
Joseph had declared during the campaign, “If I lose my life in a good cause I am willing to be sacrificed on 
the altar of virtue, righteousness, and truth in maintaining the laws and Constitution of the United States, 

if need be, for the general good of mankind.”
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Joseph Smith’s 1844 campaign for president of the United States is much 
more than a curious footnote in Latter-day Saint history. Recent scholar-

ship, including Storming the Nation,1 confirms that the campaign aligned 
with the Restoration’s goals to gather Israel, establish Zion, and protect the 
rights of all humanity. By examining the reasons, means, and outcomes of 
Joseph’s2 campaign, we can highlight truths of the Restoration that are central 
to our students’ covenant responsibility to gather Israel and prepare the world 
for the Second Coming.

The primary impulse of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
in the nineteenth century was to restore not only the true Church of Jesus 
Christ but also the Zion kingdom destined to govern the world during the 
Millennium. This establishment of righteous, divinely sanctioned govern-
ment stands as the first of two revelatory strands that led to Joseph’s decision 
to run for president. However, Zion’s unique doctrine of gathering and liv-
ing an all-encompassing lifestyle conflicted with American religious, social, 
economic, and political ideals. In time, these frictional differences sparked 
violence that evicted the Saints first from a county and then from an entire 



Religious Educator  ·  VOL. 21 NO. 3 · 2020140

state. Ensuing revelations commanded the Saints to petition the government 
for protection and redress. Joseph’s decade-long struggle to protect Zion 
based on these revelations became the other strand that led to his campaign. 
In this article it is not possible to completely contextualize the development 
of these two threads that led to Joseph’s campaign. While I will provide the 
basic outlines, readers can find additional details from the sources provided 
in the notes. My purpose is to outline the historical events and to provide 
principles modern teachers and students might learn about and apply today.3 

“Bring Forth and Establish the Cause of Zion”

Restoration of a Zion Community
The Book of Mormon and early revelations detailed that Zion would be built 
in the Americas before the Second Coming of Christ and that its society 
would demand much more than contemporary Christianity. “And the Lord 
called his people Zion,” a revelation explained, “because they were all of one 
heart [a social component] and one mind [a political or governing compo-
nent], and dwelt in righteousness [a religious component]; and there was no 
poor among them [an economic component]” (Moses 7:18). Other Zion 
revelations instructed the Saints to gather together “to build unto the Lord 
a house whereby [the Lord] could reveal unto his people the ordinances of 
his house.”4 In the temple, the Saints would make covenants gathering them 
to Christ and committing them as individuals and as a community to estab-
lish Zion. Further revelations fleshed out her elements—priesthoods, temple 
covenants, and ordinances for the religious, eternal sealings for the social, 
the kingdom of God for the political, and the law of consecration for the 
economic.

When the Lord revealed Jackson County, Missouri, as the New Jerusalem, 
the Saints began laboring to “bring forth and establish the cause of Zion” 
(Doctrine and Covenants 6:6). The revelations divided the world between 
Zion (and her stakes) and the mission field, “white already to harvest” (4:4). 
As the Saints built Zion through keeping their covenants, they would be 
endowed with power from the temple to go into the world and “reap with 
all [their] might” (33:7). Converts would then gather to Zion and make 
their own temple covenants, and the cycle would continue. Zion would bring 
the beginning of world renewal and establish a people prepared for Christ’s 
return.
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While most who join the Church would be from the scattered house of 
Israel, Zion also included the Gentiles. “I have sent mine everlasting covenant 
into the world,” Christ said, “to be a light to the world, and to be a standard 
for my people and for the Gentiles to seek to it . . . to prepare the way before 
me” (Doctrine and Covenants 45:9). As the Lord is “no respecter of persons” 
(38:16), he plans to redeem the “heathen nations” and those who will not 
choose the full gospel, so that they “have part in the first resurrection [where] 
it shall be tolerable for them” (45:54). Before, during, and after the cataclysms 
accompanying the Second Coming, the kingdom of God will protect not just 
celestial Saints but also the terrestrial “honorable” of the earth (76:75).5 Thus 
building Zion held these dual roles in preparing the world for the return of 
Christ—gathering Israel to Christ and enlightening and protecting the hon-
orable of humanity. “Therefore, blessed are you,” the Lord said to his Saints, 

“if ye continue in my goodness, a light unto the Gentiles, and through this 
priesthood, a savior unto my people Israel” (86:11).

