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n early 1842 Joseph Smith privately taught that righteous Saints
would be saviors. The radical teaching appears in a booklet kept
by the apostle Wilford Woodruff in Nauvoo, Illinois. On the book’s
cover, Woodruff scrawled the title “Book of Revelations,” and in its
pages he included several of Smith’s revelations along with notes from

some of Smith’s sermons. An entry dated 30 January (1842) reads,

Joseph the Seer taught the following principles that the God
& father of our Lord Jesus Christ was once the same as the
Son or Holy Ghost but having redeemed a world became
the eternal God of that world he had a son Jesus Christ who
redeemed this earth the same as his father had a world which
made them equal & the Holy Ghost would do the same in
turn & so would all the Saints who inherited a Celestial glory

so their would be Gods many & Lords many.’
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This entry confirms that over two years before Smith publicly
revealed the “great secret” of God’s history in the King Follett dis-
course, he was already teaching that God the Father was once mor-
tal and had served as the savior of a previous world. This singular
account suggests that Smith not only taught that humans held the
potential to become like the Father and the Son but further that the
process of deification demanded that they redeem a world as future
saviors.

This final teaching—that exalted humans must literally be sav-
iors of worlds—does not appear in the extant records of Smith’s pub-
lic discourses, including the famous King Follett discourse, which
raises questions about its place in his thought. Was Smith teaching
it as a revealed truth, or was he speculating on the possible destinies
of exalted humans? While a historical accounting cannot answer that
question in full, it can shed light on the sources of this and related
teachings and illuminate their possible meanings. In this paper we
track how Smith’s revelations seeded concepts that allowed for the
development of a robust and radical version of the teaching of theo-
sis—or the process of becoming divine—and trace the flowering of
that version in Smith’s later teachings. When viewed in light of this
history, Smith’s January 1842 statements appear less as the begin-
nings of a late theological change of course and more as the begin-
nings of an intellectual culmination of prior revelations about Christ
and humanity.

Historians have sometimes assumed that Smith’s later teach-
ings, particularly those on the nature of God and humans, represent
a stark departure from the theology found in his eatliest translations
and revelations.> While Smith’s teachings on the history and des-
tiny of Gods and humans developed across time, clear christological
and anthropological continuities endured from his early 1830s rev-
elations to his 1840s teachings. Indeed, the 1830s revelations shaped
the content of the 1840s teachings. In other words, Smith’s Nauvoo
pronouncements on the nature of God and his children reflect the

maturation of his own views about his earlier revelations. To be sure,
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Smith’s teachings on theosis upended traditional Christian thought;
while the unorthodox Socinians of the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries taught that Christ was more human than divine, the het-
erodox Smith taught that humans were eternal beings with divine
destinies. However, his teachings were rooted in earlier revelations
that upheld Christ as the model for how the faithful could obtain
godhood. Smith’s revelations simultaneously affirmed Christ’s role as
savior, exemplar, and prototype of salvation while also advancing the
idea that humans, as God’s children, have the potential to become

like Christ.

The Revelatory Foundation of Theosis

The ideas that Smith developed in the 1840s can be found in the rev-
elations he received a decade earlier. In this first section, we look at
five revelatory documents that laid the conceptual foundation for the
Latter-day Saint version of theosis that began to emerge in the last
years of Smith’s life. These revelations included statements that chal-
lenged the assumption of an ontological —which refers to the nature
of being—difference between God, Christ, and humans and explic-
itly taught that humans could follow the example of Jesus to obtain a
divinity and glory that matches that of the Father.

One of Smith’s first revelatory writings to introduce these con-
cepts was his June 1830 expansion of Genesis—a vision of Moses that
contextualized the creation account. As other scholars have noted,
the Book of Moses Christianized Genesis, but it also rejected a core
tenet of creedal Christianity—that an unbridgeable ontological dis-
tinction separated the Father from his children. In the account, God
meets with Moses face to face and reveals that Moses was made in the
image of the “only begotten.” After this theophany, Moses endures a
vision of a different sort. Satan appears and tempts him and calls him
a “Son of man,” which Moses boldly refutes, declaring that he is “a
Son of God in the similitude of his only begotten.” The phrases “son

of man,” “Son of man,” and “Son of Man” appear in the Old and New
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Testaments, where their referents include a human being, a prophetic
and a messianic figure, and Christ himself. While the initial use of
the title in the Book of Moses functions as it often does in the Old
Testament—to set apart humans from God—subsequent uses, both
in the Book of Moses and in Smith’s revelations and teachings, align
more closely with the New Testament passages in which the phrase
refers to Christ.’ Moreover, the account of Moses'’s temptation, in its
presentation as ancient, anticipates Christ's own temptation; at the
same time, in its late introduction to nineteenth-century readers,
the account narratively imitates Christ's temptation. At once, then,
the passage rejects Satan’s insistence on an ontological distinction
between God and man—positing instead an ontological correspon-
dence of the same—while also introducing the idea of a prophetic
Imitatio Christi, wherein readers discover a familiar prophetic figure
who imitates or emulates Christ. In these ways, the account also fore-
shadows the text’s later distinctive use of the phrase “Son of Man.”

