
Traveling to Kirtland

F inally, in late April 1835, W. W. Phelps was ready to depart for Kirtland. Spring 
had come, and traveling would be much easier. He had wanted to leave several 

months earlier, but the needs of his family and those of the Zion Saints kept tugging at 
him. One need was of prime importance: Phelps’s wife Sally had given birth to a daughter, 
Lydia, in their home in Liberty on March 14.1 A few weeks later, when all of the family 
were doing well, William and Sally decided that their eldest son, Waterman, now twelve 
years old, would accompany his father east. The rest of the family would remain in Liberty.

Waterman could follow in his father’s footsteps by learning the printer’s trade in the 
church’s new Kirtland printing office as a “printer’s devil,” an apprentice who fulfilled such 
tasks as mixing tubs of ink and fetching type. Indeed, Phelps had learned the printer’s 
craft the same way when he was young.

Another reason Phelps waited until late April was to allow his close associate in the 
ministry, John Whitmer, to prepare his wife and young daughter for the journey. Some-
time earlier they had decided to travel together. They chose the fastest route available to 
them in that era: water travel virtually the entire way.

They left Liberty on Saturday, April 25, and on Sunday boarded the steamer Siam 
on the Missouri River and headed downstream for St. Louis. They spent two days in the 
city and then proceeded by steamboat down the Mississippi and then up the Ohio River. 
On May 8 they arrived at Portsmouth, Ohio, where they transferred to a boat that would 
carry them up the Ohio Canal to Cleveland. The latter part of the journey lasted until 
Saturday, May 16. About five o’ clock that evening the weary travelers arrived in Kirtland, 
where the Prophet and his associates warmly received them.2 “Our passage from Missouri 
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to Kirtland was not as quick as it might have been, but I thank the Lord that we got here 
safe,” reported Phelps in a letter to Sally.3

William and Waterman were taken in by Joseph and Emma Smith as boarders. On 
the morning after their arrival, they attended Sabbath meetings with the Saints and 
rejoiced in the reunion with many friends.4

Church Leadership Structure in Kirtland

Early the next week Joseph Smith called a council of the “presidents” of the church who 
were in Kirtland. This council consisted first of Joseph Smith, Oliver Cowdery, Sidney 
Rigdon, and Frederick G. Williams of the presidency of the high priesthood. (Smith, 
Rigdon, and Williams served simultaneously as the Ohio high council presidency.) Oliver 
Cowdery had been ordained as assistant president on December 5, 1834, in fulfillment 

Phelps lived with Joseph and Emma Smith near the printing office and the temple. Map by Brandon S. Plewe.
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of a promise given back in May 1829. In this position, Cowdery was authorized to assist 
Joseph Smith in presiding over the whole church and would rank in the presidency above 
Rigdon and Williams.5 The Missouri high council presidency—David Whitmer, W. W. 
Phelps, and John Whitmer—would also now be part of this “council of presidents.” 
Finally, two other brethren who had been called and ordained as “presidents” the previous 
December 6 were now members of the council as well. These were the Prophet’s brother 
Hyrum Smith and his father, Joseph Smith Sr.6

Phelps spent eleven months in Kirtland, from May 1835 to April 1836. At least 
weekly, he would join in council meetings with the presidents. Occasionally, one or more 
of these would be absent because of assignments elsewhere or ill health. During this his-
torical period, this council of presidents was the governing body of the entire church.7 
Phelps had already developed a powerful bond of friendship with Joseph Smith, Oliver 
Cowdery, and John Whitmer and a good working relationship with David Whitmer, 
Sidney Rigdon, and Frederick G. Williams. Phelps and Williams would become close 
friends while working together daily in the church’s dedicated printing building, which 
also served as a meeting place for the council of the presidents. Before departing Kirtland 
eleven months hence, President Phelps would share immensely intimate and uplifting 
spiritual seasons with each of these men.

Other important church offices had been created in recent months. The Twelve Apos-
tles were first called and ordained in February 1835, while Phelps was still in Missouri. 
At this juncture, the Twelve did not preside over the whole church under the First Presi-
dency. Joseph Smith informed the apostles on May 2 that they would not preside in the 
church where there were standing high councils (Kirtland, Ohio, and Clay County, Mis-
souri). They would, however, have authority to preside over branches and conduct official 
business elsewhere in the church.8 The apostles all went on missions to regulate branches 
in the United States and Canada and to supervise other missionary elders. The first sev-
enties, along with seven presidents of the Seventy, were likewise called and ordained on 
February 28 and March 1, 1835. The Seventy served as missionaries under the direc-
tion of the Twelve.9 Not until September would Phelps have significant interaction with 
members of the Twelve and the Seventy.