Zion Hindered
The convictions of Zion’s people, however, stood in sharp contrast to the 
beliefs of fellow Americans. New scripture, revelations, and doctrines—cou-
pled with their gathering under priesthood authority—seemed blasphemous 
and despotic. Collective political power in the name of religion, untied to 
political parties, was anathema in an age of powerful party politics. Economic 
cooperation challenged free-market capitalism. Sadly, conflicting beliefs on 
the nineteenth–century frontier often meant violence.6 When mobs drove 
the Saints from Jackson County, Joseph questioned heaven about what to 
do. The Lord instructed the Saints to “continue to importune for redress, and 
redemption, by the hands of those who are placed as rulers and are in author-
ity over you” (Doctrine and Covenants 101:76). If the authorities, from 
county government to the president, “heed [their petitions] not, then will 
the Lord arise . . . and in his fury vex the nation” (101:89).

Ultimately, petitions to all three branches of government at all levels 
garnered nothing. When the Mormon War of 1838 broke out in northern 
Missouri, there was nothing stopping the governor from ordering the exter-
mination of the Saints. While Joseph languished in jail, government-backed 
mobs terrorized the Saints with indiscriminate murder, rape, theft, and 
destruction of property. Eventually, Missourians allowed Joseph to “escape” 
and join the Saints, who were now gathered in Illinois. Joseph believed 
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national public sentiment supported the Saints and hand delivered petitions 
of redress to Congress and the president. The congressional petition died in 
committee and President Martin Van Buren famously told the Prophet to his 
face, “Your cause is just, but I can do nothing for you—if I do anything, I shall 
come in contact with the whole State of Missouri.”7 Joseph returned to the 
new settlement of Nauvoo furiously questioning, “Is there not virtue in the 
body politic?”8 He became convinced that the Saints needed the protection 
of virtuous government to avoid a repeat of the mobocracy and atrocities of 
Missouri.

Zion Threatened in Nauvoo
Illinois politicians stumbled over each other courting the votes of the thou-
sands of new Latter-day Saint refugees. Joseph leveraged their outreach to 
obtain the Nauvoo Charter and Legion that for a time stood as a defensive 
wall to protect a “city-state” of Zion.9 However, the same elements of Zion, 
now including rumors of plural marriage, brought renewed confrontation 
with their neighbors. Looking for help, Joseph wrote to the five potential 
presidential candidates of 1844 asking, “What will be your rule of action 
relative to us as a people, should fortune favor your ascension to the chief 
magistracy?”10 Only three responded. None offered help. 

Therefore, on 29 January 1844, Church leaders moved “that Joseph Smith 
be a candidate for the next presidency and that we use all honorable means to 
secure his election.”11 Over the coming months, they mobilized members to 
assist, including the formation of the confidential Council of Fifty and a cadre 
of over six hundred political missionaries to electioneer in every state.12 The 
two strands—righteous government to receive Christ’s return and protection 
of all citizens’ rights—were fused in the Prophet’s campaign. By examining 
both strands as they played out in Joseph’s campaign, we can harvest truths 
that are relevant for our students today.

“Kings and Priests to God”13—Becoming and Gathering Israel for the 
Second Coming

Joseph Smith’s Campaign
The unfolding doctrines of the Saints’ part in preparing the world for the 
Second Coming influenced Joseph’s decision to run for president. From 
the spring of 1842 until his death in June 1844, the Prophet taught truths 
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revealing that the house of Israel had spiritual and political positions as priest-
kings and priestess-queens. These roles allowed for the gathering of covenant 
Israel on both sides of the veil and the eventual establishing of the political 
kingdom of God.

The political kingdom revealed. The publishing of the Book of Abraham 
and the creation of the Nauvoo Relief Society in March 1842 added to the 
ongoing revelation about the kingdom. When the Book of Abraham rolled 
off the Times and Seasons press, it buttressed earlier revelations that taught the 
dual nature of the Melchizedek Priesthood (see Abraham 1:2, 18; 2:9–11). 
Named after the “great high priest” and king of righteousness, those Saints 
who received this priesthood and lived its covenants understood they would 
inherit celestial glory as “priests and kings . . . of the Most High, after the 
order of Melchizedek, which was . . . after the order of the Only Begotten Son” 
(Doctrine and Covenants 107:1–3; 76:56–57). Furthermore, they learned 
that Abraham saw in vision the premortal “noble and great ones” whom the 
Lord foreordained to become “rulers” (Abraham 3:22–23). Thus, the Book 
of Abraham concretized that the Melchizedek Priesthood was dualistic—
priest and king.14 