In the second century some Christian commentators used this
descriptor to refine the belief in Christ as both human and divine. For
example, Irenaeus referred to passages describing Christ as “the Son
of Man” to refute claims that Christ did not take on human flesh and
suffer in that flesh.® Irenaeus, as well as later Christian commenta-
tors such as Saint Augustine, also used the phrase “Son of Man” to
make a case for what became known as theosis (that is, deification),
insisting that the Son of God became the Son of Man so that believ-
ers might partake of his grace. In voicing this belief—which these
thinkers asserted rather than fully articulated—they often took care
to insist that human participation in the divine came through grace
alone and not by nature. In the centuries since Augustine’s formula-
tion, Christian theologians who adopted and advanced versions of
a belief in theosis remained committed to the idea that ontological
difference separates God from humans and that divinization comes
only through grace’

Smith’s Genesis expansion refuted this reading, in part by over-

turning some of the traditional understandings of “Son of Man.” One
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passage in particular revealed that “in the language of Adam, Man of
Holiness is [God’s name], and the name of his Only Begotten is the
Son of Man, even Jesus Christ, a righteous Judge, who shall come
in the meridian of time.” While conveying messianic content that
echoed eatlier Christian interpretations, the text also indicated that
the “Son of Man” refers to Christ and that “Man” refers to God. In
teaching that Christ was the son of an exalted “Man,” this remarkable
formulation suggested that humankind shared in the divine nature.
In an apparent rejection of the ontological distinction between God
and humans, this passage anticipated the emergence of unique teach-
ings about God’s nature and history and a radical version of Christian
theosis.

This Book of Moses passage referred to the language of Adam
to redefine the terms that described the human and the divine and
to reframe the relationship between God and his children. A prior
passage had described Adam’s effort to maintain a language “which
was pure & undefiled.” The connection between a pure language
and its power to reveal the ontological afhinities between Gods and
humans continued to intrigue Smith. Sometime around March 1832,
he received “A Sample of pure Language” that designated the name of
God as “Awmen,” and defined Awmen as “the being which made all
things.” It then labeled the name of the Son of God as “Son Awmen,”
which it defined as “the greatest of all the parts of Awmen.” It also
termed men as “Sons Awmen” and defined it as “the human family
the children of men the greatest parts of Awmen Sons.””* Whatever
else this text meant, the “Sample of pure Language” joined the Book
of Moses in positing that humans shared in the same substance as the
Son and the Father.

At the beginning and the end of 1832, Smith dictated two other
revelatory documents, both of which aligned postmortal glory with
becoming like God. The first was the report of a shared vision experi-
enced by Smith and Sidney Rigdon in February 1832. The righteous
inheritors of those “whose bodies are celestial” would be “priests and

kings, who have received of his [the Father’s] fulness, and of his glory
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... wherefore,” the passage summarized, “as it is written, they are
gods, even the sons of god.”"” A later section explained that those who
“received of his fulness and of his grace” become “equal in power and
in might and in dominion.”* While the vision of Moses and the pure
language document had introduced the idea that Gods and humans
were the same kinds of beings and shared the same substance, the
vision of Smith seemed to suggest that humans could achieve the
same power and glory as God.

A December 1832 revelation affirmed this point. The revelation
built on Smith'’s vision in pointing toward a salvation beyond receiv-
ing “celestial bodies”; it explained that those bodies would inhabit a
celestial glory or kingdom.” Obtaining the Father’s fullness appeared
to include the inheritance of celestial bodies, powers, and worlds. The
revelation reiterated this point in a prophetic passage that described
the Saints at Christ’s Second Coming, It explained that they would
“be filled with his glory and receive their inheritance and be made
equal with him.”"* Smith’s revelations began to suggest that being
made equal with the Son was tantamount to being made equal with
the Father. This exalting equation rested in the divine calculus of
the Godhead. In a May 1833 revelation Christ declared, “I am in the
fathe[r] and the father in me and the fathe[r] and I are one the father
because he gave me of his fulness.””s

The May revelation unveiled the origins and progression of
Christ, as well as the origins and possibilities of his followers. In
other words, it outlined how Christ received the fullness from
the Father, and how his followers could do the same. Nicholas J.
Frederick suggests that this revelation “stands as Smith’s first and
greatest statement on the divine potential of humankind, provid-
ing a scriptural justification for the Mormon idea that humanity
not only shares its origins with God, but that they can become
Gods themselves.””® While not the first statement on the possibil-
ity of human deification, the revelation contains the most explicit

description of the process by which believers could, in imitation of

Christ, become like God.
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As Frederick explains, the revelation radically revised the
first chapter of the Gospel of John and with it much of traditional
Christian thought.” The revision began rather innocuously: “I saw
his glory that he was in the begining before the world was therefore
in the beg[inn]ing the word was for he was the word even the messen-
ger of salvation the light and the redeemer of the world the spirit of
truth, who came into the world.””® After an unproblematic opening,
in which John affirms Christ's magnificent premortal status, he then
observes that in mortality Jesus “received not of the fulness at first
... but continued from grace to grace until he received a fulness and
thus he was called the son of God because he received not of the ful-
ness at first.”” This passage “inverts” the Gospel of John's use of “Son
of God,” using it not to describe Jesus as God, but rather to show
his path toward godhood.** The Book of Moses's use of the phrase
“Son of Man” pointed toward the humanity of both Son and Father,
and the revelation’s use of the phrase “Son of God” outlined Jesus’s
movement toward the Father’s fullness. Terryl Givens suggests that
this passage “might be construed as indicating—in contradistinction
to the council of Chalcedon’s pronouncement that Jesus was fully
human and fully divine at birth, and ‘perfect in his divinity'—a pro-
cess of total divinization, or Christ’s receipt of the Father’s fullness,
finally achieved through the experience of mortality.”” These pas-
sages countered the prevailing Christian view, not by suggesting that
Christ had not always been divine but in describing the process by
which a divine being progressed from grace to grace until he received
a fullness.