W. W. Phelps was acquainted with nearly each man who had been called to the Twelve 
and the Seventy. Most of them had marched with Zion’s Camp, and he had connected 
with them at least for two weeks in June and July the previous year. Phelps knew rather 
well six of the Twelve—Parley P. Pratt, Orson Pratt, William E. McLellin, Thomas B. 
Marsh, David W. Patten, and Orson Hyde. The two Pratts, McLellin, and Marsh each 
had lived in Zion, at least some of the time, and had contributed significantly to the 
growth and strength of the church there. Patten had twice visited Missouri and conferred 
with Phelps and the other leaders in Zion. Phelps had actually known Marsh since 1830. 
Both had resided in Canandaigua, New York, when they were contemplating joining the 
Mormons.10 Phelps had labored side by side with Hyde in preparing redress petitions for 
the Missouri Saints against the Jackson County mob and in going to Jefferson City to 
negotiate with Governor Daniel Dunklin and other officials.
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The first page of the Latter Day Saints’ Messenger and Advocate in Kirtland. Phelps helped edit this periodical and 
published numerous articles and hymns in it.
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As the Twelve Apostles and Phelps grew older, Phelps would have a much greater 
association with each member of the Twelve, and each member in turn would have an 
enormous impact on his life. Phelps and the Twelve would be together in the Hebrew 
School in early 1836; in the events leading up to the dedication of the Kirtland Temple 
and the associated solemn assemblies from January through April 1836; in northern Mis-
souri from 1837 to 1839; in Nauvoo from 1841 to 1846; throughout the westward migra-
tion across the plains; and in Utah for the rest of his life.

Early Labors in Kirtland

Now that William W. Phelps and John Whitmer were in Kirtland, new assignments were 
in order. Joseph Smith relieved Oliver Cowdery as editor of the Messenger and Advocate 
so that Cowdery could labor closely as the Prophet’s chief scribe and counselor and also 
direct the publication of the Doctrine and Covenants. John Whitmer, who had assisted 
both Phelps and Cowdery with The Evening and the Morning Star in Missouri, became 
editor of the Messenger and Advocate. Frederick G. Williams, who also ran the church’s 
printing business in Kirtland, had already assumed editorship of the Northern Times, a 
secular and political newspaper the church had started in February to show support for 
President Andrew Jackson’s Democratic Party. The church thereby was hoping to curry 
favor with the Jackson administration and be restored to its lands in Jackson County, 
Missouri. Phelps assisted in editing the Northern Times and was particularly helpful given 
his political background.11 He significantly assisted John Whitmer in editing the Messen-
ger and Advocate.12 Phelps, with his vast printing and publishing experience, was called 
immediately to assist with the Doctrine and Covenants project.13 As time went on, Phelps 
received numerous other assignments in Kirtland.

As the months progressed, Phelps and Cowdery worked together most of the time. 
They were already dear friends. In Kirtland they worked harmoniously together, as they 
had done in Independence. Both wrote for the Messenger and Advocate and the Northern 
Times and helped coordinate the printing office. They wrote a series of “letters” to each 
other (twelve by Phelps and eight by Cowdery) that were published in the Messenger 
and Advocate. Each letter was highly historical and doctrinal in nature, and the series has 
proven to be of immense worth to historians and others.14 The pair led the way from May 
to August in bringing the first edition of the Doctrine and Covenants to fruition. And 
both labored at Joseph Smith’s side as scribes once the Egyptian papyri arrived in Kirtland 
in late June. (The story of the papyri and the Book of Abraham is told in chapter 16.) Both 
Cowdery and Phelps participated in a major way in the governing council of presidents.

Two days after his arrival in Kirtland, Phelps wrote the first of many long letters 
from there to his wife in Liberty. He missed her and the children greatly. Through his 
letters he gave counsel to Sally and the children, sent messages to other people in Zion, 
and recorded some of his most exciting and sacred experiences with Joseph Smith and 
other leaders. As the months went by, Phelps could see that these letters would constitute 
a valuable historical collection. “I have told you once or twice to take all my letters that I 
have written to you and lock them up. I want to make a book of them,” he instructed Sally 
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several months into his experience in Kirtland. “My letters are my private Journal.”15 He 
also noted in December 1835, “According to my daily custom [I] prayed in secret for my 
family & the church.”16

During his first week in Kirtland, Phelps composed his “Letter No. 7,” a continuation 
of the series of historical letters that he and Oliver Cowdery were exchanging for pur-
poses of publication in the Messenger and Advocate. Phelps expressed his personal desire 
to gather souls for the day when the earth would be purified. The kingdom of God, he 
boldly declared, was the stone cut out of the mountain foretold by Daniel and in due time 
“shall have covered the face of the earth; till, by the power of God, it shall have become 
terrible as an army with banners.” To Phelps the millennial day was definitely near, and he 
was grateful to be part of the last preparations in such close proximity with the Prophet.17 
Phelps would go on to write five more such letters in successive months for inclusion in 
the Messenger and Advocate.

