The Tribulations of the Prophet Joseph Smith

Personal

· 6 children died in infancy, including the first 4, one of whom was adopted.

· Marriage strained by separations, threats, lawsuits, etc.  

· Inner turmoil – seldom able to relax, always on guard.

· Dependant on others many times for lodging and sustenance.

His family consisted of eleven children, including adopted twins. Of these, five sons and a daughter died in infancy or early childhood – one dying from exposure on the night of the tar and feather episode; four were living when their father was killed, and a fifth, a son, was born four months after his death.  Many burdens were imposed on their marriage by his persecutors, burdens that Emma too had to carry. Often they would think they had a moment of peace, and then there would come the rude shock at the door: another lawman, another law-less man, another subpoena, another cry, another warning.

Educational

· Frustrated that he couldn’t attend much formal schooling when he was young.
· Needed at home to work for family’s welfare.  

· Though unlearned himself, he was instructed to establish the School of the Prophets and the University of Nauvoo.  

· Also to expand the knowledge, skill, and power of the saints.

He continually worked on his education, learning what was needed to serve the Lord.  This trial actually appears to have become a strength and a necessary pre-requisite to his calling.  

“It was not the wisdom and the light and the knowledge of Joseph Smith that placed him in the forefront of the human race as the receiver of the message from God. It was the humility of his soul…” (Elder John Henry Smith in Collected Discourses by Brian H. Stuy, v. 5)
“Consider the Prophet Joseph Smith and the little opportunity he had for formal schooling. Read the letters written in his own hand, and you will know that he could not spell correctly. Oh, how grateful he must have been for a scribe. I have wept when I have contemplated what they accomplished with what little they had. I sense how grateful they were to those who stood by them.”  (Boyd K. Packer, Let Not Your Heart Be Troubled, p. 122)  

Physical

· Severe leg operations in youth – lingering limp throughout life. 

· Back strains received during a tar & feather episode never healed.  

· Broken tooth suffered the same night left him with a lisp in his speech.  

· Often in hiding, he would have to crouch for hours at a time in small attics, in cellars, etc. further aggravating his back problems.  

· Survived attempted poisonings.  

· Was once beaten with guns until he had 18-inch circumference bruises on each side of his body. 

· Numerous diseases, including cholera and malaria.

Because of his slight limp he could not serve in the state militia in Missouri.  The tar and feathering event took place at the Johnson home in Hiram, Ohio, when he was dragged out and his body was bent and twisted by strong men.  That night they tried to poison him with aquafortis (nitric acid) and it was as he clenched his teeth to prevent the vial from going in his mouth that one of his teeth was broken.  It was never properly cared for.  He was never completely free of physical strains.  

One of the most strenuous trials, mentally and physically was the four winter months spent in Liberty jail.  The prisoners were without blankets.  Several times the jailers administered poison to the prisoners, and as a mean joke, on one occasion tried to feed them with human flesh. There were no sanitary facilities except the slop bucket, and there was very little light.  Also, the jail was not tall enough for Joseph to stand erect. (see History of the Church)
Mental and Spiritual

· Sacrifices required of himself.  

· Sacrifices asked of friends and loved ones.  

· Witnessing the suffering of others.

· Forced to put friends and family in jeopardy or ask families to separate temporarily to accomplish things for the good of the whole that Joseph could not do himself.  

· Accomplishing the Lord’s requirements such as: introducing advanced ideals a) in economics, the law of consecration; b) in politics, the Council of Fifty; c) in social thought, plans for communities; d) in city planning, for their very city design with the temple at the center.

· Seeing to the temporal needs of all the saints, including large groups of immigrants.

· Helping the saints carry their personal burdens of sin, abuse, etc. 

· Never free of pressure – duties, example, etc.

· Had to render judgment, and discipline law-breakers in Nauvoo, all of whom were well-known to him.

In liberty jail Joseph was not alone; his brother Hyrum and four other brethren were with him. In some respects that was an added affliction, as he saw their sufferings, too. The reports piled up of cruelties inflicted on the Saints - the whippings, the beatings, the rapes, the plundering of homes and farms, and finally the enforced exodus to Illinois in dead of winter, leaving bloody marks in their footprints on the snow. These reports weighed heavily on the souls and the hearts of these men in prison.  Joseph's personal trials were one thing; those of the Saints he loved were another. 

On at least one occasion of Joseph’s being arrested, his crying young son was threatened and thrust aside by a sword wielding man. 