Smith’s revelation continued where the portion of John’s record
finished, moving from a description of the progress of Christ to a
discussion of the potential of his followers. Taking the narrative
lead, the Lord himself spoke directly to his audience: “I give unto you
these sayings that you may understand and know how to worship and
know what you worship that you may come unto the fathe[t] in my
name and in due time receive of his fulness for if you keep my com-

mandments you shall receive of his fulness and be glor[i]fied in me
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as I am glor(iJfied in the father, therefore I say <unto> you you shall
receive grace for grace.””> God's children could achieve full divinity by
obeying the commandments of Christ, an apparent act of grace that
garnered further grace and allowed individuals to progress toward
a fullness. In the May 1833 revelation, the Lord revealed a record
about himself—"what you worship”—for the purpose of encouraging
believers in the revelations to follow his example—“how to worship.”
In this robust Imitatio Christi, the Saints could go on to obtain all
that Christ and the Father have.

The revelation seemed to anticipate the audience’s question of
how they, as mere mortals, could emulate their Savior and become
“partakers of the glory of the same.” Divulging another heterodox
mystery, the Lord explained that his audience and the rest of human-
ity “were also in the begining with the fathe[r].”* This statement,
which exploded traditional Christianity’s core assumption that
Creator existed separate and apart from his creation, drew together
the human and the divine. The idea that humans had premortally
existed with Christ gave credence to the teaching that they could
become like him. This teaching aligned with the emphasis placed on
mortality’s crucial role in Christ’s progress and on the related teach-
ing that bodies were essential to salvation. The 1832 revelations on
salvation had described bodies as a defining characteristic of salva-
tion.** The May 1833 revelation gave further insight into the impor-
tance of bodies in teaching that “the Elements are eternal and spirit
and element inseperably connected receiveth a fulness of Joy.””* In
this period, Smith does not appear to have grasped that the exalt-
ing connection between spirit and matter had implications for God’s
embodiment. Even still, the revelation planted the idea that some-
thing about humans and the materials that made up their bodies had
existed with Christ in a premortal state, which placed them in a posi-
tion to fulfill the direction to emulate Christ and obtain the Father’s
fullness.

These revelations laid a conceptual foundation for the develop-

ment of a new kind of Christian theosis, but that development was not
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inevitable or automatic. While the ideas, like crude metals, had been
made available, they had yet to be forged into useful theological tools.
Some forging occurred within months of the May revelation and in
the context of Church members’ difficulties in Missouri, Whereas
most members had little time to consider the exalting power of their
bodies while also enduring the effects of mob violence, William W.
Phelps managed to do both. Writing to Smith and other Church
leaders in Kirtland in December 1833, he asked for guidance “in the
midst of [his] solitude” and the Missouri members’ “affliction.” Those
afflictions colored Phelps’s reading of Smith’s revelations. In his letter
to Smith, he wrote that “the sons of God only are made equal with Jesus
Chrift [Christ] having overcome, by righteousness.” In attempting to
reconcile a revealed promise of divine reward and his harsh temporal
reality, Phelps conceptualized suffering as a necessary step toward
equality with Christ. With a few exceptions, Missouri persecution
and Kirtland opposition appear to have hindered Smith, Phelps, and
other Church members from producing much else in terms of direct
commentary on these revelations.”” In the long term, however, per-

secution became a powerful forge for the refinement of radical ideas

about God and his children.*

Imprisoned Imitatio Christi: 1838—1839

While Smith did not fully cultivate the theological seeds of theosis
until the Illinois era, his trials in Missouri prepared him for the work.
Other sources of opposition in the late 1830s encouraged the articu-
lation of a Latter-day Saint understanding of theosis. In A Voice of
Warning (1837), Parley P. Pratt included the revealed teaching that
the Saints would “be made equal with” Christ, which drew a criti-
cal response from an observant and scandalized Protestant. Instead
of backing away from the teaching, Pratt proceeded to defend and
declare his belief in theosis.?> Smith’s own interactions with hostile
Missourians proved to be an even more effective, if also more painful

and less obvious, incubator for these ideas. His imprisonment in the
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winter of 1838—39 placed him in a space wherein he gained greater
insight into the process of becoming like Christ and developed a new
mode of teaching the Saints about salvation and exaltation. As Smith
sought God from the depths of the human condition, he learned im-
portant truths about what it meant to be like Christ.

While issuing his lament from an earthly prison, Smith gained
new insight into what Phelps had observed in his December 1833 let-
ter: suffering had exalting power. Smith’s contemplation of the Saints’
suffering, which added to his own, led him to ask, “O God where art
thou?” (Doctrine and Covenants 121:1). This recalled the language
of the cross, where the Son asked the Father, “Why hast thou for-
saken me?” (Matthew 27:46). No immediate answer was forthcom-
ing for Jesus; the same was true for Smith. In the 1839 letter to the
Saints that contained his plea, the Lord does not immediately reply.
Instead, Smith’s mundane comments on public perception, personal
correspondence, and suffering Saints precede his report of the Lord’s
response. Only in Orson Pratt’s truncated version, which he pre-
pared for inclusion in a later edition of the Doctrine and Covenants,
does the Lord instantly respond to Smith’s Christlike petition (see
Doctrine and Covenants 121:1—7). By removing portions of the text
and thereby fusing together question and answer, Pratt’s canonized
account highlights but also simplifies the dialogue with the divine.®
Smith had to wait for the Lord to speak these comforting words: “My
son pease be unto thy soul thine advirsity and thy afflictions shall be
but a small moment and then if thou indure it well God shall exalts
the[e] on high.”>" The original letter’s quotidian interlude, more than
Pratt’s canon-making ellipses, underscores the Lord’s promise that
exaltation would follow endurance. This teaching corresponded with
Phelps’s earlier equation and with the revealed teaching about receiv-
ing “grace for grace.”

