“A Revelation I Give unto You”

The Revelation of Jesus Christ to Emma Hale Smith

Joseph M. Spencer

Early in his Gospel, Mark reports that “many were gathered to-
gether” about Jesus in Capernaum, such that “there was no room
to receive them” (Mark 2:2). Then, however, some came “bringing one
sick of the palsy” (2:3), whom they lowered through the roof in order
to bring him near to the thronged miracle worker from Nazareth.
Mark reports, “When Jesus saw their faith, he said unto the sick of
the palsy, Son, thy sins be forgiven thee” (2:5). Some eighteen hundred
years later, according to a key text in the Doctrine and Covenants,
the same Compassionate One looked on another suffering person,
marveled at that person’s faith, and announced the same joyful news:
“Thy sins are forgiven thee” (Doctrine and Covenants 25:3). This
time, however, he spoke not to one he called his son but to one he
called his daughter (25:1). Christ’s healing word came this time to
Emma Hale Smith.
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The revelation we know today as section 25 of the Doctrine and
Covenants is remarkable for many reasons; in the following pages,
however, we will focus on just a few of the many implications of this
revelation. Summarily put, we will consider how the revelation’s
words find Jesus Christ revealing himself to Emma Smith. As in
the Gospels, so in this revelation: Christ shows his awareness of the
plight of women, their social suffering, and their consequent longing
to participate more fully in God’s work. This self-revelation provides
us with an image of Christ, of the Christ who told the first genera-
tion of Nephites and Lamanites that he had “seen the sorrow, and
heard the mourning of the daughters of [his] people in the land of
Jerusalem, yea, and in all the lands of [his] people” (Jacob 2:31). I
hope to trace this image of Christ through a careful reading of the
revelation to Emma Smith. That image can only take shape slowly,
emerging after careful analysis of the context and content of the rev-
elation. By the end of this paper, however, it will be, I hope, perfectly

clear.!

Historical Matters

On Monday, 28 June 1830, Emma Hale Smith was baptized by Oliver
Cowdery. The ceremony took place in the morning while a crowd of
fifty critics of the fledgling Church jeered. What began as a group of
hecklers that morning, however, became a dangerous mob that night.
The meeting during which Emma was supposed to receive the gift
of the Holy Ghost was canceled when her husband was arrested and
hauled away to face trial. Emma would not be confirmed a member of
the Church of Christ for nearly two months. It was during the follow-
ing weeks that the revelation we know as section 25 of the Doctrine
and Covenants came to comfort Emma, whose “very heartstrings
(had been] broken with grief.” It is difficult to know exactly what
she felt or thought at the time. The fact that she waited so long to
be confirmed, even though her husband was released from custody

within days, led Fawn Brodie to a cynical interpretation: that Emma
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was “racked anew with doubt,” in addition to being “frightened by the
rancor that greeted her husband’s preaching.” Brodie assumes too
much, but she may be right in claiming that these events left Emma
with questions.

An identifiable concern definitely bothered her. Just before the
revelation to Emma came, her husband received a separate revelation
explaining that members of the Church would support him, since
he would “not have strength” in “temporal labors” (Doctrine and
Covenants 24:3, 9). Brodie claims, without real evidence, that “the
prospect of living off the dubious and intermittent charity of Joseph’s
followers was more than this proud gitl could stomach. The Lord’s
command to leave their farm . . . filled her with fury.”* Donna Hill
more moderately suggests simply that “it would have been under-
standable if [Emma] had begun to question the value of what [her
husband] was doing.” The revelation that subsequently came to
Emma would thus address both her delayed confirmation and her
concern about support, in addition to giving her specific assignments
in the young Church.

