JOSEPH SMITH’S FIRST VISION

A Foundational Story That Cannot Bear the Weight of Its Own Claims

A documentary critique of the changing accounts, the revival chronology, and Mormon prophetic authority

The test Mormonism itself has set

The First Vision is not an incidental story in Latter-day Saint history. It is the claimed opening scene of the
Restoration: the moment when Joseph Smith says the Father and the Son appeared to him, repudiated the
existing churches, and set the stage for the religious system Smith would later establish. Mormon leaders
have repeatedly elevated this episode into a test of the entire movement.

“Either this is the kingdom of God, or it is a sham and a delusion. Either Joseph talked with
the Father and the Son, or he did not. If he did not, we are engaged in blasphemy.”

That was Gordon B. Hinckley’s challenge at the October 1961 general conference. It is an unusually useful
standard because it removes the escape hatch of treating the First Vision as a merely inspirational story. If
Joseph Smith did not speak with the Father and the Son, Hinckley said, the movement is a sham and a
delusion. The question, then, is not whether the story is emotionally meaningful to Latter-day Saints. The
question is whether the historical record warrants the claim.

This paper argues that it does not. The surviving accounts do not simply provide different camera angles
on one stable narrative. They present material shifts in the stated purpose of the prayer, the identity and
number of the heavenly visitors, the message delivered, Smith’s prior understanding of the churches, and
the historical circumstances said to have prompted the event. The earliest accounts do not read like the
familiar canonical story. The public emergence of that story was delayed. And the revival setting in the
1838 narrative faces a serious chronological problem.

The conclusion is not that every variation proves conscious fraud. That would be an unnecessarily
simplistic argument—and an easy one for defenders to evade. The stronger conclusion is that Joseph
Smith’s accounts fail the standard of reliability required by the extraordinary authority claimed for them.
When the foundational revelation changes in consequential ways, the burden is on the claimant, not the
critic, to establish that the later canonical version is trustworthy.

The accounts: read them in sequence, not in isolation

The Church’s own documentary project identifies four principal firsthand accounts: the 1832 history, the
November 1835 journal account, the 1838 history, and the 1842 Wentworth account. The November 14,
1835 journal entry is an additional brief reference, not a second full narrative. That distinction matters: the
documentary record is already more complicated than the simplified Sunday-school version suggests.

Date Purpose / setting Visitors and Why it matters
message

Smith says “the Lord” appeared
and heard him. No explicit
account of two personages
appearing together as Father
and Son.

The earliest account centers on
forgiveness and redemption,
not the familiar public origin
story.

Private autobiographical
history; prayer prompted by
personal sin and a plea for
mercy.

1832

A personage appears in a pillar | The narrative now has

Smith recounts religious of fire; another follows. The successive personages and
Nov. 9, 1835 perplexity and asks which latter says Smith’s sins are angels, but still lacks the
religious system is right. forgiven and testifies Jesus is canonical identification.

the Son of God. The two are not
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explicitly identified as Father
and Son.
Brief journal summary of T.h? entry refers to },}ls first It is a short reference, not a full
oY . . visitation of Angels” at about e
Nov. 14, 1835 Smith’s conversation with age fourteen: it does not account establishing the later
Erastus Holmes. 8 ¢ Father-and-Son scene.
narrate the event.
Church history; prayer framed Two Dersonages are explicitly This is the familiar canonical
h L identified as the Father and the . -
1838 around which church to join Son: the instruction is to ioin narrative and the decisive
amid religious excitement. ’ I J theological claim.
none of the existing churches.
Wentworth letter / published Two glorlous personages; .the ’Ihe public story is now stated
1842 summa rejection of existing sects is in the form that became central
Ty repeated. to modern LDS identity.

1. The earliest account: a plea for mercy, not the familiar two-personage

revelation

In the 1832 account, Smith describes himself as “convicted of my Sins.” He says he mourned over his own
sins and the sins of the world, “cried unto the Lord for mercy,” and that “the Lord heard my cry in the
wilderness.” He then writes: “the Lord opened the heavens upon me and I saw the Lord.”