Smith’s isolation gave him a deeper understanding of the expan-
sive nature of salvation that had been introduced in his revelations.
There was something poetic about this development; the telestial

prison setting encouraged a prophet to develop celestial ideas. In a
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portion of the letter that Pratt later edited out, Smith wrote, “Thy
mind O Man, if thou wilt lead a soul unto salvation must streach
[stretch] as high as the utmost Heavens, and sink sear[c]h in to and
contemplate the loest [lowest] consideatins [considerations] of the
darkest abyss, and Expand upon the broad considerations of Eternal
Expance, he must commune with God.”** Pratt’s redactions uncom-
plicated the processes of salvation and revelation, and it was those
very processes that had power to activate the promises in Smith’s ear-
lier revelations. In one of those revelations the Lord explained that
“he that assended up on high, as also he, decended below all things; in
that he comprehended all things, that he might be in all, and through
all things; the light of truth.”* In his moment of need, Christ himself
had wondered where God had gone and in that supreme condescen-
sion he came to comprehend all things. In prison, Smith learned that
growing from grace to grace involved Christlike suffering and learn-
ing. In these ways, Smith’s prison experience was an Imitatio Christi
in microcosm.

In another March 1839 letter that he wrote two days after the
first, Smith continued to record the Lord’s response to his plea, which
included this question: “The Son of Man hath descended below them
all art thou greater than he?”** On the surface, the interrogation put
Smith in his place, but in light of his prior revelations, including the
description of “Son of Man” in Moses, the question might be read as
an instance of the Lord instructing Smith on how he could become
like him.

Smith emerged from prison with an enhanced prophetic confi-
dence born from a new closeness to God. This was evident in the
content of his teachings, which Smith foreshadowed in more than
one of his prison letters. In a 15 March letter to Presendia Buell, who
had visited the Prophet eatlier that day, Smith expressed his desire
to “once more lift my voice in the midst of the Saints,” noting “I never
have had opportunity to give them the plan that God has revealed to
me.” Smith proceeded to suggest that his understanding of the things
of God and his desire to explain them to the Saints had developed in
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relationship to his trials. “[Our trouble],” he noted, “will only give us
that knowledge to understand the minds of the Ancients for my part
I think I never could have felt as I now do if I had not suffered the
wrongs that I have suffered.”* Suffering, Smith had learned, culti-
vated the knowledge needed to ascend toward God.

In his 20 March letter to the Church, Smith forecast a flood
of revelation. He noted that while some Saints had “tasted a little”
of the “mistres [mysteries]” of God, many more “of them are to be
pored down” upon the faithful. He promised the persecuted Saints
that if they endured, they would receive knowledge “that has not been
revealed since the world was untill now.” This included an answer to
the question of “whither there be one god or many god’s,” and infor-
mation regarding “all thrones dominions principalities and powers”
and the times and revolutions of the planets’® The statements in
Smith’s March 1840 letters highlight the forging power of his impris-
onment and anticipated the theological developments in Illinois.*”

Smith’s new prophetic confidence was also evident in the method
of his teaching, both in terms of how and whom he taught. In Nauvoo
he dictated relatively few revelations in the voice of the Lord; he had
developed a prophetic voice that no longer depended on the familiar
form of his prior revelations. Instead, Smith conveyed core teach-
ings about God, Christ, and humanity in numerous private meetings
and, later, in public discourses. The records of those meetings and
discourses indicate that Latter-day Saint audiences received these
instructions as revealed truth. Smith first shared those instructions
among intimate friends. Sharing close quarters with fellow sufferers
seems to have conditioned him to reveal new teachings in secluded
settings with trusted associates before later gaining the confidence to
share those same teachings in public.

So when guards allowed Smith to escape from Missouri in spring
1839, he was liberated in two ways; it gave him freedom over his body,
and it also gave him a kind of intellectual freedom to cultivate the
theological seeds contained in his earlier revelations. Intellectual free-

dom followed from bodily freedom, as Smith’s escape provided him
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opportunities to develop ideas in both private and public settings.
Before his imprisonment, the practicalities of church organization,
the logistics of ecclesiastical governance, and the enervating influence
of persecution had militated against theological development. Such
challenges followed Smith to Illinois, but he had become accustomed
to them. In 1842 he wrote that “deep water is what I am wont to swim
in, it all has become a second nature to me.”*® The physical lows of
Smith’s confinement spurred and shaped the spiritual highs of his

postconfinement life.

Saints as Saviors: 1839—1841

Only months after his escape to Illinois, Smith began to privately in-
struct his most trusted friends and Church leaders. In June and July
of 1839 he met with the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles to help them
prepare for their imminent mission to Europe. Smith taught them
about the “keys of the kingdom of God,” which included the first
principles of the gospel, such as faith and repentance, but also the
detection of false spirits and making one’s calling and election sure.
He revealed that they could use a handshake to distinguish between
the devil and a divine messenger, whether a disembodied “just man
made perfect” or an embodied angel of God.*® He also explained that
the second comforter spoken of in John 14 “is no more or less than
the Lord Jesus Christ himself” and clarified that those who make their
calling and election sure would be taught by him “face to face,” and
he would introduce them to the Father.* These instructions built on
Smith’s earlier scriptural productions about spirits, salvation, and
Moses’s vision.” Wilford Woodruff later copied his notes of these
and other discourses into his “Book of Revelations,” a title that dem-
onstrates how Woodruff received Smith’s instructions.*