The revelation, moreover, mentioned another key point of poten-
tial concern for Emma Smith. It acknowledged that there were things
she had not seen that had been shown to others around her—perhaps
especially the gold plates bearing the text of the Book of Mormon
(Doctrine and Covenants 25:4).° Because this issue appears early in
the revelation and is addressed so directly, commentators have often
taken it to be the primary motivation for the revelation, using it as
a reason to criticize Emma for her supposed faithlessness.” There is
much to criticize in this traditional approach, but there is also some-
thing at least partially right about it, as we will see. There is no evi-
dence that Emma was faithless or resentful, but it does in fact seem
that verse 4 is the key to understanding the revelation.

We know a little about the revelation’s aftermath. Emma Smith
was indeed confirmed a member of the Church sometime after it
was given, but she did not immediately take up the responsibilities it
gave her. For instance, the revelation assigned her to assume Oliver
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Cowdery’s responsibilities as her husband’s scribe, but due to a dif-
ficult pregnancy and then to Sidney Rigdon’s baptism and arrival
in New York, Emma never became an official scribe in the newly
founded Church. Her well-known assignment to produce a collection
of hymns was one she did not pursue for several years. And what may
be the most interesting responsibility given her in the revelation—
“to expound scriptures, and to exhort the church” (Doctrine and
Covenants 25:7)—was not hers in the fullest sense until the organi-
zation of the Relief Society a decade later (although her work on the
hymnbook gave her real opportunities to teach the Saints in impor-
tant ways).® Only then would the revelation to Emma come out of its
shell, as it were, serving almost as the foundational document for the
organization.’

Despite gaps in the historical record (and therefore in our knowl-
edge), the basic content of the revelation—its instructions and prom-
ises to Emma, its appointments and duties for her—is fully available
in the published text. A brief outline of this content might therefore
be useful. It is in fact relatively easy to divide section 25 into a few
different parts:™

Verses 1—3: Introductory address to Emma

Verse 4: Identification of temptation to avoid

Verses 5—6: First appointment—As scribe

Verses 7—8: Second appointment—As teacher

Verses 9—10: Aside addressing a concern

Verses 11-12: Third appointment—As collector of hymns

Verses 13—16: Concluding exhortation

It is immediately clear that Emma Smith’s appointments make
up the heart of the revelation. They are, moreover, all presented as
tasks she was to throw herself into in fleeing the temptation to mur-
mur. Everything else in the revelation works either to introduce those
appointments or to provide general words of exhortation.

Straightforward as the text might seem, however, it was not at

first as stable as one might guess from a quick reading of it. That is, the
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actual words of the revelation were in some cases changed between its
original reception in 1830 and its first canonical publication in 1835 in
the first edition of the Doctrine and Covenants (although the text has
remained basically unchanged since 1835). These changes (or at least
the most important of them) prove important to any close reading of
the revelation, so they require at least a few words of introduction and
summary—especially because it was the altered, canonical text of the
revelation that shaped the founding of the Relief Society in 1842.”

The earliest existing manuscript of the revelation is not the origi-
nal but a handwritten copy found in what is now called Revelation
Book 1. An equally early (perhaps earlier) copy—no longer extant—
served as the prototype for a printing of the revelation in the critical
work Mormonism Unvailed, published in 1834.”* Some small changes
were made to the revelation before it was printed by the Church for the
first time in the never-exactly-completed Book of Commandments in
1833."* But most of the changes—and all the major ones—were made
between the revelation’s printing in 1833 and its publication in the
first edition of the Doctrine and Covenants in 1835."