Phelps excitedly wrote Sally of his impressions of Kirtland and how it had changed 
remarkably since they were last there, in October 1831. Large numbers of people attended 
the Sunday meetings. Missionary elders frequently came and went. Numerous commodi-
ties and livestock were bought and sold. “Our brethren are so poor and hard for money 
that it would have been more than I could have done to maintain my family,” he observed. 
“They keep the Word of Wisdom18 in Kirtland,” he also noted with admiration. “They 
drink cold water, and don’t even mention tea and coffee; they pray night and morning and 
everything seems to say: Behold the Lord is nigh.”19

Phelps reported an unusual discourse delivered by the Prophet on May 31. “Presi-
dent Smith preached last Sabbath and I gave him the text: ‘This is my beloved son: hear 
ye him!’ He preached one of the greatest sermons I ever heard; it was about 3 1/2 hours 
long—and unfolded more mysteries than I can write at this time.”20 This obscure refer-
ence lends credence to the notion that Joseph Smith from time to time publicly referred 
to his sacred First Vision experience, wherein he beheld the Father and the Son in 1820.21

Evidently, Phelps’s close proximity to Joseph Smith allowed him the highly esteemed 
privilege of picking up on many new “mysteries.” In one of his first letters to Sally, on May 
26, 1835, he exulted, “A new idea, Sally, if you and I continue faithful to the end, we are 
certain to be one in the Lord throughout eternity; this is one of the most glorious con-
solations we can have in the flesh.”22 This was only the first of a long list of references in 
Phelps’s letters to the Prophet’s marriage teachings in 1835 and 1836. This note to Sally is 
probably the first Mormon historical reference to Joseph Smith’s teachings on the eternal 
nature of the marriage covenant.

William truly loved Sally and his seven children and missed them terribly. Most of his 
extant letters to his wife in 1835 and 1836 contain expressions of love, devotion, concern, 
and counsel to his family.23

Whenever the “council of the Presidency” met to conduct business, Phelps usually 
served as clerk. For example, when a Reverend John Hewitt arrived in Kirtland in early 
June, the presidency had a long conversation with him. Hewitt claimed to represent the 
Irvingites, or the Catholic Apostolic Church, as yet a small denomination from Britain 
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that believed in the imminent coming of Christ and in latter-day apostles and prophets.24 
The Irvingites had learned of the Mormons from one of the church’s publications that had 
found its way to Britain. The Irvingites had thus presumed that the Lord had raised up 
a people in America the same as in Britain. Hewitt had come specifically to Kirtland, he 
said, to see the Mormons for himself. But, according to John Whitmer, Mr. Hewitt “did 
not obey the gospel neither would he investigate the matter. Thus ended the mission of 
mr. Hewet.”25 Phelps, as clerk of the presidency, wrote Hewitt a follow-up letter.26

Another example of Phelps’s clerk work for the presidents was a letter he composed 
that was signed personally by Joseph Smith to “President John M. Burk” in Liberty, 
Missouri. Burk was left in charge of conducting many affairs in Clay County. The letter 
instructed Burk and other elders in Zion as well as priests, teachers, and deacons in the 
Aaronic Priesthood. They were not to hold any church courts while the Missouri presi-
dency was absent, but rather they were to care for the Saints in all their daily temporal and 
spiritual concerns.27 Phelps then expanded on this letter and wrote a piece for the Mes-
senger and Advocate entitled “To the Saints Scattered Abroad,” giving the same general 
admonitions.28 As clerk, Phelps also penned a letter on June 15 in behalf of Joseph Smith. 
Addressed to “brethren in the Lord,” it requested funds to underwrite the publication of 
the “New Translation” of the Bible.29

Phelps assisted his friend John Whitmer in editing his first edition ( June 1835) of 
the Messenger and Advocate by compiling news, writing articles, and submitting two new 
hymns. Both hymns achieved immediate as well as long-lasting popularity with the Saints. 
They were entitled “Adam-ondi-Ahman” and “Sabbath Hymn” (or “Gently raise the sacred 
strain / For the Sabbath’s come again”).30 In successive months, Phelps contributed to 
the Messenger and Advocate with articles on doctrine, early Mormon history, commen-
tary on current events, and several published hymns. His writings have illuminated early 
Mormonism for twentieth- and twenty-first-century readers. They also provide a partial 
window into Phelps’s soul and personality that shows how zealous and fastidious he was.