Apostates  

· Counselors leaving church and taking others with them.

· Many friends turned enemies (many of the lawsuits were due to former friends’ vengeance).  

· Suffered lies, threats to himself and his family.

· Character assassinations.

· Martyrdom.
"From apostates the faithful have received the severest persecutions." (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 67)  To name a few: William McClellin, sometimes spelled McLellin (led a vicious mob/army to the saints in Far West.  Joseph and other leaders were taken off to Independence Missouri and the town was harassed and humiliated by the mob.  McClellin actually entered Joseph’s house and took all the bedding from Emma and the children), John C. Bennett (exposed and excommunicated for immoralities, set out on a long and somewhat effective campaign to destroy Joseph Smith's character and the credibility of the Mormon people), William Law (instigator of the Nauvoo Expositor newspaper whose first issue set in motion the events leading to the martyrdom), and to some degree William W. Phelps, Orson Hyde, John Whitmer, David Whitmer, Oliver Cowdery, and Thomas B. Marsh (along with many other so-called friends, testified against Joseph in a treason case).  Up until the Nauvoo era every one of the Prophet's own counselors, with the sole exception of his brother Hyrum, either betrayed him, went astray, faltered, or failed in some way. Some, glorious to report, found their way back and remained in full fellowship. (Several sources:  Journal of Heber C. Kimball, p. 59; BYU Studies, vol. 19, p 403; BYU Studies, vol. 20, p 208, and bibliography articles). 
Legal  

· Brigham Young said that Joseph had 46 lawsuits against him in his lifetime.  

· Research by many modern scholars increases the number to at least 60. 

Even those who had not turned enemies were often causing problems.  Inflammatory speeches by Sidney Rigdon led to the jailing, at Liberty, of several church leaders.  Most lawsuits were ridiculous and were thrown out or he was quickly acquitted, however, he was still taken from his home, jailed, kept from his family and sources of making a living, and he had to pay legal fees.  These were a great drain on his time, assets, and energy.

A few quick examples of charges with the dismissal grounds following in parenthesis:  Assault and battery (self-defense), performing marriages without a valid license (one was procured), attempted murder or conspiracy (lack of evidence).

The usual accompanying phrase about the lawsuits is that he was acquitted or found innocent of every charge.  There are a couple of exceptions.  He was allowed to escape from one, and was never brought to trial, and he was actually found guilty once.  It was in the state of New York and he was charged with having cast out an evil spirit.  Following the guilty verdict, the judge then observed that there was, to his knowledge, no ordinance against that, and he would have to be set free!

Final Months and Days of His Life

Joseph seems to have had a sense of urgency, which in our day would be called a sense of living on borrowed time. 

Burdens or anxieties he felt -

1. Finishing the temple.  

2. Keeping, preserving, and accurately transmitting the records of the Church.  

3. Teaching, in summary, all that had theretofore been made known and to make sure that the brethren understood it.  When this had been accomplished, he said, "Now the responsibility rests on you.  It mattereth not what becomes of me."

4. Making sure the Saints understood his role and be willing to do what, in an extremity, they might be required to do.

Because he had so often escaped the vilifyings and the attacks of his enemies, some believed that he was invincible. In one sermon he said, in response, "Some have supposed that Brother Joseph could not die; but this is a mistake." He added, "Having now accomplished [my work], I have not at present any lease of my life.  I am as liable to die as other men."  (TPJS, p. 216)
In addition to the four burdens mentioned above, the Prophet had another anxiety, one that involved his beloved family. Of his four living children, the oldest was but thirteen, the oldest boy eleven, and another child was on the way. The record is clear that he was profoundly concerned about his family. He embodied the Abrahamic desire for children, honorable, loyal, faithful children, and certainly he would be leaving his own children in tender years and in critical circumstances.  He also knew he would not see his last child born.

There is some evidence that the Prophet had a premonition of his eldest son's leading away a portion of the Latter-day Saints and thus creating a division in the family as well as in the kingdom he was living and dying to establish. That must have pierced the Prophet deeply. He might well have chosen to live on for the sake of his family. That choice was denied him.
"Emma," he said on that last morning, according to one account, "can you train my sons to walk in their father's footsteps?" She replied, "Oh, Joseph, you are coming back." She couldn't believe he was not: he always had before. "Emma"- he repeated the same question. "Joseph, you are coming back." And the third time.  He left with such reticence that reportedly he went all the way back a third time to say good-bye to his children.  

