by profession a carriage builder, wanted to seat the house contrary to what Joseph had proposed.  Joseph answered him that he had seen the inside of every building that had been built unto the Lord upon this earth and he hated to have to say so. Under such childlike feeling, they prepared to dedicate the lower hall. The hall was filled at an early hour in the afternoon, I being present among the rest. The dedicatory prayer was offered, Sidney Rigdon being mouth.  

When about midway during the prayer, there was a glorious sensation passed through the house [Kirtland Temple]; and we, having our heads bowed in prayer, felt a sensation very elevating to the soul. At the close of the prayer, F. [Frederick] G. Williams being in the upper east stand- -Joseph being in the speaking stand next below--rose and testified that midway during the prayer an holy angel came and seated himself in the stand. When the afternoon meeting assembled, Joseph, feeling very much elated, arose the first thing and said the personage who had appeared in the morning was the Angel Peter come to accept the dedication. (Autobiography, Our Pioneer Heritage, Writings of Early Latter-day Saints, p. 198)
Moses, Elias and Elijah

Visitation to Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery.  (See D&C 110)
The Father and The Son

John Murdock and Zebedee Coltrin, two members closely associated with Joseph in Kirtland, both claim to have witnessed appearances of deity in the winter of 1832-33, and their descriptions are decidedly anthropomorphic [human-like]. Coltrin related a divine manifestation, which occurred in Kirtland in February or March 1833. He reported:

Joseph having given instructions, and while engaged in silent prayer, kneeling...a personage walked through the room from East to west, and Joseph asked if we saw him. I saw him and suppose the others did, and Joseph answered that this was Jesus, the Son of God, our elder brother. Afterward Joseph told us to resume our former position in prayer, which we did. Another person came through; He was surrounded as with a flame of fire. [I] experienced a sensation that it might destroy the tabernacle as it was of consuming fire of great brightness. The Prophet Joseph said this was the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. I saw him....

He was surrounded as with a flame of fire, which was so brilliant that I could not discover anything else but his person. I saw his hands, his legs, his feet, his eyes, nose, mouth, head and body in the shape and form of a perfect man. He sat in a chair as a man would sit in a chair, but This appearance was so grand and overwhelming that it seemed that I should melt down in His presence, and the sensation was so powerful that it thrilled through my whole system and I felt it in the marrow of my bones. The Prophet Joseph said: "Brethren, now you are prepared to be the apostles of Jesus Christ, for you have seen both the Father and the Son and know that They exist and that They are two separate personages." 

Murdock was in the first group to be ordained high priests by Joseph Smith in 1831. While in Kirtland, Murdock’s wife died shortly after giving birth to [twins] . These were the twins that Joseph and Emma took into their home to raise. Murdock claimed to see the Lord sometime during the winter of 1832-33 while living in Joseph’s home. In his abridged history taken from his journal, he wrote:

During the winter that I boarded with Bro[ther] Joseph... we had a number of prayer meetings, in the Prophet’s chamber.... In one of those meetings the Prophet told us if we could humble ourselves before God, and exercise strong faith, we should see the face of the Lord. And about midday the visions of my mind were opened, and the eyes of my understanding were enlightened, and I saw the form of a man, most lovely, the visage of his face was sound and fair as the sun. His hair a bright silver grey, curled in a most majestic form, His eyes a keen penetrating blue, and the skin of his neck a most beautiful white and he was covered from the neck to the feet with a loose garment, pure white, whiter than any garment I had ever before seen. His countenance was the most penetrating, and yet most lovely. And while I was endeavoring to comprehend the whole personage from head to feet it slipped from me, and the vision was closed up. But it left on my mind the impression of love, for months, that I never felt before to that degree.  (“The Doctrine of Divine Embodiment” by David L. Paulsen, BYU Studies, v. 35 (1995), no. 3--1996.  Also quoted in The Revelations of the Prophet Joseph Smith: A Historical and Biographical Commentary of the Doctrine and Covenants by Lyndon W. Cook, p. 187-188.)

(Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen, http://lessons.elarsen.net)

Teaching Notes
A possible learning exercise is to start the class with a quiz.  Hand out blank sheets of paper and pens.

1. Suppose you got to know someone who didn’t know much of about the Church and the person sent you an email asking: “I heard that Joseph Smith either made up the heavenly visitations or that he hallucinated them.  Could that have happened?”  Please write down what you would email back.

Don’t write questions 2-4 on the board, or say them out loud, before the students have written their response to question #1.  One of the goals of this lesson is to show multiple people were involved in many of the sacred experiences in early church history.  Because there were many witnesses instead of Joseph Smith alone, and because the experiences are consistent and solid (as opposed to weird, jumbled hallucinations) the experiences are much more plausible to someone outside the church.
2. Name the people who saw the angel Moroni.
Most of us only remember Joseph and the Three Witnesses.  This sets up the Mary Whitmer material nicely.

3. Name the heavenly beings who visited Joseph Smith.

(Most of us remember only the four who restored the two priesthoods.)
4. Who else besides Joseph Smith beheld heavenly manifestations in the first ten or twenty years of the church?

After each question ask students to share their answers or at an overview of their answers.

Toward the end of class ask the class to put away the handout sheet and to go over the quiz again.  Ask them to fill in more from what they’ve learned, especially with question #1.  Afterward review what they added. 
This quiz accomplishes the following –
1. It prepares them for the lesson material.

2. Casting at least part of the lesson as a possible response to an honest inquirer, sparks interest and energy. 

3. The students put their ideas into words, translating sometimes vague notions into concrete expressions.

4. Writing and speaking their thoughts helps them retain and imbed the ideas better.

5. It better prepares them to express themselves on this and related subjects when needed.

6. They each in effect express their testimonies, especially with question #1. 
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The John Johnson farmhouse, home of the Prophet and his little family from September 12, 1831, to September 1832. Here eight special conferences of the Church were held. Here fifteen revelations were received that are now canonized in the Doctrine and Covenants. Here the Prophet and Sidney Rigdon would nearly be killed by a mob.