There was at least one glitch in Phelps’s relationship with Joseph Smith in 1835. In 
early November, Smith was caught up with numerous knotty church disciplinary issues 
that brought out contention among some of the leading brethren. Smith received a series 
of revelations that condemned the behavior and attitude of some of them, including 
Phelps.31

Doctrine and Covenants

Since his arrival in May, Phelps worked consistently on the first edition of the Doctrine 
and Covenants. Nearly each day, Phelps worked for a few hours with Joseph Smith in the 
Prophet’s office in the printing building, where they arranged revelations for inclusion in 
the Doctrine and Covenants. This proved to be one of Phelps’s more significant labors 
while in Kirtland.

The brethren had earlier changed the name of the compilation from the “Book of 
Commandments” to “Doctrine and Covenants.” The “Lectures on Faith” to be included in 
the publication signified “doctrine,” and the revelations represented “covenants” in the new 
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title. The Lectures on Faith is a set of seven lectures that were delivered to the School of the 
Elders, often also known as the School of the Prophets, in Kirtland the previous winter. 32 
Sidney Rigdon is now acknowledged as the chief author of the Lectures on Faith.33 (These 
lectures were subsequently removed from the Doctrine and Covenants in 1921.)

Source documents for revelations to be included in the “covenants” portion of the Doc-
trine and Covenants are found in Revelation Book 1 and Revelation Book 2, handwritten 
manuscript books that are located in the Church History Library of The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints in Salt Lake City, Utah. Oliver Cowdery and John Whitmer 
had taken the first manuscript book from Kirtland to Missouri in January 1832. This was 
the source for the Book of Commandments. Sadly, nearly all the page proofs of that nearly 
published volume were destroyed in Jackson County mob action in July 1833. Revelation 
Book 1 was almost entirely in the handwriting of John Whitmer, who had been assigned 
to the recording task before delivering that book to Missouri. (Whitmer saved this manu-
script book from destruction.) The second book of revelation manuscripts was begun 
in 1832 in Kirtland. Revelation Book 2 is mostly in the hand of Frederick G. Williams, 
Joseph Smith’s then chief scribe after Whitmer had gone to Missouri. Oliver Cowdery 
and Orson Hyde also penned some of the manuscripts in the second book.34 Revelation 
Book 2 also contains additional revelations to Joseph Smith from 1832 to 1835.

The brethren edited these manuscripts for publication. Handwritten editorial notes 
from Oliver Cowdery, William W. Phelps, Sidney Rigdon, John Whitmer, Frederick G. 
Williams, and Joseph Smith appear in both revelation books. Phelps’s most important 
contributions were to provide necessary punctuation and capitalization improvements, 
to give numbers to the sections (sections were used instead of chapters, as had been the 
case for the Book of Commandments), and to provide the versification for many of the 
sections.35 Phelps and Cowdery likely did final editing for the Lectures on Faith as well.36

Almost daily Phelps worked with Cowdery in the printing office supervising the 
setting of type for the Doctrine and Covenants. Concerning those who worked with them, 
Phelps wrote, “We have, when all are in the office, three apprentices, and four journey-
men.”37 Waterman Phelps would have been one of the young apprentices. All the while, 
Joseph Smith and other leaders solicited funds from numerous branches of the church 
to underwrite this sacred publication. By mid-June the book was in press. The printing 
was finished in early August, and the pages were sent to Cleveland for binding since the 
church did not yet own a bindery. Phelps and Cowdery were surely pleased that their 
assignment to publish Joseph Smith’s revelations had finally come to fruition after consid-
erable personal sacrifice. Their initial intent to publish the Prophet’s revelations had been 
thwarted by enemies in Missouri.