In the same way that early Saints had made copies of Smith’s rev-
elations, they made copies of his later discourses. Willard Richards,
who was preaching in England at the time, obtained access to notes

of Smith’s sermons and recorded them in his “Pocket Companion.”
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In one such discourse, Smith again taught about discerning spirits,
as well as the relationship between the priesthood and “the coming
of the Son of Man.”#® He described the priesthood as eternal and
also asserted that “the Spirit of Man is not a created being; it existed
from Eternity. . . . Any thing created cannot be Eternal & earth,
water &c—all these had their existence in an elementary state from
Eternity.”** This radical rejection of creation ex nihilo (out of noth-
ing) and provocative assertion of humankind’s coeternal status with
God had been planted in Smith’s May 1833 revelation. Now, six years
later and in light of the Saints’ experiences in Missouri and Smith'’s
time in prison, the ideas began to flower in Smith’s private discourses.
While introducing these ideas to Church leaders, he nonetheless
urged them “to preach among the first principles of the gospel of
Jesus Christ.”* Smith wanted the apostles to teach basic principles
for practical proselytizing purposes, but perhaps he also wanted to be
allowed to develop the ideas more fully before reading about them in
the publications of his followers.

And yet, not long after Smith had revealed the idea of the soul’s
eternal existence among his closest followers in private, he was ready
to test the idea in public. In February 1840, while pursuing redress
for Missouri wrongs in the nation’s capital, he gave a public sermon
to correct false reports about the Saints’ beliefs. He affirmed core
Christian tenets, including belief in a God with “all the attributes
ascribed to him by Christians of all denominations,” and in “nothing
but what the Bible teaches,” including the “fall of man” and redemp-
tion through Christ.** But Smith also went beyond these widely held
views and “entered into some details” about original sin and predesti-
nation, which he rejected. While these beliefs were still debated, many
American Protestants had also set aside Calvinist creeds for Arminian
faith. Smith then moved on to more radical teachings. In discuss-
ing the nature of God, he affirmed the traditional belief that “God is
Eternal” and then added “that the Soul is Eternal.” Smith did not dis-
cuss this topic at length, but “entered into some Explanations,” which

newspaperman Matthew Davis “could not perfectly comprehend.”* In
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the same discourse Smith dismissed rumors that he had pretended to
“be a Saviour” and confessed that “he was but a man.”** While Smith
described himself as a man to dismiss the notion that he was a savior,
both terms had multiple valences among the Latter-day Saints. In
1840 Smith began to publicize teachings that closed the gap between
the human and the divine.

He continued to teach Church leaders about the eternal nature
of things during his trip to the eastern United States. In his autobi-
ography, Parley Pratt wrote that while in Philadelphia Smith intro-
duced him to “the idea of eternal family organization.”* Smith also
preached with Parley’s brother Orson in New Jersey and may have
taught him newer principles related to the nature of God, his cre-
ation, and the salvation of his children.”* Regardless, within months
of these interactions, both Pratts began to publish pamphlets that
expanded on these topics. As noted above, a few years eatlier Parley
had articulated a version of theosis based on Smith’s December 1832
revelation”” For a time Patley and his brother Orson took the initia-
tive in introducing Smith’s teachings on the topic to the world.

In a piece Parley published while in New York, he asserted that
“matter and spirit are the two great principles of existence.” Drawing
on Smith’s revelations and teachings, which had raised base matter to
the level of sacred spirit, Parley emphasized the “physical nature” of
Christ’s body “both before and after he arose from the dead.”s* While
explaining that Christ rose with a glorified body, Patley insisted that
it was the same body he had inlife. His focus on Christ’s physical body
highlighted the similarities between his existence and human exis-
tence. Patley extended this discussion to the material earth, which
also awaited purification and glorification. The glorified earth, he
explained, would become the inhabitation of “Jesus and the saints.”s?
In these phrases, Parley flattened out existence and charted a simi-
lar destiny for all existing things. In doing so, he relied on Smith’s
revelations and teachings, but while Smith focused on the nature of

the human and the divine in his public teachings during this period,
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Parley continued to publicly consider what those teachings meant for
human potential.

Parley continued to write about Christ’s body in England. “The
Father and Son are in the express image of each other,” he wrote, “and
both have ‘hands, feet, eyes, ears, nose, and mouth.’ . .. And man is cre-
ated in their image, or likeness.” Parley held “that the Son has flesh and
bones, and that the father is a spirit,” while adding that “a personage
of spirit has its organized formation, its body and parts . . . although
not composed of such gross materials as flesh and bones.”s* Whether
taken from Smith’s prior revelations, his later private instructions,
or both, the ideas in Parley’s writings underscored the similarities
between Father and Son, and between Son and Saints, in terms of
both their essential nature and their ultimate destination.

Orson also published on related ideas while preaching in the
British Isles. In the first published account of Smith’s early encoun-
ters with the divine, Orson outlined the Saints’ most definitive beliefs.
He first addressed basic teachings, which aligned with traditional
Christian tenets, before turning to transgressive ideas. Near the con-
clusion of his pamphlet, Orson voiced the belief in continuing revela-
tion and described the end result of ongoing instruction. “God will
continue to give revelations,” he asserted, “until the saints are guided
unto all truth,” and when they arrive “in their immortal and perfect
state” and “are made perfect in one, and become like their Savior, then
they will be in possession of all knowledge, wisdom, and intelligence:
then all things will be theirs.”>* Orson’s statement echoed a passage
in Smith’s December 1832 revelation and built on his brother’s 1838
defense of the same. In equating learning with godhood, Orson also
made explicit what had been implicit in Smith’s prison teachings.