When Joseph organized the Nauvoo Relief Society on 17 March 1842, 
he used kingdom truths tied to priests and priestesses and kings and queens—
namely, theodemocracy, aristarchy, and temple ordinances. Different from 
other contemporary benevolent societies, the Prophet gave the Relief 
Society “something better”: an aristarchic theodemocracy.15 Since at least 
1838, Joseph publicly championed aristarchy, defined as “a body of good men 
[and women] in power, or government by excellent men [and women].”16 
This echoed the Lord’s declaration, “Wherefore, honest men and wise men 
should be sought for diligently, and good men and wise men should ye seek 
to uphold” (Doctrine and Covenants 98:10). Joseph later explained theode-
mocracy as “where God and the people hold the power to conduct the affairs 
of men in righteousness.”17 Revelation declared the Relief Society’s officers, 
whom the women then sanctioned by vote, the familiar practice of com-
mon consent. Joseph instructed that they continue serving “so long as they 
shall continue to fill the office with dignity.” The society would operate not 
by constitution but by revelation to aristarchic officers, thereby “mov[ing] 
according to the ancient Priesthood [Melchizedek]” and become a “king-
dom of priests[esses].”18 The Relief Society was integral to the Restoration, 
including the preparation for the political kingdom of God, because “it takes 
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all [men and women] to restore the Priesthood,” for without women the 
“priesthood is not complete.” Joseph taught them that this would include the 
restoration of ancient temple ordinances.19 

Temple ordinances. On 4 May 1842, the Prophet “instituted the Ancient 
order of things,” instructing nine men “in the principles and order of the 
priesthood, attending to washings and anointings, endowments, and the 
communications of keys, pertaining to the Aaronic Priesthood, and . . . the 
Melchizedek Priesthood.”20 Others, including women, received this endow-
ment the following year. What was the “ancient order of things?” It was 
the complete unfolding of the Melchizedek Priesthood, inherently a dual 
order—spiritual and political. Those endowed by Joseph became a part of the 

“Anointed Quorum.”21 Anointed, or chosen, for what? “To become kings and 
queens, and priests and priestesses [to] our Lord.”22 In 1843 Joseph revealed 
marriage sealings and “the fullness of the priesthood,” commonly called 
the “second anointing.” This ordinance was a “promise of kingly powers and 
of endless lives. It was a confirmation of promises that worthy men could 
become kings and priests and that worthy women could become queens and 
priestesses in the eternal worlds.”23 With his “Anointed Ones,” the Lord could 
restore heavenly governance. With the rising threat of enemies inside and 
outside the Church, the Anointed Quorum began discussing the upcoming 
presidential election the very next week.

The Council of Fifty. They continued to meet, the kings and queens, to 
discuss religious and political decisions, such as supporting the Prophet in 
running for president, until 11 March 1844. On that day, Joseph organized 

“The Kingdom of God and his Laws, with the keys and power thereof, and 
judgement in the hands of his servants,” also known as the Council of Fifty.24 
This council was the kingdom of God and had three directives: train its mem-
bers in heavenly governance, coordinate Joseph’s presidential campaign, and 
look for a place in Oregon, California, or Texas to establish an independent 
theodemocratic kingdom. These objectives mirrored the Lord’s earlier decla-
ration that “the church may stand independent above all other[s],” and that 
the Saints “may come up unto the crown prepared for [them], and be made 
rulers over many kingdoms” (Doctrine and Covenants 78:14–15). 

While the council used contemporary parliamentary procedure, Joseph 
insisted on an environment of counseling until unanimity brought revelation, 
according to “the order of Councils in ancient days.”25 He earlier taught that 

“to receive revelation and the blessings of heaven it was necessary to have our 
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minds on god and exercise faith and become of one heart and of one mind.”26 
Thus for “any resolution [to] become a law [it had] to have the vote of all the 
members of the council.”27 Joseph expected “all the brethren to speak their 
minds on [the] subject and to say what was in their hearts whether good or 
bad.” Council members needed to “disagree long enough to select the pure 
gold from the dross by the process of investigation.”28 The council continued 
to execute Joseph’s presidential campaign until a mob executed him.

Relevance for Our Students
I have outlined some ways Joseph sought to solve the problems of his day 
and implement revealed truth. Under the direction of our current Church 
leaders, we might employ different practices for the problems of the twenty-
first century. However, some principles from Joseph’s presidential campaign 
have universal application. For example, our students are among the “noble 
and great ones” Abraham said the Lord would “make [his] rulers” (Abraham 
3:22–23). Our students need to understand this truth and how it connects 
to their role in the gathering of the house of Israel. This gathering to Christ 
comes through the covenants and ordinances of the temple that prepare and 
propel them to create a Zion society in which they act as priests and priest-
esses and eventually as kings and queens. Furthermore, revelatory councils are 
key to receiving the revelation needed to hasten the gathering and establish 
Zion.