On Monday morning, August 17, a “general assembly” convened in Kirtland to 
present the finished Doctrine and Covenants (minus the binding) to the general church 
membership for their sustaining vote and to celebrate the successful completion of the 
valuable text. Joseph Smith and Frederick G. Williams of the presidency were absent from 
the meeting; they had gone to visit Saints in Michigan. The Twelve Apostles were also gone 
from Kirtland on missions. Oliver Cowdery and Sidney Rigdon of the presidency presided 
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A page from the Messenger and Advocate detailing the proceedings of the general assembly.
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at the special convocation. This conference was obviously a solemn assembly because 
those attending were seated according to the quorums and presidencies they represented. 
Phelps and John Whitmer, for example, sat at the head of the Missouri standing high 
council, whose members were present. Missouri church president David Whitmer was 
absent conducting financial business for the church in the East.38

President Phelps arose by prearrangement early in the conference and “bore record 
that the book presented to the assembly was true.” Several other priesthood leaders rep-
resenting the Saints in both Ohio and Missouri followed with their testimonies. Phelps 
read the written testimony of the Twelve Apostles, which was actually originally the elders’ 
testimony of the Book of Commandments in 1831.39 (This “Testimony of the Twelve” has 
appeared in the introduction to all editions of the Doctrine and Covenants since 1921.) 
The general assembly, by a unanimous vote, accepted the labors of the committee.40

Two additional documents were presented to the Saints in the conference. Presi-
dent Phelps read a statement explaining the church’s stand on marriage, and President 
Cowdery read a statement on “Governments and Laws in General.” Both were “accepted 
and adopted and ordered to be printed in said book, by a unanimous vote.”41 The latter 
document still appears today in the Doctrine and Covenants as section 134. Although 
Cowdery is traditionally credited with authoring both documents,42 the articles were 
probably coauthored by Cowdery and Phelps. As “presidents,” both men worked together 
daily on printing and publishing the Doctrine and Covenants under the direction of 
Joseph Smith. Both understood the Prophet’s thoughts on marriage and governments. 
Both had witnessed and marveled at Joseph Smith’s stirring discourse on June 21, 1835, 
on the patriarchal order of marriage. The subject of marriage appeared frequently in both 
men’s correspondence that summer. Phelps probably understood the role and workings of 
government as well as any member of the church at that time, including Oliver Cowdery. 
For example, Phelps helped edit the political newspaper the Northern Times. Since both 
men were fond of each other and enjoyed working together, and since both had an intense 
interest in the church’s policy on marriage and governments, it is only natural that they 
would have collaborated on both projects. In any event, Cowdery and Phelps presented 
these documents before the general assembly.43

The statement on marriage declared “that all marriages in this Church of Christ of 
Latter Day Saints should be solemnized in a public meeting, or feast, prepared for that 
purpose.” It then outlined the solemnization procedure and a suggested wording for the 
marriage ceremony as it would be performed by proper church authorities. In obvious 
response to charges then being circulated in Ohio, the statement explained, “Inasmuch as 
this Church of Christ has been reproached with the crime of fornication and polygamy, 
we declare that we believe that one man should have one wife, and one woman but one 
husband, except in case of death, when either is at liberty to marry again.”44 Joseph Smith 
and his close associates would not be ready for many years to acknowledge the Prophet’s 
entrance into plurality of wives, even though evidence now suggests that 1835 is the year 
that he entered into polygamy.45
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Some of the bound copies of the Doctrine and Covenants from the Cleveland bindery 
arrived in Kirtland the second week in September. Immediately, Brother Phelps wrote to 
Missouri, “We got some of the Commandments from Cleveland last week; I shall try to 
send one hundred copies to the Saints this fall by Br. Wm Tippets. He starts next week. I 
know there will be one hundred Saints who will have their dollar ready, when he arrives. 
. . . I would not be without one for five dollars.”46

Phelps explained in his same letter that a cost of one dollar was placed on each book 
so that those who worked on its publishing could retrieve a little of their lost income due 
to the destruction of the W. W. Phelps & Co. printing house in Independence. He also 
wrote Sally that he was sending copies of the book for her as well as for the three oldest 
daughters: Sabrina, Mehitabel, and Sarah. “I pray God, that [they] maybe made good 
use of for the truth’s sake.”47 Later in January 1836, after the copies of the book arrived in 
Missouri, Phelps urged the Missouri Saints to “learn their duty from the Revelations. We 
must live by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God, and not by what is written 
by man or is spoken by man.”48