Joseph’s fears for his children were realized.  

“As for the doctrine that is promulgated by the sons of Joseph, it is nothing more than any other false religion. We would be very glad to have the privilege of saying that the children of Joseph Smith, Jr., the Prophet of God, were firm in the faith of the Gospel, and following in the footsteps of their father. But what are they doing? Trying to blot out every vestige of the work their father performed on the earth. Their mission is to endeavor to obliterate every particle of his doctrine, his faith and doings. These boys are not following Joseph Smith…”  (Brigham Young, Journal of Discourses, 15: 136-137)
Often the basis of the complaints charged against Joseph, especially in the early days, was about the same as the ancient Christians faced, as recorded in the book of Acts: "You have set the neighborhood in an uproar." So he had. But how could he help it?  Light always stirs up darkness. That is an eternal law.  Some dark souls were stirred up to murder, to the assassinations at the Carthage Jail. Only then was Joseph free from his enemies and their lawsuits.



Lesson by Zan and Misty Larsen, http://lessons.elarsen.net.  Except where otherwise noted, the above material was taken mainly from Truman G. Madsen’s Joseph Smith the Prophet, p. 51-65; 109-126.  Additional information is from The Encyclopedia of Mormonism, “Legal Trials of Joseph Smith”, p. 1333, 1346-1347; and History of the Church, v. 3, appendix.

Presentation Ideas

Read the scriptures JS-History 21-23.

Assign each class member or group a section to read quietly.  Then have one at a time read their section aloud to the class.  The reader can comment, also get comments from others.  After the Apostates section, share the info below: 

In Joseph Smith – History 1:1 we learn that Joseph wrote this history because of the “Many Reports … by Evil-Disposed and Designing Persons” who were trying to harm the reputation of the Church.

“From the outset the Church had an unpopular public image that was added to by apostates and nurtured by the circulation of negative stories and articles in the press.  People gave many reasons for apostatizing.  For example, Norman Brown left the Church because his horse died on the trip to Zion.  Joseph Wakefield withdrew after he saw Joseph Smith playing with children upon coming down from his translating room.  Simonds Ryder denied Joseph’s inspiration when Ryder’s name was misspelled in his commission to preach.  Others left the Church because they experienced economic difficulties.” (Pearl of Great Price institute manual, page 53)
The “Evil Disposed and Designing Persons” were both outside (ministers, mobs) and inside the Church.

After the Legal section, make sure to point out that Joseph had been found guilty of casing out an evil spirit!  That means that it was recognized that he had the power to do so…

Other presentation idea, with cautions

Assign each class member a section to present to the class.  Tell them they can teach the material any way they want to, but give them some suggestions and ask for their ideas before beginning.  Give them a few minutes to prepare and plan.

Warning:

· Could become light-minded in presentation (miming or humorous role playing)

· Could go too long.

· Makes some students too nervous.

· Can miss important points.

In doing all the sections this way, you could lose control of time.  This may work well for just 2 or 3 sections, doing the others a different way.  

Perhaps display names of students in a seating chart or on placards in front of each student so the presenter can call on people.  Often the students don’t know each others’ names.

Finish up the lesson with selected material from the final months and days section.

Extra Material

"During Joseph Smith's earliest years, his family moved frequently, looking for fertile soil or some other way to earn a livelihood. … In 1811 the Smiths moved to the small community of West Lebanon, New Hampshire. …Seven-year-old Joseph, Jr., recovered from … [typhoid] after two weeks but suffered complications that eventually required four surgeries. The most serious complication involved a swelling and infection in the tibia of his left leg." An operation on his leg to remove the infection was endured by Joseph "without being bound or drinking brandy wine to dull his senses" (Church History in the Fulness of Times, 22–23).