Being noble and great rulers. When students fully understand that they are 
noble and great, “then things fit together and make sense!”29 Their premortal 
choices elected them to the house of Israel, God’s covenant people, and thus 
they come to earth with “the election of grace” (Doctrine and Covenants 
84:99; Romans 11:5).30 This means they are born in the covenant or in a time 
and place where missionaries bring the covenant to them (Bible Dictionary, 

“Election”). In turn, they are trusted and under covenant to help the Father 
gather others of the elect to Jesus Christ, becoming “savior[s] unto my peo-
ple Israel” (Doctrine and Covenants 86:11). Each of our precious students, 
furthermore, has been foreordained “to fulfill specific missions during their 
mortal lives” in the service of their Priest and King. Although our students 

“do not remember . . . [they] surely agreed to fulfill significant tasks in the ser-
vice of [their] Father.”31 However, their election is not to lives of earthly praise 
or power but to lives of humility, to lives of following the Master by serving 



Religious Educator  ·  VOL. 21 NO. 3 · 2020146

and ministering to all of God’s children, thus giving their lives to Christ and 
his cause (see Matthew 20:25–28). 

Like the noble and great ones before them, our students “received their 
first lessons in the world of spirits and were prepared to come forth in the due 
time of the Lord to labor in the vineyard for the salvation of the souls of men” 
(Doctrine and Covenants 138:56). As President Russell M. Nelson recently 
told our students about their “due time,”

Our Heavenly Father has reserved many of his most noble spirits . . . for this 
final phase. Those noble spirits . . . are you! 

. . . You were sent to earth at this precise time, the most crucial time in the 
history of the world, to help gather Israel. There is nothing happening on this 
earth right now that is more important than that. 

This . . . should mean everything to you. . . . You have the capacity to . . . 
have more impact on the world than any previous generation!32

When our students’ spirits remember these truths and responsibilities, 
their noble souls awake not only to their own nature but to the nature of 
the work before them.33 Sheri Dew, former counselor in the General Relief 
Society Presidency, eloquently extolled,

[You are] noble and great. . . . That is who you are, and that is who you have 
always been. Understanding that truth can change your life, because this 
knowledge carries a confidence that cannot be duplicated any other way.

When you understand that you were chosen and reserved for now, and 
when you live in harmony with that mission, you’ll be happier than you have 
ever been before.34 

Our students will choose to “have done with lesser things” and rise as the 
“Hope of Israel” and the world.35 That is their birthright and faithful destiny, 
to be noble kings and queens who will “reign with [God] on earth for the 
great Millennium” (Doctrine and Covenants 43:29–30). 

Receiving and offering temple ordinances. The priestly work for the Lord’s 
“noble and great . . . rulers” always leads to the saving and exalting covenants 
and ordinances of the temple. There, at the nexus of heaven, earth, and the 
spirit world, our students receive those blessings and in turn extend them 
to others. They help fulfill the Lord’s “covenant which [he has] sent forth 
to recover [his] people, . . . the house of Israel” (Doctrine and Covenants 
39:11). Members of our rising generation love attending the temple, doing 
family history work, and performing ordinances for the deceased more than 
any generation before them. “We are very grateful for your worthiness and 
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willingness to participate in that sacred temple work,” President Nelson 
recently exclaimed to the youth. We join with him in saying, “We thank 
you!”36

However, each temple ordinance “is not just a ritual to go through, it is 
an act of solemn promising” and receiving that must be carried out in order 
to become like Christ, the ultimate King and Priest.37 True temple worship 

“requires a total conversion of mind and heart to be more like the Lord, to be 
an honest citizen, to be a better example, and to be a holier person.”38 Because 

“everything that is learned and all that is done in the temple emphasize the 
divinity of Jesus Christ and his role in Heavenly Father’s great plan of hap-
piness,” what we learn, feel, and hear assists us “in the ongoing process of 
spiritual rebirth and transformation.” As students worship in the temple for 
themselves and others, “heavenly channels” of the “power of godliness” flow 
into their lives and, in time, they will “conquer the world of evil.” Indeed, our 
students will help to usher in a new world that they will rule alongside the 
Savior for a thousand years.39

Governing through revelatory councils. The Lord has governed his work 
through revelatory councils from before the foundation of the earth. Every 
level of the Church, and eventually the kingdom, is governed by councils 
because “the council is the setting for receiving inspiration.”40 In their roles 
of furthering the Church, and in time the kingdom, our students must learn 
to govern with revelatory, experiential councils rather than through rote 
meetings.41 Recent changes in ecclesiastical structure and tone are meant to 
develop capability in the rising generation to govern through revelatory coun-
cils.42 President Nelson’s constant plea to develop greater capacity to receive 
personal revelation is the key. We must help and encourage our students, all of 
them, to do the spiritual work that revelatory councils require. To succeed in 
the present and future, they must “sit in council with the saints which are in 
Zion; otherwise Satan seeketh to turn their hearts away from the truth, that 
they become blinded and understand not the things which are prepared for 
them” (Doctrine and Covenants 78:9–10).

