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The Lord’s Supper  
in Early Mormonism

Justin R. Bray

On June 22, 1836, Joseph Smith escorted his mother, Lucy Mack Smith, 
and aunt Clarissa to Painesville, Ohio, where these sisters would await 

their husbands’ return from a mission to the eastern states. Upon arrival, 
Joseph “broke bread” and administered the Lord’s Supper “after the ancient 
order.”1 The company then ate and drank until “they satisfied their appetites.” 
According to George Q. Cannon, former member of the First Presidency, in 
the early years of the Church between 1830 and 1844, the “bread and the wine 
were not passed as is the custom now among us. It was an actual supper.” He 
believed that “this would be the proper manner to administer this ordinance 
now if circumstances permitted”; however, congregations apparently outgrew 
this approach.2 

Other aspects of the ordinance also underwent significant refinement 
since the first formal and official instructions in the Articles and Covenants 
of the Church, now section 20 of the Doctrine and Covenants. This early rev-
elation did not outline the Lord’s Supper in great detail, leaving most of the 
procedural aspects and understanding of the ordinance open to influences 
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from Joseph Smith’s and other early leaders’ religious backgrounds and cul-
tural surroundings. As a result, the sacrament was irregularly and inconsis-
tently administered during the first years of The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints. 

This paper is an effort to understand what the Lord’s Supper meant to 
early members as well as an attempt to piece together—from the Doctrine 
and Covenants and other early records—the order and sequence of distribut-
ing the bread and wine in the LDS Church between 1830 and 1844.3 

Background 

The sacrament of the Lord’s Supper was a ceremonial meal, instituted 
and celebrated by early members of the LDS Church in accordance with Jesus’ 
instructions at the Last Supper as documented in the New Testament. With 
the disciples gathered, Jesus broke pieces of bread, pleading with his brethren 
to eat “in remembrance of [him]” (Luke 22:19). He then similarly distributed 
the wine. As instructed, the Apostles and early Christians sought to observe 
the Lord’s Supper following Jesus’ death (see 1 Corinthians 11:26–30). 

However, the meaning and sequence of the ordinance underwent signifi-
cant alterations following the death of the early Apostles. For example, Cyril, 
a bishop in Jerusalem around AD 350, believed the Holy Ghost descended 

“upon the bread and wine at the prayer of the celebrant, and change[d] them 
into the body and blood” of Jesus. Another early theologian, Irenaeus, was 
convinced the bread and wine literally transformed each communicant, mak-
ing their bodies “no longer corruptible.”4 Other ideas regarding the physical 
performance of the ordinance surfaced over the centuries and created diverse 
methods of administering the emblems. During Joseph Smith’s youth, for 
example, religions differed in their interpretation and procedure of the or-
dinance. The Catholic Church taught transubstantiation, a belief that com-
municants “miraculously ingest the literal body and blood of Christ, although 
the outward appearance of the emblems . . . remain the same.”5 Some faiths, 
like the Methodist Church, had unique procedures during the “commemo-
rative ordinance,” and its members physically “approached the communion-
table” rather than receiving the emblems in the pews.6 Some feasted on bread 
and wine, while others shared small servings. Several faiths honored the sa-
cred rite only once a month, some even less frequently. 
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With the vast amount of interpretations of the Lord’s Supper, as well 
as limited instructions on the ordinance in Joseph Smith’s revelations, early 
leaders in the LDS Church seemed to incorporate aspects from their previ-
ous faith into the administration of the sacrament. These Latter-day Saints, 
for example, referred to the ordinance by several names, including the Lord’s 
Supper, the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, “breaking bread,” Communion, 
and the Eucharist. It took many years for all members to universally term 
the ordinance “the sacrament,” which was what the Lord called it in Joseph 
Smith’s revelations (D&C 20:46). Likewise, even after the Lord taught Joseph 
that “it mattereth not what ye shall eat or what ye shall drink when ye partake 
of the sacrament” (D&C 27:2), wine was still regularly used until the early 
1900s.7 Thus it was not until second or third generational members of the 
Church when the ordinance evolved into what it is today. Perhaps the most 
significant differences in the sacrament during Joseph Smith’s lifetime from 
how we now administer it were in the procedure, frequency, and meaning of 
the ordinance. 