A Collection of Sacred Hymns

W. W. Phelps took a leading role in producing the church’s first hymnbook. On Sep-
tember  11 he wrote Sally, “I am now revising hymns for a hymn book.”49 Three days 
later presi dency meeting minutes read, “It was further decided that Sister Emma Smith 
proceed to make a selection of Sacred Hymns, according to the revelation; and that Presi-
dent W. W. Phelps be appointed to revise and arrange them for printing.”50 This was not a 
new assignment for Phelps. Back in Independence, Missouri, in May 1832, Joseph Smith 
had directed Phelps to “correct and print the hymns” selected by Emma Smith in fulfill-
ment of revelation (D&C 25). Phelps composed many pieces for that original hymnal, 
but the July 1833 destruction of the printing office by Missouri enemies halted the book’s 
publication. In September 1835 Joseph Smith resurrected the project and placed Phelps 
in charge of seeing it through to completion. Emma Smith is often credited with the 
authorship of A Collection of Sacred Hymns.51 Emma compiled about ten existing hymns 
by 1832 and then added more in 1835. But Emma was not able to dedicate much time to 
her assignment because of persecution, frequent moves, poverty, bearing of children, and 
household duties.

Phelps took his assignment with the hymnbook seriously. Clearly, he is the one who 
finished the book and supervised its printing and publication. He not only loved to sing 
but also enjoyed composing poetry. Beginning with the first issue of The Evening and the 
Morning Star in June 1832, and continuing through the last Missouri issue in July 1833, 
Phelps published twenty-six hymns and placed them in four categories: “Selected Hymns”, 
“Selected Poetry,” “New Hymns,” and “Songs of Zion.” The five “selected hymns” were 
likely chosen by Emma Smith and were all later included in the first hymnbook. Phelps 
was the certain author of seven “new hymns,” and he adapted or, as he was instructed, “cor-
rected” the words to several more hymns, probably in some cases also selected by Emma. 
All but one of Phelps’s compositions in Independence’s Evening and the Morning Star 
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later appeared in the first hymnal. When the Star was reissued in Kirtland in December 
1833, Phelps contributed at least four additional hymns. After the Messenger and Advo-
cate began its run in October 1834, Phelps wrote for publication the words to eleven more 
hymns. All these appear in the original hymnbook.

A Collection of Sacred Hymns bears the date 1835, but it is obvious that it was finished 
no sooner than February or early March 1836. “The Spirit of God” was first published in 
the January 1836 edition of the Messenger and Advocate and appears in the same font type 
in the hymnbook. (All other hymns were printed in a larger font.)52

The songs in this exciting new hymnbook “present a picture of the faith, commitment, 
and hopes of the early Saints, as well as the doctrinal themes that were important to them. 
.  .  . With a prophet to lead them, [the Saints] eagerly awaited new revelation and joy-
fully engaged in spreading the gospel throughout the world in order that the faithful could 
gather as one in Zion.”53

Back in November 1835, Phelps wrote Sally that Oliver Cowdery had been sent to 
New York City to purchase tools for a book bindery so that the church could be indepen-
dent of other businesses to publish its own books as well as newspapers.54 One of the first 
bound books thus put out by the church was Phelps and Emma Smith’s little hymnal.55

Phelps also authored the preface:

In order to sing by the Spirit, and with the understanding, it is necessary that the 
church of the Latter Day Saints should have a collection of “SACRED HYMNS,” 
adapted to their faith and belief in the gospel, and, as far as can be, holding forth the 
promises made to the fathers who died in the precious faith of a glorious resurrec-
tion, and a thousand years’ reign on earth with the Son of Man in his glory. Notwith-
standing the church, as it were, is still in its infancy, yet, as the song of the righteous 
is a prayer unto God, it is sincerely hoped that the following collection, selected with 
an eye single to his glory, may answer every purpose till more are composed, or till 
we are blessed with a copious variety of the songs of Zion.56

The Emma Smith–W. W. Phelps collection was a pocket-sized volume containing 
ninety hymns. No authors’ names were listed. Words were printed in stanzas without 
music. A Collection of Sacred Hymns was published in the same format as other denomina-
tions’ hymnals of that era. As would be expected, the Saints borrowed tunes from hymns 
they had known as Protestants. Approximately fifty of the hymns were chosen from other 
denominations. Emma Smith helped select these other hymns.