“I cried unto the Lord for mercy for there was none else to whom I could go and obtain
mercy.”

That is the language of a young man seeking forgiveness. It is not the familiar account in which the Father
introduces the Son, the Son speaks, and the two announce the corruption of all existing churches. The
1832 account does not expressly identify two distinct personages as God the Father and Jesus Christ
appearing together. That omission is not a trivial detail when the later institution treats the two-personage
appearance as the foundational revelation.

Defenders may respond that Smith was writing a short autobiographical account focused on his
conversion and forgiveness, not composing a full history of the Restoration. That is possible as an
explanation of emphasis. But it is not a magic solvent. The 1832 account is the earliest written account,
and it presents a materially different center of gravity. A reader should not be asked to pretend that the
familiar canonical scene is plainly present when the text does not plainly say it.

2. November 1835: successive personages, forgiveness, and angels

The November 9, 1835 journal entry supplies a different narrative. Smith describes a pillar of fire, a
personage appearing within it, and another personage appearing soon afterward. The second tells him his
sins are forgiven and testifies that Jesus Christ is the Son of God. Smith also reports seeing many angels.
Yet the account does not explicitly identify the two personages as God the Father and Jesus Christ, nor
does it reproduce the canonical introduction, “This is my beloved Son, hear him.”

Then, on November 14, the journal briefly summarizes Smith’s conversation with Erastus Holmes and
refers to the event as his “first visitation of Angels.” This is not a full narrative and should not be inflated
into one. Still, it is another contemporary description that does not give the familiar, fully articulated
Father-and-Son formulation.

The point is cumulative. The earliest written account says “the Lord.” The fuller 1835 account describes
successive personages without identifying them as Father and Son and includes angels. The short
November 14 entry calls the experience a visitation of angels. The later canonical account names the
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Father and Son and makes their message the repudiation of the existing churches. These are consequential
developments in the telling of the event.

3. The 1838 account: the story becomes the foundation of the Restoration

In the 1838 history, Smith’s prayer is framed around a different immediate question: which church should
he join? The account identifies two personages and gives the famous declaration: “This is my beloved Son,
hear him.” Smith says he asked which sect was right and was told to join none of them, because they were
all wrong and their creeds were an abomination.

This version does more than add names to an earlier description. It supplies the decisive theological
warrant for a new religious authority. The vision is no longer chiefly a personal encounter in which a
penitent seeks mercy; it is the event in which heaven rejects the churches and authorizes the Restoration’s
origin story. That is precisely why the differences matter. They concern the message and significance of the
alleged revelation, not merely the color of the trees or the time of day.

4. Did Smith already believe the churches were wrong?

One of the sharpest tensions appears when the 1832 and 1838 accounts are placed side by side. In 1832,
Smith says that by searching the Scriptures he concluded “there was no society or denomination that built
upon the Gospel of Jesus Christ as recorded in the new testament.” In the 1838 account, he says that
before the vision “it had never entered into my heart that all were wrong.”

1832: “There was no society or denomination that built upon the Gospel of Jesus Christ as
recorded in the new testament.”

1838: “It had never entered into my heart that all were wrong.”

The obvious question is unavoidable: had Smith already concluded that no denomination was built on the
New Testament gospel, or had it never entered his heart that all were wrong? The statements are not
identical in wording, and a defender can attempt to distinguish “not built upon the gospel” from “all
wrong.” But that distinction does not erase the tension; it merely proposes a reconciliation that must be
argued rather than assumed.

The larger problem is that the 1838 account places the rejection of all churches at the center of the divine
message, while the 1832 account says Smith had already reached a sweeping judgment by searching
Scripture. If the later account is a clarification, why does it make the prior state of Smith’s understanding
sound so different? If the earlier account is incomplete, then the first written account omits the very
revelation later presented as the decisive beginning of the Restoration. Either way, the documentary
record deserves scrutiny—not a demand for automatic deference.