While the Pratt brothers began to teach the world that becoming
like Christ involved acquiring divine knowledge and earthly inheri-
tance, Smith introduced the Nauvoo Saints to a practice with power
to make them “saviours . .. on mount Zion” (Obadiah 1:21).5° In
August 1840 he taught living members that they could be baptized
on behalf of their kindred dead. Smith’s willingness to teach baptism
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for the dead to the general membership without first explaining it to
the Church leadership attests to a deepening confidence in his new
revelatory mode. When Smith wrote the Twelve about the subject
months later, he warned that he could not “in this letter give you all
the information you may desire on the subject.”s” Perhaps the intro-
duction of the teaching served to remind the Twelve, including the
Pratt brothers, that the Lord revealed his truths through Smith.

The unexpected and exciting new practice had ties to Smith’s
teachings on embodiment, matter and spirit, and the nature of God
and his creation. The same month in which Smith introduced bap-
tism for the dead, he preached on “the Eternal Duration of matter.”**
About six months later, and just a few weeks after writing to the
Twelve about the new practice, Smith again discussed the eternal
nature of matter at the organization of a “school of instruction.” In
doing so, he afirmed that God had formed the earth out of existing
materials and stated that “the elements are eternal,” a direct quote
from his May 1833 revelation. As indicated in that revelation, teach-
ings on the nature of matter impinged on teachings about the nature
of the human soul. Echoing what he had said in Washington, Smith
taught that “Spirits are eternal.” While these ideas were present in
Smith’s earlier revelations, his later cultivation of them brought into
the open the idea that humans were like Gods. It also indicated that
Gods were like humans; Smith asserted that “there is no other God
in heaven but that who has flesh and bones.”* Though his revelations
pointed in this direction, and while Parley had been moving toward
the same conclusion, this seems to have been the first time that Smith
explicitly taught that God had a body.®® In these teachings, Smith
developed ideas that had lain mostly dormant in his revelations. In
making it clear that human souls are eternal and that Christ and his
Son are embodied, he cast aside the Creator/created divide at the cen-
ter of Christian thought.

Having set aside a core Christian teaching, Smith proceeded
to add a heretical corollary. He taught that God the Father, like his
Son, had a history. Elucidating John 5:26, Smith stated that “God
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the father took life unto himself precisely as Jesus did.” Like Father,
like Son, Smith taught. In this statement, Smith made an unknow-
able known; he made shape and temporality essential to, rather than
departures from, godliness. According to this theology, embodiment
was not the formation of a hapless creature, but a step in an eternal
soul’s bid to become like God. Continuing his apparent explication of
the May 1833 revelation, Smith stated that “we came to this earth that
we might have a body,” and building on his eatlier teachings to the
Twelve, explained that “all beings who have bodies have power over
those who have not.” Following the implications of his earlier rev-
elations, Smith imbued bodily existence with ultimate significance.
In pitting embodied beings against a disembodied devil, he was also
aligning humans with God. As in Parley’s writings, the value Smith
placed on matter included both bodies and the earth they inhabited,
which, he explained, “will be rolled back into the presence of God and
crowned with Celestial Glory.”" This teaching echoed his December
1832 revelation.”” While prior teachings had suggested that humans
could become like the Son, these statements implied that to become
like the Son was to become like the Father, while also revealing that
the Father was a being like the Son, a being that existed in both space
and time.

All of this related to Smith’s teaching on baptism for the dead,
which affirmed the value of the physical body, as well as the spaces
those bodies inhabited. On 19 January 1841, in one of the few formal
revelations that Smith received in Nauvoo, the Lord urged the Saints
to build a temple so they “may be baptized for those who are dead.”
While the body could be imprisoned, as Smith had learned, it also
had power to perform sacred acts in sacred spaces to liberate cap-
tive spirits. In this way, the Saints could, in imitation of Christ and
God, use their bodies to become “saviours . .. on mount Zion.”** The
teaching suggested that because disembodied spirits were fundamen-
tally unlike embodied Gods, they needed the assistance of embodied
Saints to move toward an exalted destination. During an October

1841 conference, while speaking on the topic at the request “of some
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of the Twelve,” many of whom had returned from the British Isles,
Smith “presented ‘Baptism for the Dead’ as the only way that men
can appear as saviors on mount Zion.” He clarified that it was “not
men that saved” the dead, but “by actively engaging in rites of salva-
tion substitutionally,” he explained, the living “became instrumental
in bring[ing] multitudes of their kin into the kingdom of God.”**
Throughout Smith’s ministry, he remained committed to the teach-
ing at the heart of his salvation revelations—that Christ was the sin-
gular Savior of the human family—even as he gradually introduced
the doctrine that Christ saved beings who had the power to perform
feats that would make them like him.

As Smith introduced this teaching and related practices to the
general Church audience, his critics took note of what they viewed
as mounting heresies. In an 1841 publication, “anti-Mormon” editor
Thomas C. Sharp cited Parley Pratt’s earlier defense of the revealed
statement that “the saints shall be made equal with Christ.” Perhaps
knowing of Parley’s and Orson’s other writings on the topic, along
with something of the content of Smith’s recent sermons, Sharp
asserted that the Saints “believe that they will have power to create
worlds, and that those worlds will transgress the law given, conse-
quently they will become saviors to those worlds, and redeem them;
never, until this is accomplished,” Sharp reported, “will their glory
be complete; and then there will be ‘Lords many, and Gods many.”*
Despite Sharp’s stinging bias, records indicate that he actually had a
pulse on radical developments in Latter-day Saint thought.