Procedure 

Only some of the pattern for performing the ordinance was outlined in 
section 20 of the Doctrine and Covenants, but members filled in where there 
were gaps. For example, verse 46 called on priests to “administer the sacra-
ment,” which was a broad term for overseeing and directing the preparation, 
blessing, and distribution of the bread and wine. However, who exactly car-
ried out these duties was open to question.

Preparation. It is unclear who regularly prepared the sacrament dur-
ing Joseph Smith’s time. Even women could have been involved, since they 
helped prepare the emblems and care for the linens on sacrament tables af-
ter the migration to Utah.8 However, without formal instructions in Joseph 
Smith’s revelations, the duty likely rested on more spiritually mature mem-
bers of the Church who held the ordinance in high regard, such as members 
of the Quorum of the Twelve or the First Presidency, including Joseph Smith 
himself. 

Blessing. According to the Doctrine and Covenants, elders or priests 
were responsible for blessing the sacramental emblems (see D&C 20:46), yet 
higher ranking officials, usually members of the Quorum of the Twelve or 
traveling missionaries, officiated at “the sacred desk” and offered the blessings 
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on the bread and wine.9 They were “mouth” for the rest of the congregation, 
and they kneeled (see D&C 20:76).10 However, there’s reason to believe the 
prayers given in section 20 to bless the bread and wine were not initially re-
cited verbatim.

This idea of an unscripted sacrament prayer was reflected in one of 
Brigham Young’s sermons after the migration to Utah. In his address, 
President Young stressed the importance of using the prescribed blessings 
in the Doctrine and Covenants, saying, “Take this book and read this prayer.” 
He continued, “The people have various ideas with regard to this prayer. They 
sometimes cannot hear six feet from the one who is praying, and in whose 
prayer, perhaps, there are not three words of the prayer that is in this book, 
that the Lord tells us that we should use.”11

This was further evidenced in missionary reports printed in the Times 
and Seasons, an early Church periodical. Some of these accounts sounded as 
though there were no set sacrament prayers.12 Interestingly, however, accord-
ing to Richard Bushman, perhaps the most notable scholar in Mormon his-
tory, Joseph Smith’s revelations were printed so that they were “carried around 
by Church members.” In fact, Joseph even said that members “snatched” his 
revelations “as soon as given.”13 Thus the instructions on the sacrament in 
section 20 of the Doctrine and Covenants, then chapter 24 of the Book of 
Commandments, were apparently available and circulating among members 
despite the destruction of their printing press, persecution, and continuous 
uprooting. Still, it seemed priesthood holders officiating at the sacrament 
table incorporated aspects of the Lord’s Supper from their previous faiths, in 
which there was sometimes no prescribed prayer for blessing the bread and 
wine. 

Methodist preachers and circuit riders at the time, for example, “laid 
aside” their books and prayed extempore when blessing the emblems of the 
Lord’s Supper. Even though Methodists themselves had prescribed blessings 
on the bread and wine, they believed “they could pray better, and with more 
devotion while their eyes were shut, than they could with their eyes open.”14 
Moreover, many of the early Latter-day Saints who would have likely assisted 
in the sacrament had been converted from Methodism, such as Brigham 
Young, John Taylor, Oliver Cowdery, David W. Patten, Thomas B. Marsh, 
Orson Hyde, and George Q. Cannon, among others. It wasn’t until the early 
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1900s—when young men began officiating at the sacrament table—that the 
prayers were read “ just as the Lord has given them.”15 

Passing. As with the preparation of the sacrament, it is uncertain who reg-
ularly distributed the bread and wine throughout the congregation. Probably 
more than anyone else, “the twelve apostles passed the emblems of the Lord’s 
Supper” in large meetings.16 However, in some accounts, the sacrament 
was passed by “Presidents,” referring to the First Presidency and Aaronic 
Priesthood leaders, such as Newel K. Whitney.17 Even Joseph Smith some-
times “assisted” in “distributing the Lord’s Supper to the Church.”18 