5. The revival chronology: the 1820 setting and the 1824-25 evidence

The 1838 narrative situates Smith’s religious confusion amid an unusual revival in the Palmyra area in the
spring of 1820. It describes religious excitement spreading among Methodists, Baptists, and Presbyterians,
with substantial competition and conversions. This setting is important because it supplies the historical
trigger for Smith’s prayer.

Wesley P. Walters tested the claimed setting against contemporary Methodist, Baptist, and Presbyterian
records, denominational reports, and local history. He argued that the substantial Palmyra-area revival
matching the 1838 description belongs to 1824—25, not 1820, and that the records do not show a
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comparable local revival in 1820. That creates a serious chronological problem: the revival described as
prompting the First Vision appears to fit a later period.

This dispute should be stated accurately. LDS historians have challenged Walters’s use of negative
evidence and have pointed to religious activity elsewhere in the region, including Methodist meetings and
camp meetings. Ann Taves’s 2020 review surveys competing possibilities: some broader religious activity
in 1820, the well-documented 1824—25 Palmyra revival, or a blending of memories from more than one
period. The evidence does not justify pretending that every detail of the chronology is settled beyond
dispute.

But the qualification does not rescue the 1838 narrative. The specific local revival scene described there is
not securely corroborated in Palmyra records for 1820, while a much better documented revival occurred
in 1824—25. If Smith’s later narrative has fused events from different years, the chronology of the
foundational revelation has been materially reconstructed. If defenders insist the account is exact, they
must explain why its described setting is so difficult to locate in the contemporary record. Either way, the
burden remains.

6. The story’s delayed public appearance

The publication history adds another layer. Smith’s 1832 account remained private and unpublished. The
1835 accounts were journal entries, not public declarations setting out the origin of the Restoration. Oliver
Cowdery’s 1834—35 history of the Church, produced with information from Smith, does not recount the
familiar 1820 grove appearance of the Father and Son. Instead, it describes an angelic messenger in a
different setting and associates the episode with a later revival chronology.

The earliest published account of the First Vision of Deity was Orson Pratt’s pamphlet, A[n] Interesting
Account of Several Remarkable Visions, published in 1840. Smith’s own 1838 history appeared in print in
1842 in the Times and Seasons. The two earlier Smith accounts were not generally available to Church
members until historians rediscovered and published them in the 1960s. The LDS Church’s own Gospel
Topics essay acknowledges that the earlier accounts were unpublished and “generally forgotten” until that
rediscovery.

This does not prove that Smith never spoke orally about an experience before 1840. It would be careless to
claim that no one had ever heard him tell anything about it. But it does establish something historically
important: the now-defining First Vision was not given general circulation in the 1830s through the
surviving contemporary Church publications and histories. James B. Allen, an LDS historian, made
precisely that point in his 1966 study of the vision’s significance in Mormon thought.

That delayed prominence matters. A story now treated as the opening revelation of the Restoration was
not the publicly emphasized origin account in the movement’s earliest decade. Its later centrality
developed over time. That history does not, by itself, prove invention; it does make the claim of an
unchanging, universally recognized foundational event harder to sustain.

7. Why the cumulative case matters

A common LDS defense is that the accounts were written for different audiences and emphasized different
aspects of the same experience. That response has some explanatory force. People do summarize events
differently. A private account may stress forgiveness; a public history may stress the origin of a religious
movement. Differences in emphasis are not automatically contradictions.

But the defense becomes inadequate when it is used as a blanket excuse. The issues here are not merely
different emphases. They include: (1) whether the visitors are described as “the Lord,” two successive but
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unidentified personages, or explicitly the Father and the Son; (2) whether the central purpose is personal
forgiveness or a decision about which church to join; (3) whether the rejection of all denominations was
already Smith’s conclusion from Scripture or a truth first disclosed in the vision; (4) whether the reported
revival setting fits 1820 or reflects the better-documented 1824—25 revival; and (5) why the familiar
account did not appear in Smith’s own published history until 1842.