The first two verses of what is now section 25 were altered most
dramatically. They originally read as follows: “Emma, my daughter
in Zion, a revelation I give unto you concerning my will.”” This was
changed for the canonized 1835 version to read as follows: “Hearken
unto the voice of the Lord your God, while I speak unto you, Emma
Smith, my daughter, for verily I say unto you, all those who receive
my gospel are sons and daughters in my kingdom. A revelation I give
unto you concerning my will, and if thou art faithful and walk in
the paths of virtue before me, I will preserve thy life, and thou shalt
receive an inheritance in Zion.” It should be noted right away that
the canonical version expands the earlier text more than it replaces
it. The clause “a revelation I give unto you concerning my will” is
unaltered, although it is recontextualized through additions to the
text. From the original’s “Emma, my daughter in Zion,” the first part
(“Emma, my daughter”) is retained and appended to “Hearken unto
the voice of the Lord your god, while I speak unto you.”” And the
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prepositional phrase “in Zion” from the same prefatory clause is dis-
placed to a position after “a revelation I give unto you concerning my
will,” where it comes to modify not daughter but inberitance: “and if
thou art faithful and walk in the paths of virtue before me, I will pre-
serve thy life, and thou shalt receive an inheritance in Zion.””® There
is the further addition in these opening verses of “for verily I say unto
you, all those who receive my gospel are sons and daughters in my
kingdom.” This addition is also not without relation to the original
revelation. The clause “verily I say unto you” anticipates and echoes
the use of the same phrase in what is now verse 16 (which appeared as
it stands now in the eatliest version of the revelation also). That con-
cluding verse for the revelation similarly points toward the general
applicability of the revelation. Thus, verse 16's “this is my voice unto
all” stands parallel to what is now verse 1's “all those who receive my
gospel are sons and daughters in my kingdom.”

The next passage to receive substantial editorial attention is what
is now verse 6. Before 1835 it instructed Emma Smith to work with
her husband as follows: “And thou shalt go with him at the time of his
going, and be unto him for a scribe, that I may send Oliver whitherso-
ever I will.” As the text was altered in preparation for its 1835 canoni-
cal publication, it read thus: “And thou shalt go with him at the time
of his going, and be unto him for a scribe, while there is no one to be
a scribe for him, that I may send my servant Oliver Cowdery, whith-
ersoever I will” One change here is particularly important: “while
there is no one to be a scribe for him” has been introduced, apparently
to clarify that Emma’s appointment as scribe actually proved to be
temporary rather than permanent. (Less remarkable is the fact that
“my servant” has been inserted before “Oliver.”) This change seems to
indicate a process of displacing Emma from her original appointment
as scribe in 1830.

The last significant change involves the alteration of a single
word, yet it is the only revision to have received repeated attention
from writers.” It comes in what is now verse 9. The clause “thy hus-

band shall support thee in the church,” as it has appeared in the
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revelation since the 1835 printing, appears in all earlier versions of
the text as “thy husband shall support thee from the church.” This is
a slight change that makes a real difference. When the revelation is
altered to say that Emma Smith'’s husband would support her in the
Church (particulatly following her appointment as a teacher), it gives
the impression that Emma’s fear mentioned in the same verse con-
cerns her ability to perform her duties well. The text seems to assure
her that she could overcome her anxieties through the support of her
husband. When the revelation says instead, as in the earlier versions,
that Emma’s husband would support her from the Church, it gives the
impression instead that her fear was about finances and living condi-
tions.> The text then seems to assure her that her fears would not be
realized because the Church would provide the necessary means for
her family to survive.”

What might explain these several alterations made to the revela-
tion in preparation for its 1835 publication? Some could see in each
of them evidence for a systematic attempt to displace Emma Smith
from positions of authority originally and divinely granted to her in
1830. She goes from being the Lord’s daughter in Zion in the original
text to being the Lord’s daughter with just the possibility of an inheri-
tance in Zion;** from being her husband’s scribe to being a substitute
scribe only when or as necessary; and from being a rightly worried
woman with concerns about subsistence to being a potentially vacil-
lating woman with doubts about her adequacy. Is this the right way
to understand the several changes?