In 1816, Joseph Sr. went to Palmyra, New York, to investigate the report of good land at low cost. Joseph Jr., at the time a boy of ten, remembered that even though he was not yet fully recovered from his leg operation, the teamster engaged to assist the Smiths in their journey made him walk through snow, forty miles per day for several days, during which time he suffered the most excruciating weariness and pain. (Pearl of Great Price Student Manual, p. 54)

Truman Madsen – [Joseph] and Emma had nine children, of whom four died at birth and one at fourteen months.  In the ache of her bosom at the loss of twins, Emma moved the Prophet to go and bring home twins, a boy and a girl, whose mother had died in that same week.  Emma raised those children.  The boy died at eleven months under the exposure he suffered the night the Prophet was mobbed in Hiram, Ohio – beaten, tarred and feathered, and left.  The girl lived to maturity but never responded to the message of the gospel.  Only in one instance did Emma bear a child in a home she could call her own, and that  was David Hyrum, born after the Prophet’s death.  (Joseph Smith The Prophet, p. 29)

Quotes by Joseph Smith

We do not rejoice in the affliction of our enemies but we shall be glad to have truth prevail. (The Personal Writings of Joseph Smith, p. 227)
Salvation is nothing more nor less than to triumph over all our enemies. (History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, v. 5, p. 387)
If we would secure and cultivate the love of others, we must love others, even our enemies as well as friends. (History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, v. 5, p. 498)
The Lord once told me that what I asked for I should have. I have been afraid to ask God to kill my enemies, lest some of them should, peradventure, repent.  I asked a short time since for the Lord to deliver me out of the hands of the Governor of Missouri, and if it needs must be to accomplish it, to take him away; and the next news that came pouring down from there was, that Governor Reynolds had shot himself. And I would now say, Beware, O earth, how you fight against the Saints of God and shed innocent blood; for in the days of Elijah, his enemies came upon him, and fire was called down from heaven and destroyed them.  (History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, v. 6, p. 253-54)
Joseph Smith - When I was 5 years old or thereabouts I was attacked with the Typhus Fever, and at one time, during my sickness, my father despaired of my life.  The Doctors broke the fever, after which it settled under my shoulder and The Dr.  Dr.  Parker called it a sprained shoulder and anointed it with bone ointment, and freely applied the hot shovel, when it proved to be a swelling under the arm which opened, and discharged freely, after which the disease removed and descended into my left Leg and ancle and terminated in a fever Sore of the worst kind, and I endured the most acute suffering for a long time under the care of Drs.  Smith, Stone and Perkins, of Hanover.   

At one time eleven doctors came from Dartmouth Medical College, at Hanover, New Hampshire, for the purpose of amputation, but young as I was, I utterly refused to give my assent to the operation, but I consented to their Trying an experiment by removing a large portion of the bone from my left leg, which they did.  & fourteen additional peices of bone afterwards worked out before my leg healed, during which time I was reduced so very low that my mother could carry me with ease.  & after I began to get about, I went on crutches till I started for the state of New York where he my father had gone for the purpose of preparing a place for the removal of his family, which he affected by sending a man after us by the name of Caleb Howard, who, after he had got started on the Journey with my mother and family spent the money he had received of my father by drinking and Gambling etc.-We fell in with a family by the name of Gates who were travelling west, and Howard drove me from the waggon and made me travel in my weak state through the snow 40 miles per day for several days, during which time I suffered the most excruciating weariness and pain, and all this that Mr. Howard might enjoy the Society of two of Mr. Gates Daughters which he took in the waggon where I should have Rode, and thus he continued to do day day {sic} after day through the Journey and when my brothers remonstrated with Mr. Howard for his treatment to me, he would knock them down with the but of his whip.-When we arrived at Utica, N. York, Howard threw the goods out of the waggon into the Street and attempted to run away with the Horses and waggon, but my mother seized the horses by the reign, and calling witnesses forbid his taking them away as they were her property.  On our way from Utica, I was left to ride on the last Sleigh in the company, (the Gates family were in sleighs) but when that came up I was knocked down by the driver, one of Gate's Sons, and left to wollow in my blood until a stranger came along, picked me up, and carried me to the Town of Palmyra.-Howard having spent all our funds My Mother was compelled to pay our landlords bills from Utica to Palmyra, in bits of cloth, clothing etc., the last payment being made with the drops {earrings} taken from Sister Sophronia's ears for that purpose.  Although the snow was generally deep through the country during this Journey we performed the whole on wheels, except the first two days when we were accompanied by my mother's mother, grandmother, Lydia Mack who was injured by the upsetting of the sleigh.  & not wishing to accompany her friends west, tarried by the way with her friends in Vermont, and we soon after heard of her death supposing that she never recovered from the injury received by the overturn of the Sleigh.  (Milton V. Backman, Jr., Joseph Smith's First Vision, p. 165-66. Quoted in Encyclopedia of Joseph Smith's Teachings, p. 260-262)