A defender may offer a separate explanation for each point. But the cumulative burden cannot be wished
away by repeating that different accounts naturally contain different details. The question is whether the
differences can be reconciled without rewriting the documents or importing assumptions that the
documents themselves do not state. A foundational revelation from the Father and the Son should not
require a chain of speculative repairs before its basic content can be identified.

8. The theological issue: a claim about God, not merely a disputed memory

The First Vision is especially consequential because Mormonism does not merely claim that Joseph Smith
had a moving religious experience. It claims that he encountered the Father and the Son and received
divine direction that repudiated the existing churches. That claim carries theological consequences. It
functions as a warrant for Smith’s authority, for the Restoration, and for a religious system that departs
radically from historic Christian teaching about the nature of God.

In historic Christian usage, a theological cult is not simply a group whose members are sincere or whose
practices are unfamiliar. The term identifies a movement that claims Christian identity while departing at
foundational points from the historic, creedal understanding of Christianity—especially concerning God,
Christ, revelation, and salvation. Mormonism’s own distinctive claims about the Godhead, exaltation, and
continuing prophetic authority place it outside orthodox, historic Christian theology. That is a theological
classification, not a claim that every Latter-day Saint is insincere, unintelligent, or morally deficient.

The First Vision is central to that larger problem. If the Father and Son appeared as Smith later described,
then Mormonism asks Christians to accept a revelation that repudiates the churches that had preserved
and confessed the historic Christian faith. Yet the documentary trail for that revelation is unstable. The
earliest account does not plainly present the later canonical scene; the 1835 accounts develop the narrative
without the final identification; the 1838 account supplies the decisive Father-and-Son formulation; the
prior-understanding statements are in tension; the revival chronology is disputed; and the story’s public
prominence comes later.

Mormonism therefore faces a dilemma of its own making. If the First Vision is the indispensable divine
event that Hinckley said it is, then its historical instability is a foundational problem. If the differences are
dismissed as unimportant, then the Church’s insistence that this particular event is the decisive warrant
for its exclusive authority becomes difficult to explain. The movement cannot simultaneously demand that
the First Vision be treated as the pivotal event in Christian history and ask that its changing descriptions
be treated as inconsequential.

Conclusion: the claims collapse under their own weight

The case against the First Vision does not rest on one missing newspaper report, one disputed revival date,
or one difference in wording. It rests on the convergence of the evidence: the 1832 account’s emphasis on
mercy and “the Lord”; the 1835 account’s successive and unidentified personages; the additional reference
to a “visitation of Angels”; the 1838 account’s explicit Father-and-Son scene and rejection of all churches;
the tension between Smith’s stated prior conclusions; the disputed 1820 revival setting; and the delayed
publication and later elevation of the familiar story.
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None of these facts should be hidden behind the slogan that multiple accounts naturally vary. The
variations must be examined, and the proposed reconciliations must be tested against the actual words.
When that is done, the record does not provide a stable, contemporaneously public, consistently described
account of the event that now bears the weight of Mormonism’s claim to be the restored Church of Jesus
Christ.

Hinckley supplied the standard: either Joseph spoke with the Father and the Son, or the movement is a
sham and a delusion. The documentary record gives compelling reasons to reject the later canonical story
as a reliable account of a literal 1820 appearance. And once the foundational revelation fails, the authority
built upon it loses its foundation.

This is why the issue is larger than an argument over Joseph Smith’s memory. Mormonism asks the world
to accept extraordinary claims about God, Christ, revelation, and the restoration of divine authority. But
its own foundational narrative changes in material ways, its chronology is contested by the historical
record, and its public prominence emerges later than its modern centrality would lead one to expect. The
problem is not that critics have imposed an unreasonable standard. The problem is that Mormonism has
made claims so sweeping that the evidence cannot carry their weight. In the end, the system breaks under
the weight of its own claims.

Endnotes

1. Gordon B. Hinckley, “My Beloved Leaders My Dear Brethren And...,” address at the October 1961
General Conference, Third Day Afternoon Meeting, 1 October 1961, in Conference Report (October
1961), 116. The complete passage includes: “I would like to say that this cause is either true or false.
Either this is the kingdom of God, or it is a sham and a delusion. Either Joseph talked with the Father
and the Son, or he did not. If he did not, we are engaged in blasphemy.”