Making Gods: 18421844

In late January 1842, Smith met with a small group inside his home
in Nauvoo and instructed them on the histories of Gods and the fu-
ture of humankind. Just over a month before, in mid-December, he
had held a similar meeting. According to Woodruft’s record of that
gathering, Smith instructed them that if “we kept the command-
ments of God we Should bring forth fruit & be the friends of God &
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know what our lord did & he would reveal his secrets unto us.”” A
few weeks later, Smith made good on his promise. On that occasion,
he taught that what the “lord did” on this earth was what God the
Father had done on another earth. In teaching this, Smith put flesh
on the theological bones he had unveiled a year before, but he did not
end with the histories of Gods. He proceeded to trace the destinies of
their righteous believers: “The Holy Ghost would do the same in his
turn & so would all the Saints who inherited a Celestial glory so their
would be Gods many & Lords many.”*® According to Woodruff’s ac-
count, Smith appears to have taught that exalted Saints had similar
destinies as the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. It seems that Sharp
had not been far off in his account of “heretical” Latter-day Saint
beliefs.

While Smith was anxious to teach these mysteries, and although
related ideas about eternal existence, the plurality of Gods, and
human potential appeared the next month in published selections of
the Book of Abraham, Smith became frustrated when some of his
secret instructions were made public before he thought prudent.® In
an April 1842 discourse given to the Female Relief Society of Nauvoo,
he chastised some Church leaders, including Parley and Orson Pratt.
Smith described them, along with Orson Hyde and John E. Page, as
“great big elders” and charged them with repeating certain principles
taught in “private counsel . . . as their own revelations.””* In light of
the fact that Smith often taught about theosis and corresponding
concepts in private, he appears to have had those teachings in mind
in these statements to the Relief Society. While Smith seemed most
concerned about the source of these teachings, he also might have
been just as concerned about when and in what setting they were
taught.

Despite this frustration, or perhaps even because of it, Smith
continued to unveil teachings on becoming like God and proceeded
to introduce new practices meant to actualize the deification pro-
cess”” Within days of chastising the Pratts and others, he spoke to
the Saints about the elders being “endued with power,” and then, a
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few days later, he introduced nine men to the endowment, the put-
pose of which was to bring initiates into “the prese[n]ce of Eloheim
in the eternal worlds.””” In a Sunday sermon given in 1843, the same
year in which he introduced the ritual of the endowment to women,
Smith described the similar histories of Father and Son and noted
that some of God’s children “are resurrected to become gods by such
revelations as god gives in the most holy place.””> Smith'’s statement
seemed to indicate that the endowment was essential to the process
of becoming like God.

While introducing new practices, Smith continued to elucidate
teachings about the natures and destinies of God and humans. In
an April 1843 meeting in Macedonia, Illinois, he corrected Orson
Hyde’s interpretation of a passage in 1 John that reads, “When he
shall appear, we shall be like him” (1 John 3:2). In a prior meeting,
Hyde had taught that Christ “will appear on a white horse.—as a war-
riot” and proposed, “May be we shall have some of the same spirit.”
Smith clarified that the passage referred more to Christ’s nature than
how he would appear at that moment, explaining that “we shall see
that he is a man like ourselves.” In the same meeting, Smith also
corrected Hyde’s reading of the scripture in John 14 regarding the
appearance of the Father and the Son. Hyde had taught that “it is our
privilege to have the father & son dwelling in our hearts,” but Smith
dismissed the idea as “an old Sectarian notion,” explaining that the
appearance written of “is a personal. appearance.””* Before the day
was over, Smith again referred to Hyde’s mistake and explained that
“the Father has a body of flesh & bones as tangible as mans the Son
also.””? Smith may have relished the opportunity to correct one of
the “great big elders,” but in any case he used the occasion to reiterate
divine embodiment and human potential.

While Smith had begun to include veiled references to these
teachings in sermons, he continued to follow the pattern of explain-
ing deifying practices and principles to his most trusted friends
before preaching them in public. This was particulatly the case with

related revelations on the new and everlasting covenant of marriage.
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For instance, in May 1843 Smith met with Benjamin F. Johnson and
explained the concept of marital sealings. According to his scribe
William Clayton, who was present at the time of the teaching, “He
said that except a man and his wife enter into an everlasting covenant
and be married for eternity while in this probation by the power and
authority of the Holy priesthood they will cease to increase when
they die (i e) they will not have any children in the resurrection.””®
This suggested that exaltation involved not just glorified bodies, but
also the ability to propagate children in eternity.

Smith’s revelation on plural marriage, which he revealed two
months later, confirmed that godhood involved eternal families and
eternal increase. It declared that the righteous who did not enter the
new and everlasting covenant of marriage would “remain separately
and Singly without exaltation in their Saved Condition to all eternity
and from henceforth are not Gods, but are angels of God forever and
ever.” In contrast, those who abided the covenant, would receive “a
fullness and Continuation of the Seeds for ever and ever. Then Shall
they be Gods, because they have no End.””” These statements added
to the prior teachings on becoming like God. God’s children had
eternal souls that would inhabit and create eternal bodies on eternal
worlds.

All of Smith’s teachings on the topic came together in a sermon
he gave on 7 April 1844 at the funeral of King Follett. Follett had
spent time imprisoned with Smith in Missouri, an experience that
contributed to the development of teachings Smith now shared at
his friend’s funeral. The concepts contained in this sermon had been
introduced in revelations given fourteen years earlier and developed
in meetings and discourses preached during the prior half decade.
While Smith had introduced these teachings and related practices
first in private, he now distilled all that he had learned about the
nature of God, Christ, and man, before a large body of Saints.