Our students should speak up in councils if they have a different idea or 
even disagree with what is being proposed. However, since it is a revelatory 
process, the tone of the disagreement must be correct. “Every man, before 
he makes an objection to any item that is thrown before them [a council] 
for consideration,” Joseph taught, “should be sure that they can throw light 
upon the subject rather than spread darkness, and that his objections be 
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founded in righteousness.”43 Just like prayer, achieving governing revelation 
through councils is work. “In ancient days,” Joseph explained, “councils were 
conducted with such strict propriety, that no one was allowed to whisper, be 
weary, leave the room, or get uneasy in the least, until the voice of the Lord, 
by revelation, or by the voice of the Council by the spirit was obtained.”44 Our 
students are “born to become kings and queens, and priests and priestesses 
for our Lord.”45 We must encourage them to learn divine leadership through 
receiving revelation in their councils, especially in their families. We as teach-
ers might also reconsider how we organize class leadership. 

Thus the thread of divine governance in Joseph’s decision to run for 
president is essential for us to think and teach about. By understanding our 
students’ roles as future kings and queens, acting as priests and priestesses in 
gathering Israel on both sides of the veil, and in receiving revelation for the 
Lord’s work, they are building Zion and “preparing the way of the Lord for 
his second coming” and the renewed earth they will help govern (Doctrine 
and Covenants 34:6).

“Power to protect the innocent”46—Being a Light unto and Protecting 
the Gentiles

Joseph Smith’s Campaign
The other revelatory thread leading to Joseph’s presidential campaign was the 
commandment to protect the rights and freedoms of the Saints. Additionally, 
the Saints were to be a light to the Gentiles and protect their rights and free-
doms. The Saints were to take political action to safeguard those rights and 
freedoms, work with others to improve humanity generally, and be willing to 
sacrifice, or even die, for these efforts.

Petitioning, influencing, and choosing good government. The Lord “estab-
lished the Constitution of this land [the United States], by the hands of wise 
men whom I raised up” to maintain “the rights and protection of all flesh” 
(Doctrine and Covenants 101:80, 77). Yet, fellow Americans and the U.S. 
government at all levels failed to support, protect, or give redress to the Saints 
in the 1830s and early 1840s. So, “as the world has used the power of govern-
ment to oppress and persecute us it is right for us to use it for the protection 
of our rights,” Joseph announced. “We will whip the mob by getting up a can-
didate for president.”47 He was running “to obtain what influence and power 
I can, lawfully . . . for the protection of injured innocence.”48
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The Prophet published a political pamphlet entitled General Smith’s 
Views of the Powers and Policy of the Government of the United States (Views). 
Church leaders mailed fifteen hundred copies to the nation’s newspapers and 
government officials. Joseph had earlier declared, “The only fault I find with 
the Constitution is it is not broad enough to cover the whole ground.”49 Views 
outlined Joseph’s plan “to cover” all citizens’ rights. In 1844 the Bill of Rights 
was not guaranteed by the states, so he suggested that “the president [have] 
full power to send an army to suppress mobs. . . . [because] the governor 
himself may be a robber . . . destroy[ing] the very lives, rights, and property 
he should protect.”50 Twenty-four years later, the Fourteenth Amendment 
finally required states to give each citizen “equal protection” under the law.

As a presidential candidate, Joseph was among the first to advocate the 
end of slavery.51 “Break off the shackles from the poor black man,” he implored, 

“and hire him to labor like other human beings.” Joseph proposed “pay[ing] 
every man a reasonable price for his slaves” through the sale of federal land.52 
Decades later, influential politician and educator Josiah Quincy wrote that 
Joseph had been a true statesman to publish the first practical plan that might 
have avoided the “terrible cost of the fratricidal [civil] war.”53 The Prophet 
particularly lamented political divisiveness. “Unity is power,” he proclaimed, 

“and when I reflect on the importance of it to the stability of all governments, 
I am astounded at the silly moves of persons and parties to foment discord 
in order to ride into power on the current of popular excitement.”54 Joseph 
believed in the politics of unity and pleaded with all American citizens to 