2. “Accounts of Joseph Smith’s First Vision,” The Joseph Smith Papers, Church Historian’s Press,
https://www.josephsmithpapers.org/site/accounts-of-the-first-vision. This project identifies the
principal firsthand accounts and distinguishes the November 14, 1835 journal summary.

3. Joseph Smith, “History, circa Summer 1832,” in The Joseph Smith Papers, Histories, Volume 1: Joseph
Smith Histories, 1832—-1844, ed. Karen Lynn Davidson et al. (Salt Lake City: Church Historian’s Press,
2012), 11-14.

4. Joseph Smith, Journal, 9—11 November 1835, in The Joseph Smith Papers, Journals, Volume 1: 1832—
1839, ed. Dean C. Jessee, Mark Ashurst-McGee, and Richard L. Jensen (Salt Lake City: Church
Historian’s Press, 2008), 88—89. See also Steven C. Harper, “The Earliest Documented Accounts of
Joseph Smith’s First Vision,” Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young University.

5. Joseph Smith, Journal, 14 November 1835, in The Joseph Smith Papers, Journals, Volume 1: 1832—
1839, 89. The entry summarizes Smith’s account to Erastus Holmes as extending “up to the time I
received the first visitation of Angels” at about age fourteen; it does not narrate the vision itself.

6. Joseph Smith—History 1:5—20, especially 1:18—20. The 1838 history was begun in April 1838 and later
copied and edited by scribes; it was canonized in the Pearl of Great Price.

7. For the contrast, compare Joseph Smith, “History, circa Summer 1832,” with Joseph Smith—History
1:18-19. The 1832 manuscript says Smith concluded by searching Scripture that no society or
denomination was built upon the New Testament gospel; the 1838 account says it had “never entered
into my heart that all were wrong.”

8. Wesley P. Walters, “New Light on Mormon Origins from the Palmyra Revival,” Dialogue: A Journal of
Mormon Thought 4, no. 1 (Spring 1969): 60—81. Walters argues from contemporary Methodist,
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Baptist, and Presbyterian records that the revival described in the 1838 account fits 1824—25 rather
than 1820.

9. Ann Taves, “First Vision Controversies: Implications for Accounts of Mormon Origins,” BYU Studies
Quarterly 59, no. 2 (2020): 73—94. Taves surveys competing chronologies, including broader 1820
religious activity, the 1824—25 Palmyra revival, and the possibility that Smith’s later account blended
memories from different periods.

10. The Joseph Smith Papers, “Accounts of Joseph Smith’s First Vision.” It identifies Orson Pratt’s A[n]
Interesting Account of Several Remarkable Visions (1840) as the earliest published account of the
vision of Deity; Smith’s own history / Wentworth account appeared in 1842.

11. “First Vision Accounts,” Gospel Topics Essays, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints,
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/gospel-topics-essays/first-vision-
accounts?lang=eng. The essay acknowledges that the 1832 and 1835 accounts were unpublished and
generally forgotten until their rediscovery and publication by LDS historians in the 1960s.

12. James B. Allen, “The Significance of Joseph Smith’s ‘First Vision’ in Mormon Thought,” Dialogue: A
Journal of Mormon Thought 1, no. 3 (Autumn 1966): 29—45, especially 31—33. Allen observed that the
story was not given general circulation in the 1830s. See also Jerald and Sandra Tanner, The Changing
World of Mormonism (Salt Lake City: Utah Lighthouse Ministry, 1980), 150.

13. Jerald and Sandra Tanner, The Changing World of Mormonism (Salt Lake City: Utah Lighthouse
Ministry, 1980), 148—50, 166—70. These pages reproduce LDS leader statements about the First
Vision’s importance and discuss the accounts, publication history, and revival chronology. Their
conclusions are critical interpretations; the primary documents and Walters/Taves studies should be
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