Phelps’s contribution was the writing of numerous Restoration-oriented hymns 
and the printing and publishing of the volume. Phelps is the author of twenty-five of 
these ninety hymns. Astoundingly, he adapted or drew from thirty-seven more hymns 
originally written by other composers. (Some of these composers, in turn, had drawn 
from yet earlier composers—a fairly common occurrence.) Some of his better-known 
compositions that appear in this hymnal are “Now Let Us Rejoice in the Day of Salva-
tion,” “Redeemer of Israel,” “O God, the Eternal Father,” “Gently Raise the Sacred Strain,” 
“Adam-ondi-Ahman,” and “The Spirit of God.”57 From the Messenger and Advocate we 
learn that both “Now Let Us Rejoice” and “The Spirit of God” were originally sung to the 
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tune of “Hosanna,” essentially the same music used presently for “The Spirit of God.”58 
Unquestionably, Phelps’s greatest legacy during this intensely spiritual period was provid-
ing hymns for the Latter-day Saints.59 

Special Blessings upon Phelps

While in Kirtland, W. W. Phelps received two significant blessings that were put into 
writing. The first was a patriarchal blessing from Joseph Smith Sr., who as the church’s 
first patriarch had started giving blessings in 1834. In 1835 “Father Smith” blessed church 
leaders and elders who were coming and going through Kirtland at this time. Phelps was 
among the first to receive such a blessing, his being rendered on Thursday, August 27:

Brother Phelps, I have seen thee, and looked upon thee, and I have sought to know 
what to say unto thee; and I continue to ask my heavenly Father to give me his spirit 
to bless thee; and I also ask him to grant thee his spirit that thy mind may expand 
and comprehend the great things that are laid up in store for thee, if thou continuest 
faithful.

The Lord has looked upon thee from all Eternity, and known all thy works and 
ways. Thou art a pure descendant of Joseph, of the blood of Ephraim. Thou art a 
“speckled bird,”60 and the Lord hath held thee up to be gazed at. Thou art a strange 
man. The Lord has given thee understanding and knowledge and wisdom, and dis-
cernment; and thou hast thought thou wast somebody; thou hast been exalted, and 
hast been lifted up: nevertheless, if thou continuest faithful, and humblest thyself, 
thou shall see great things, and have greater knowledge. Thou shalt see the city of 
Enoch and shalt gaze upon in all its glory: yes, thou shalt be exalted to the heaven; 
and thou shalt be able to comprehend all hidden mysteries which have been hid up 
from the foundation of the world; yea, thou shalt understand things that have not 
yet been revealed unto man.

I seal upon thee a father’s blessing: upon thee, and upon thy children and upon 
thy children’s children. And thy wife, who is a pure descendant of Joseph, according 
to thy blood and lineage, shall be blessed with thee.—Her life and years are as pre-
cious in the sight of the Lord, as thine, and she shall remain as thou desires.

The Lord has chosen thee for a great work, and thou shalt be instrumental in 
bringing many souls unto the Lord; yea thou shalt present them spotless before the 
Father. Seek to be humble; seek to be righteous; live holy and work righteousness, and 
thou shalt stand amid the judgment that shall fall upon the wicked, unharmed; yea, 
thou shalt live through all the scenes of the last days, till the end, and then thou shalt 
be caught from the earth, up into the clouds and meet thy Lord, as he comes in his 
glory with all his holy angels with him; even so; for I seal these blessings upon you in 
the name of Jesus Christ: Amen.61

The second was a blessing that came from the Prophet Joseph Smith himself on 
Tuesday, September 22, 1835, given in response to a special plea from Phelps. This bless-
ing follows:
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Blessed of the Lord is bro Phelps for he shall have the desires of his heart in the gift 
that pertaineth to writing the law of God and in being an instrument in writing to 
lift up an ensign to the nations.

And according to the greatness of the desires of his soul for blessings of his 
friends so shall the blessings of the Lord come upon him to the uttermost.

The Lord will chasten him because he taketh honor to himself; once when his 
soul is greatly humbled he will forsake the evil; then shall the light of the Lord break 
upon him as at noon-day, and in him shall be no darkness. So great is the glory that 
shall come upon him and blessed is his name among all nations.

He shall have part in that which coucheth beneath and it shall be revealed unto 
him things by the hand of the Lord’s anointed, that have been kept secret from the 
foundation of the world concerning the last days.

And he shall be a blessing to his posterity from generation to generation and 
shall be satisfied in beholding his enemies cut off out of the earth.

He shall be filled with a fullness of the good things of the earth: with houses, 
and with lands, with the fruit of the vine and with the fruit of the olive, and it shall 
fall on the finest of the wheat.

And because of his liberal soul, the Lord will make him rich, even with treasures 
of gold, silver, precious stones, and withal precious metals.

He shall be a wise lawyer in Israel, for he shall understand the law of the Lord 
perfectly.

And the renowned among men shall acknowledge his superior wisdom pertain-
ing to the law of the nations and kingdoms.