“arise phoenix like” and “cheerfully help” restore America’s promise.55 
To the Saints, Joseph explained, “[It is] our duty to concentrate all our 

influence to make popular that which is sound and good, and [to make] 
unpopular that which is unsound. Tis right politically for a man who has 
influence to use it.”56 As part of this effort, over six hundred men and one 
woman volunteered to preach the gospel and campaign for Joseph. In every 
state, they “electioneer[ed] with all people, male and female, and exhort[ed] 
them to” vote for Joseph.57 

Partnering with others. On 18 April 1844 Joseph exclaimed in a Council 
of Fifty meeting that “the principles of intolerance and bigotry never had a 
place in this kingdom, nor in my breast . . . and [I would be] ready to die rather 
than yield to such things. . . . Only think! When a man can enjoy his liberties 
and has the power of civil officers to protect him, how happy he is.” Joseph 
was so animated he “broke . . . in two down the middle” a two-foot ruler he 



Religious Educator  ·  VOL. 21 NO. 3 · 2020150

was using “pretty freely” as he spoke.58 The Prophet intentionally taught and 
advocated religious freedom and interfaith cooperation.

During the campaign, Church leaders looked to Catholics as natural 
political allies since both were experiencing religious persecution. Mobs in 
the 1844 Philadelphia Bible Riots burned down dozens of Catholic homes, 
businesses, and churches, killing or wounding hundreds. Joseph’s campaign 
wrote to Hugh Clark, a Catholic leader at the center of the riots, offering 
an alliance. “The Mormons and the Catholics . . . [are] the only two who 
have suffered from the cruel hand of mobocracy for their religion under the 
name of foreigners,” the letter said. Together they could “stay this growing evil 
and establish Jeffersonian Democracy!” “Help us to elect this man [ Joseph],” 
the letter continued, “and we will help you to secure those privileges which 
belong to you and break every yoke.”59 

Furthermore, the campaign adopted the name “Jeffersonian Democracy” 
to reach those Americans who believed partisan politics had corrupted true 
American ( Jeffersonian) Republicanism.60 Since Republicanism dovetailed 
with many parts of Joseph’s political platform and aristarchic model, using 
Jeffersonian Democracy translated his campaign to a gentile audience. As the 
political missionaries preached it, they had surprising success in many places. 
In Comstock, Michigan, an “audience . . . manifest[ed] great interest and 
attention,” accepting Views with “good satisfaction.”61 A “mass meeting of the 
citizens without distinction of sect and party assembled” in Peterborough, 
New Hampshire, to hear the electioneers. After a “free expression of feelings,” 
a committee of citizens wrote “resolutions expressive of the views of the meet-
ing,” which the participants voted overwhelmingly to accept.62

David S. Hollister traveled by steamboat to Baltimore to prepare Joseph’s 
national convention. En route, he preached and politicked like “a lion.” One 
day, a Missourian tried to knife him for being “Mormon.” While he fended 
off the attack, it foreshadowed the violence that brought the campaign to an 
abrupt, brutal end.63 Two months later, Hollister and handful of electioneers 
opened but promptly closed Joseph’s convention, tears streaming down their 
cheeks. They had learned the day before that a mob murdered Joseph and 
Hyrum Smith two weeks earlier—the first assassination of a presidential can-
didate in American history.64

“Willing to be sacrificed . . . for the general good of mankind.” “I am just as 
ready to die in defending the rights of . . . a good man of any . . . denomina-
tion [as I would a Saint],” Joseph proclaimed a year before his death, “for the 
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same principle which would trample upon the rights of the Latter-day Saints 
would trample upon the rights of . . . any other denomination who may be 
unpopular and too weak to defend themselves.”65 His electioneers were just 
as willing to sacrifice. Alfred Cordon and James C. Snow left their families 
without even a pound of flour. John Blanchard and others were widowers, 
entrusting their children to others. More than a dozen were newlyweds, and 
seventy left pregnant wives or newborns. Some sold family heirlooms to 
finance their missions.66 Often denied board, they regularly slept exposed to 
the elements. People ridiculed, threatened, spat at, and even assaulted them. 
Mobs stoned Levi Jackman and Enoch Burns and tarred and feathered Eli 
McGinn. Political agents and opponents often violently disrupted meetings 
from Chicago to New York City and from Boston to Dresden, Tennessee.67

Yet the electioneers continued undeterred, believing “we must—we will—
revolutionize this corrupt and degraded country so as to restore the laws 
and rights of the citizens, or we must and will perish in the attempt.”68 They 
truly believed they were offering the nation religious and political salvation. 
Brigham Young told the missionaries, “This is a fire that cannot be put out,” 
and “We will turn the world upside down.”69 While no electioneers died cam-
paigning, when assassins murdered their candidate, their world was turned 
upside down. Joseph had declared during the campaign, “If I lose my life in a 
good cause I am willing to be sacrificed on the altar of virtue, righteousness, 
and truth in maintaining the laws and Constitution of the United States, if 
need be, for the general good of mankind.”70 And so it was. That general good 
comprised all the truths of the Restoration, including the kingdom of God, 
and those truths “cost the best blood of the nineteenth century to bring them 
forth for the salvation of a ruined world” (Doctrine and Covenants 135:6).