Smith grounded his sermon in New Testament passages to show
that these teachings had been sown long before his early 1830s revela-
tions. “What did Jesus say,” Smith asked, “as the father hath power in
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himself even so hath the son power. to do what why what the father
did To lay down his body and took it up again.” After teaching that
Christ had died as his Father had, Smith went on to tell his audience,
“You have got to learn how to be a god yourself.””® Such statements,
like the passages in Smith’s revelations, might have raised the ques-
tion of how mere mortals could become like God. Anticipating the
queries, Smith followed his revelations in providing an answer that
placed humans on the same ontological plane as God. “The mind of
man—the intelligent part is coequal with God himself,” he stated,
“their spirit exists coequal with God.” Smith concluded that because
“intelligence exists—upon a self existent principle” and there is “no
creation about it . . . all the spirits that God ever sent into the world
are susceptible of enlargement.””” The exalted ontological status of
humans made eternal progression and eventual perfection possible.
Smith followed these statements with a call for the Saints to save
their dead, again linking the practice of baptism for the dead to the
process of theosis. These teachings represented Smith’s latest reflec-
tions on the revealed teaching that, in emulation of Christ, the righ-

teous could grow from grace to grace until they obtained a fullness.

Conclusion

Smith’s last public reflections on the teaching came a few months
later in his Sermon at the Grove, given just over a week before he
was killed. Prior to speaking, Smith sang “Mortals, awake!” with the
Saints, perhaps in anticipation of his message about Gods and men.
Once again, opposition encouraged the articulation of mature theo-
logical concepts. In this case, the publication of the Nauvoo Expositor
drew Smith’s radical rejoinder. Rather than refute the newspaper’s
claim, Smith dug in his heels, insisting that he had preached on “the
plurality of Gods” for fifteen years. Backing the teaching from the
Bible, he declared that he had “always” preached that God, Christ,
and the Holy Ghost were “distinct” personages, a necessary qualifi-

cation to his assertion. In what was perhaps an acknowledgement of
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a newer teaching, Smith then indicated his intention to preach “the
doctrine [of] there being a God above the” Father of Christ. Smith
might have had in mind the King Follett discourse when he insisted
that he had taught “all the strong doctrines publicly—& always
stronger than what I preach in private,” or maybe he was signaling
to the audience that the present occasion would evidence the truth of
his assertion.®°

Smith proceeded to preach the plurality of Gods from both the
Old and New Testaments. He explained that a proper reading of the
Hebrew Bible showed that Gods organized the heavens and the earth
and made man in their own image, and that “the heads of the Gods
appointed one God for us.”"" Setting aside the Trinitarian formu-
lation as an absurdity, Smith reasoned that if Christ had a Father,
then the Father “had a [Father] also.” Smith made this point from
the Bible, but he also directly drew on a passage from the Book of
Abraham. In the passage, wherein the Lord described a hierarchy of
intelligent spirits to Abraham, he noted, “I am the Lord thy God, I
am more intelligent than they all.”*> Smith understood the scripture
to mean that “intelligences exist one above ano[ther and] that there
is not [an] end to it.” Refusing to be “scared to death” of these teach-
ings, he proceeded to explain that as the Father “wrought precisely
in the same way as his [Father] had done,” so Christ “laid down his
life & took it up.”®* Another account of the discourse indicates that
Smith taught that “the holy ghost is yet a spiritual Body. and waiting
to take to himself a body as the savior did or as god did or the gods
before them took bodies.”** As in the revelations and Smith’s prior
sermons, when he thought and taught about the nature of Gods, he
also thought and taught about the destinies of God’s children.

Smith’s radical views of the Father and the Son, whom he
described as beings with bodies and histories, directly related to
his radical teachings about humans, whom he described as beings
with premortal pasts and immortal futures. Citing a passage from
Romans that had begun to appear with more regularity in his dis-

courses, Smith explained that to become joint heirs with Christ, “we



CHRISTOLOGY AND THEOSIS IN THE REVELATIONS 147

then also took Bodies to Lay them down and take them up again.” As
the passage in Romans taught, this required suffering “with him in
the flesh that we may be also glorified together.”® These statements
suggest that perhaps Smith had reconsidered the unique teaching
that exalted saints needed to become saviors; perhaps it was enough
that they suffered with Christ in this life, a lesson that harkened back
to his experience in prison. Such suffering meant that “we shall see as
we are seen & be as God—& be as the God of his Fa[ther].”*® Smith
had once taught that when Christ appears the righteous would see
that he was a man, like unto them; now he chose to emphasize that
the Saints would be seen as Gods. While Smith grounded these
teachings in biblical passages, he had also cited the Book of Abraham
and even made mention of the Book of Mormon and the Doctrine
and Covenants. Indeed, he spoke specifically of “the vision” of 1832,
wherein he had learned of differing glories and multiple gods, to
emphasize that “every man who reigns is a God.””

Smith’s last formulations on theosis might be interpreted as a
threat to the Christology that had been at the heart of Latter-day
Saint theology, but this interpretation fails to recognize the christo-
logical continuities between Smith’s 1830s revelations and his 1840s
teachings. The close reading of early revelations yields a contextual
understanding that should limit and constrain how we understand
Smith’s late teachings. While those teachings spurned much of tra-
ditional Christian theology, they rested on revelations that simulta-
neously emphasized salvation through Christ and the potential to
achieve exaltation in imitation of Christ. In other words, from begin-
ning to end, the articulation of a Latter-day Saint theosis depended
on a robust Christology.

This had been made clear in the 1832 vision, which taught that
through Jesus, who “came in to the world . . . to be crucified for the
world and to bear the sins of the world,” the righteous Saints could
become “Gods even the sons of God.” The vision indicated that these,
who “the father hath given all things . . . are priests and kings.”*® Over

fourteen years later, in one of his last public statements on the topic,
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Smith again taught that Jesus Christ “hath by his own blood made us
(Kings and Priests] to God.”
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