Though the bread would have required multiple men to pass it among 
those in attendance, the wine was poured in a “common cup” from which ev-
ery member and nonmember of the Church sipped, regardless of age, health, 
gender, or social standing. This goblet was taken from the sacrament table 
to the pews, where the communicants themselves passed it “along the row to 
others.”19 Thus it seems those distributing the emblems only carried the cup 
from the communion table to the first row.20 

Years later, Heber J. Grant, then President of the Church, explained that 
there was “no rule in the Church” that only priesthood holders could distrib-
ute the emblems among the pews. It had become only “custom” for men to 
perform this duty, which practice developed during Joseph Smith’s lifetime. 
Apparently Grant had “no objection” to “brethren lacking priesthood” to par-
ticipate in the ordinance if there were no ordained men available.21 Not only 
was the sacrament administered varyingly as such, but it was infrequent as 
well. 

Frequency

The Lord’s Supper was administered for the first time in the Church of 
Christ on the day the Church was organized—April 6, 1830—when about 
thirty men and women gathered “to partake of bread and wine in the remem-
brance of the Lord Jesus” (D&C 20:75). It was on a Tuesday. The next best 
reference to the sacrament came three months later at the first general confer-
ence of the Church, held on June 9, 1830, a Wednesday. Moreover, Sunday was 
not designated as the day to meet and administer the sacrament until August 
1831, a year and four months after the organization of the Church (see D&C 
59:9). In the meantime, members were counseled to “meet together often” and 
administer the ordinance (D&C 20:75). However, because of persecution and 
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continuous uprooting, the sacrament was only distributed when occasion 
permitted, which was apparently sporadic, according to early records.

Even after the Lord commanded members to “offer up [their] sacraments 
upon [his] holy day” (D&C 59:9) in 1831, the ordinance was not regularly 
administered until the completion of the Kirtland Temple in 1833. Before the 
construction of temples, according to Hyrum Smith, there was “a great deal of 
difficulty” with distributing the bread and wine.22 Members had been meet-
ing in either inadequately small homes, one-room schoolhouses, or outdoors, 
where weather concerns often caused setbacks in the sacrament. Wintertime 
was especially challenging due to inclement conditions. However, the temple 
in Kirtland and later Nauvoo provided members sufficient shelter and space 
to administer the ordinance to large numbers “on every Sabbath.”23 

In places besides Kirtland and Nauvoo, however, members and mission-
aries continued to administer the Lord’s Supper only when conditions were 
right. For example, members of the Church in Iowa upheld the ordinance 

“every second Sabbath.”24 This pattern of performing the sacrament more fre-
quently at the Church’s headquarters than outlying areas continued after the 
migration to Utah, when the emblems were distributed in community-wide 
meetings at the Salt Lake Tabernacle until the “country wards” finally con-
structed their own meetinghouses and leaders emphasized the sacrament in 
individual units. 

Also unique to the early years of the Church, the sacrament was custom-
arily the last item of business in each meeting. Leaders often spoke either 
leading up to or during the ordinance, with the distribution of the bread and 
wine as the climax and conclusion of the meeting. Wilford Woodruff, then 
member of the Quorum of the Twelve, said it “closed the labor of the day.”25 

Meaning 

The sacrament held a slightly less prominent position in Latter-day 
Saint worship during the early years of the Church. Not only was it admin-
istered infrequently, as explained above, but the ordinance apparently took a 
backseat to sermonizing and establishing Church government, which were 
the focus of worship services during Joseph Smith’s lifetime. This idea was 
symbolically reflected through the communion table in the Kirtland Temple, 
which was a drop-leaf extension on one of the pulpits—not a standing fixture 
of its own. C. Mark Hamilton, an architectural historian, even pointed out 
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that “the sacrament table was typically not a major physical feature [in early 
Mormon architecture]” and that “the pulpit was the main focus of the inte-
rior.”26 This layout suggests, at least early on, that preaching held more honor 
in the Church than formal liturgy. However, members still considered the 
sacrament an important institution, and its meaning in early Mormonism 
was expressed in Emma Smith’s 1835 hymnbook. 