Behold he shall have understanding in all sciences and languages; and shall write 
and arrange many books for the good of the church; that the young may grow up in 
wisdom.

There shall remain for a memorial unto his name and the generations to come 
shall call him blessed.

His days shall be prolonged upon the land of Zion; and when he is old and 
bowed down with many years, behold he shall lift up his eyes and the heavens shall 
be opened upon him.

He shall be lifted up at the last day, and his rest shall be glorious. Amen.62

These blessings had enormous impact upon Phelps, and he would refer back to them 
often in future years.

School of the Elders

W. W. Phelps also participated in the revitalized “school of the elders” in the winter of 
1835–36 held in the House of the Lord, or Kirtland Temple, as it was nearing comple-
tion.63 On November 4 the Prophet dedicated and organized this school for missionaries 
who had been sent out earlier by the Twelve Apostles and who were returning to Kirtland 
because of winter weather conditions. Joseph Smith explained that he hoped the school 
would help the elders prepare themselves for the “glorious endowment that God has in 
store for the faithful.”64 About the same time, Phelps wrote to Sally, “The elders are coming 
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in every day from the east, almost. The school has commenced under the charge of Sidney 
Rigdon as teacher.”65

Among other things, the elders learned rudiments of ancient languages. Joseph Smith 
at this time was imbued with the desire to read “the word of the Lord in the original.” 
After Joseph narrowed the specific purpose of the school to the intense study of Hebrew, 
he stated on February 17, 1836, “I am determined to pursue the study of languages, until 
I shall become master of them, if I am permitted to live long enough. At any rate, so long 
as I do live, I am determined to make this my object; and with the blessing of God, I shall 
succeed to my satisfaction.”66

Phelps wrote to Sally, “President Cowdery has gone to New York . . . to secure some 
Hebrew books so that we may study Hebrew this winter.”67 Before church leaders found 
an acceptable Hebrew instructor, the Kirtland schooling went on in other ways. On 
December 18, Phelps wrote his wife, “Great exertions are making in schools; besides the 
Elders school, there are two evening grammar schools, and one writing school; and as 
soon as the attic rooms are completed in the Lord’s house as much as one or two more 
will commence.”68

Finally, in early January, Professor Joshua Seixas, an accomplished Hebrew instructor 
at Western Reserve College in Hudson, Portage County, Ohio, was hired to teach the 
brethren the Hebrew language.69 Phelps wrote, “The Hebrew school has commenced in 
one of the attic rooms in the Lord’s house. . . . I want to study Hebrew, and I have not as 
yet been able to begin.”70 Phelps was not able to attend the Hebrew classes as frequently 
as his fellows because of his many printing, writing, and editing duties. But when he did 
attend, he evidently excelled. On February 19, 1836, Professor Seixas designated ten men 
as advanced Hebrew students, and for them he set up a special class: Joseph Smith, Sidney 
Rigdon, Oliver Cowdery, W. W. Phelps, Edward Partridge, William E. McLellin, Orson 
Hyde, Orson Pratt, Sylvester Smith, and Warren Parrish.71 The school went forward for 
eight total weeks, had approximately eighty students, and met nearly every day except 
Sunday.72

Phelps’s Kirtland Contributions

As we look at William W. Phelps’s sojourn in Kirtland from May 1835 to the months 
leading up to the dedication of the House of the Lord in late March 1836, we are struck 
with his diligent service to Joseph Smith and the church in so many vital areas. Signifi-
cant are his communications with his wife Sally about their family relationships, his 
work during this same time on the Book of Abraham, his contribution to understanding 
Mormon doctrines, and his participation in the preparation for the Kirtland Temple and 
its accompanying endowment. Each is separately discussed in the next four chapters. In 
all instances, Phelps loyally labored at or near the side of Joseph Smith, striving to bring 
forth the kingdom of God as initiated by the youthful prophet only a few years earlier. 
Phelps’s earnest feelings for Joseph, a man fourteen years his junior, and for Joseph’s pro-
phetic role are manifested from these excerpts of a hymn written by Phelps in the fall of 
1835:



166  x     We’ l l  S i n g  a n d  We’ l l  S h o u t

Now we’ll sing with one accord,
For a prophet of the Lord,
Bringing forth his precious word,

Cheers the saints as anciently.

When the world in darkness lay,
Lo, he sought the better way,
And he heard the Savior say,

“Go and prune my vineyard, son!”

And an angel surely then,
For a blessing unto men,
Brought the priesthood back again

In its ancient purity.73
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