Relevance for Our Students
Again, Joseph’s campaign sought to solve the problems of his time. While we 
may not exactly duplicate his efforts today, some truths behind the campaign 
have application. For instance, the rising generation intensely wants to be part 
of causes that improve the planet and its children. When they understand that 
this intrinsic desire comes from their Father whose plan is for all of his chil-
dren, they will excitedly unite and sacrifice with others of good will to “bring 
to pass much righteousness” inside and outside of government (Doctrine and 
Covenants 58:27).
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Petitioning, influencing, and choosing good government. While the Church 
has been politically neutral regarding party politics for over a hundred years, 
being politically active is our students’ responsibility as citizens and as cov-
enant keepers. In our communities and nations, they can work to ensure good 
government that facilitates the gathering of Israel and improves and protects 
all God’s children. It begins with voting, where that is an option.71 The First 
Presidency has “urge[d] [us] to spend the time needed to become informed 
about the issues and candidates.”72 As Latter-day Saints, we have a covenant 
responsibility to be informed on “things which have been, things which are, 
things which must shortly come to pass; things which are at home, things 
which are abroad . . . and to obtain a knowledge of history, and of countries, 
and of kingdoms, of laws of God and man, all this for the salvation of Zion” 
(Doctrine and Covenants 88:79; 93:53). 

Unfortunately, in the United States only about half of eligible citizens, 
including Latter-day Saints, vote.73 This must change. As President M. Russell 
Ballard explained:

The civic duty of every Latter-day Saint, regardless of where they live . . . is 
to be actively involved in the political process. That means that they study the 
issues, they determine what the needs are as they see it, that they then use 
their freedom and their agency to vote according to their own conscience. It’s 
very important that good people everywhere are involved in this process. It’s dan-
gerous for people to sit back and say, “well, let somebody else worry about it.”74

Why is it dangerous? “No matter how good a government is,” Brigham 
Young taught, “unless it is administered by righteous men [and women], an 
evil government will be made of it.”75 President Gordon B. Hinckley also 
warned, “We are involved in an intense battle . . . between right and wrong, 
between truth and error, between . . . the Almighty . . . and . . . Lucifer. For 
that reason, we desperately need moral men and women who stand on prin-
ciple, to be involved in the political process. Otherwise, we abdicate power to 
those whose designs are almost entirely selfish.”76 

Being involved in government is more than just voting, however. “As 
personal circumstances allow,” members of the First Presidency “encourage 
men and women in the Church to serve in public offices of either election 
or appointment, including school boards, city and county councils and com-
missions, state legislatures, and national offices.”77 We can also pray for our 
current leaders, even as the early Saints petitioned for “mercy, O Lord, upon 
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. . . the rulers of our land . . . [and] the kings . . . and the great ones of the earth” 
(Doctrine and Covenants 109:54–55). 

Partnering with others. Some Saints ascribe to the faulty framework 
of “the Church versus the world,” whereas the real divide is between good 
and evil—a war much wider than the Church. As Orson F. Whitney said, 

“God is using more than one people for the accomplishment of his great and 
marvelous work. The Latter-day Saints cannot do it all. It is too vast, too 
arduous, for any one people.”78 The cause of Christ (Zion) is “organized so 
as to extend its benign influence over . . . [and] ameliorate the condition of, 
the human family.”79 The Lord “confirmed upon [us the gospel] covenant . . . 
not for [our] sakes only, but for the sake of the whole world” (Doctrine and 
Covenants 84:48). When our students internalize this, they feel encouraged 
to “embrace” and partner with “sincere souls from all religions [or none]” to 
improve individuals, communities, nations, and—ultimately—the world.80 
For “in doing these things [they] wilt do the greatest good unto [their] fel-
low beings, and wilt promote the glory of him who is [their] Lord” (81:4). 
By being “anxiously engaged in . . . good cause[s]” with others (58:27), our 
students’ “words and acts” will radiate out, “changing to a degree the life of 
the whole world around [them].”81