This first Latter-day Saint hymnal certainly “represent[s] the doctrines 
taught by Joseph Smith” and includes five songs under the heading “On 
Sacrament.”27 William W. Phelps, an early member of the Church, wrote 
one of the sacrament hymns, while Emma borrowed the remaining four from 
other faiths, particularly the Methodist Church. Although these hymns could 
be considered a sung sacramental prayer, three of the five did not mention 
bread or wine but rather “taught and exemplified the sufferings of Christ.”28 
Thus the Lord’s Supper was a “token of . . . fellowship” with Jesus Christ and 
held “covenantal obligations” for communicants to remember him. By so do-
ing, according to Brigham Young, one could receive “fresh strength” to thwart 
Satan’s temptations.29 

Furthermore, early members heavily emphasized the importance of par-
taking of the emblems worthily. In fact, according to available records, the 
most Joseph Smith ever spoke on the sacrament was after the funeral of Seth 
Johnson in February 1835, when he warned against dishonoring the ordi-
nance: “Previous to the [sacrament] administration, I spoke of the propriety 
of this institution in the Church, and urged the importance of doing it with 
acceptance before the Lord, and asked, How long do you suppose a man may 
partake of this ordinance unworthily, and the Lord not withdraw His Spirit 
from him? How long will he thus trifle with sacred things, and the Lord not 
give him over to the buffetings of Satan until the day of redemption! The 
Church should know if they are unworthy from time to time to partake, lest 
the servants of God be forbidden to administer it.”30 And they did. On at 
least one occasion, members “did not break bread because there was such 
a general division in the Church.”31 This idea of withholding the sacrament 
because of disunion among members became more common after the migra-
tion to Utah. 

Early leaders also accepted a literal interpretation of the Apostle Paul’s 
teachings in the New Testament (see 1 Corinthians 11:26–30) and preached 
that partaking of the sacrament unworthily resulted in severe penalties, 



The Lord’s Supper in Early Mormonism 71

including “sickness and even death.”32 For example, Wilford Woodruff later 
remembered how Lyman E. Johnson stood in the aisles of the Kirtland 
Temple and cursed Joseph Smith prior to the blessing of the emblems. When 
the bread was passed throughout the congregation, Johnson partook of it and 
turned completely “black in the face.”33 Woodruff, among other early leaders, 
taught that anyone who defamed the sacrament immediately and literally “ate 
and drank damnation to himself.”34 There was no way to “escape condemna-
tion,” George Q. Cannon warned.35 

Perhaps members were so cautious in partaking of the sacrament wor-
thily because the ordinance not only provided a moment to reflect on the 
life and sacrifice of Jesus but also precluded great spiritual outpourings. For 
example, when the sacrament was distributed at the Kirtland Temple dedica-
tion, the “sacred ritual thrilled the congregation” and was followed by a “sen-
sation very elevating to the soul.”36 Some of the attendees attested to seeing 

“great manifestations of power,” including the administration of angels.37 On 
another occasion, immediately after Joseph Smith helped administer the sac-
rament, a “vision was opened” unto him and Oliver Cowdery.38 Occasionally, 
the sacrament meeting even included “confessions and rejoicings,” but more 
often than not, it resulted in a “refreshing time” or “solemn meeting.”39

Conclusion

Within the last half century, Latter-day Saints have witnessed the stan-
dardization of the sacrament from an inconsistent and infrequent procedure 
in the 1830s to one of the most regular and important forms of worship in the 
LDS Church. This all stemmed from Joseph Smith’s revelations, found in the 
Doctrine and Covenants, which did not bring with them extensive instruc-
tions regarding the meaning and method of administering the ordinance. 
Instead, early members were left to incorporate aspects of the Lord’s Supper 
from their various religious backgrounds. 

Over time, however, leaders of the LDS Church clarified the meaning 
of the Lord’s Supper and improved its procedure. Now the sacrament is re-
garded by some—even Presidents of the Church—as the most sacred ordi-
nance administered in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.40 
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