 Our students can mimic the actions they see members of Christ’s Church 
perform among the human family. For example, the Church has partnered 
with the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People to 
revitalize impoverished neighborhoods in major American cities. Speaking at 
their 2020 national convention, President Nelson said, “We are all connected, 
and we have a God-given responsibility to help make life better for those 
around us.”82 The Church works with other faiths, notably with the Catholic 
Church, in advocating “religious liberty, the importance of the family, [and] 
. . . concern for the youth [in a world of ] secularization.”83 The humanitarian 
arm of the Church works “shoulder to shoulder as partners” with the Islamic 
Worldwide Relief and Catholic Relief Services “to relieve suffering.”84 World 
leaders thank the Church “for our humanitarian aid to their people . . . [and] 
for the strength that our faithful members bring to their country as loyal, con-
tributing citizens.” Other leaders express “their hope for the Church to be 
established in their lands . . . [b]ecause they know that Latter-day Saints will 
help to build strong families and communities, making life better for oth-
ers wherever they live.”85 One scholar has called the phenomena “Radiant 
Mormonism,” that is, the immense and disproportionate influence for good 
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in the world that radiates from the light of millions of covenant-keeping 
Latter-day Saints.86

Willingness to sacrifice to be a light to the world. Like the Prophet and his 
electioneers, our students must be willing to sacrifice to reflect the Life of the 
World, who “maketh his sun to rise on the evil and on the good” (Matthew 
5:45). Our students must choose to radiate not just in their families and wards 
or branches but also into humanity as a whole. However, our students need 
not feel overwhelmed or that they must single-handedly change the entire 
world. “Do not run faster or labor more than you have strength and means,” 
the Lord has told us (Doctrine and Covenants 10:4). Yet he also declared, 

“Unto whom much is given, much is required” (82:3). The opportunities to 
change the world are as limitless as the number of people who can choose 
to change it. Again, our students can take a cue from the Church and reach 
out to the poor, defend religious liberty, help a refugee, teach someone a skill, 
strengthen families, learn about others’ faith traditions, or reach out to the 
friendless or vulnerable. 

How can we make looking at the JustServe app as natural as looking at 
social media? How can we make producing sincere, spiritual videos shared 

“unto the ends of the earth” (Doctrine and Covenants 109:23) as instinctive 
as consuming endless hours of TikTok or Instagram media? How can we make 
joining with another faith’s youth or young adult group to clean a park more 
exciting than gathering over video consoles to compete in killing imaginary 
people?

“Shall we not go on in such a cause?” 
Long before we and our students were born, “we [were] all enlisted” in the 
cause of Christ, “‘til the conflict is o’er”—and it is not over.87 Our students are 
pivotal in Christ’s mission to gather Israel and be a light unto the world. In 
the following excerpt, can you hear President Gordon B. Hinckley imploring 
our students?

You cannot simply take for granted this cause, which is the cause of Christ. 
You cannot simply stand on the sidelines and watch the play between the 
forces of good and evil. . . . I urge you with all the capacity that I have to reach 
out in a duty that stands beyond the requirements of our everyday lives; that 
is, to stand strong, even to become a leader in speaking up in behalf of those causes 
which make our civilization shine and which give comfort and peace to our lives. 
You can be a leader. You must be a leader.88
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Our students can and must live up to their birthright as leaders—as 
“noble and great ones.” In priestly roles, they can gather themselves, their fami-
lies, and others to Christ on both sides of the veil through the covenants and 
ordinances of the temple. As future kings and queens, they can learn to influ-
ence governments and humanity toward a Zion society, radiating the Light of 
the World before them so that others may see and live truth.

Nancy Naomi Tracy was the only female electioneer in Joseph’s presi-
dential campaign. She insisted that her husband, Moses, personally ask the 
Prophet to allow her to accompany her husband to preach and politick in 
New York. Joseph wholeheartedly agreed, stating Nancy “would prove a bless-
ing to [Moses].” Side by side with Moses, she taught the gospel and advocated 
Joseph for president. Fifty years later, Nancy surveyed all she sacrificed on 
that mission and throughout the rest of her life to establish Zion and receive 
the temple blessings she and her family possessed. “This kingdom shall roll 
on and eventually triumph over all others,” she wrote. “This is worth living 
for and, if need be, to die for.”89 Her words and actions radiated the Savior’s 
promise, “And whoso layeth down his [or her] life in my cause, for my name’s 
sake, shall find it again, even life eternal” (Doctrine and Covenants 98:13). 
May our students, noble kings and queens, lay down their lives and “walk in 
newness of life,” in the life of The Priest, King, and Savior (Romans 6:4). “Shall 
we not go on in such a cause? Go forward and not backward. Courage, . . . 
and on, on to the victory!” (Doctrine and Covenants 128:22). 
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