Revisions made in preparation for the 1835 publication of the
Doctrine and Covenants often aligned the text of the revelations
with what had taken place historically since their original reception.”?
Revelations that had been clarified or even altered by later revelations
were edited to fit together. Some revelations were adjusted to reflect
major changes in the Church’s organization that had taken place with
the loss of Jackson County in 1833.** In a few cases, revelations were
revised to anticipate historical developments after a revelation was

originally received. It seems that the changes to what is now verse 6
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of Emma Smith’s revelation are at least partially an example of this.
Oliver Cowdery was indeed displaced from his position as scribe and
expositor of scripture, but Sidney Rigdon joined the Church late
in 1830 and soon took Cowdery’s place. The adjustments to verse 6
make the revelation anticipate Rigdon’s eventual centrality to the
Church. Might this suggest, in fact, that the revisions to Emma’s rev-
elation served to displace her role in the Restoration? Is it not likely
that Emma herself felt troubled by the changes to the text, which
she would certainly have noticed? These are questions that require
careful answers, and I will attempt to provide some as we look for the

self-revelation of Christ in section 25.

Degendering a Revelation

With general historical matters out of the way, it is possible to turn
directly to the text of section 25 to ask about the shape and bearing
of the revelation of Jesus Christ to Emma Smith. What is the image
of the Christ who reveals himself to this troubled daughter of God?
What does he know of her suffering, and how does he respond to it? I
will give my attention in the remainder of this paper to three distinct
aspects of the revelation, all of which speak to these questions. First, I
will look at the generalizing or universalizing gestures that appeared
already in the original (1830) version of the revelation (in what is now
verse 16) and that were worked into the later (1835) version of the
revelation (in what is now verses 1 and 2). Second, I will reflect on
the appointments given to Emma in verses 5—12, especially those that
set her up to take over work that had been Oliver Cowdery’s. Third
and finally, I will consider in greater detail than above the relation-
ship between these several appointments and the warning in verse 4
against murmuring,

As discussed above, the original version of Emma Smith’s rev-
elation concludes with a generalizing gesture: “And verily, verily, I
say unto you, that this is my voice unto all.”>* This final, generalizing

note of sorts perhaps sounds a bit strange since most everything else
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in the original version of the revelation is quite specific, addressed
to a particular woman and her very particular circumstances. There
are some other minimal gestures toward general concerns—most
obviously in what is now verse 12, with its comment on “the song of
the heart” being a prayer to the Lord. Nonetheless, at least as it was
originally dictated, the revelation is largely local, particular, specific,
and without (obvious) universal implications. One would have had
to do a fair bit of “likening,” as Latter-day Saints say, to draw more
general implications. Is it right, then, that “this is my voice unto all”
really meant to imply that the whole of Emma’s revelation was of rel-
evance to everyone—or even just to all women? Might it not in fact be
important to insist that the revelation was intentionally and rightly
directed originally just to this one woman in her rather particular
circumstances?

It might in fact be wrong to understand the phrase “voice unto
all” in verse 16 to have been an indication from the beginning that the
whole revelation was intended to have universal implications. It may
be better to see verse 16 as just explaining and expounding on a shift
from thou to you at the end of the preceding verse: “And except thou
[singular] do this, where I am you [plural] cannot come” (Doctrine
and Covenants 25:15).° (This may be the best explanation, in fact,
since the earliest extant manuscript of the revelation shows that there
was some confusion about the pronouns in verse 15.)*” There is thus
reason to think, exegetically, that the “voice unto all” is not the one
heard throughout the revelation, but the one heard specifically in
verse 15: “Keep my commandments continually, and a crown of righ-
teousness thou shalt receive. And except thou do this, where I am you
cannot come.”

Even if the original revelation had no strong gestures toward
generalization, however, we have already seen that editorial work on
the revelation between 1830 and 1835 produced several such gestures.
As we have seen, what was originally simply “Emma, my daughter in
Zion, a revelation I give unto you concerning my will” became even-

tually the whole of what is now verses 1 and 2. Those two verses in
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their final form include several generalizing traits. Such, for instance,
is the expansion of “Emma, my daughter” “Emma Smith, my daugh-
ter; for verily I say unto you, all those who receive my gospel are sons
and daughters in my kingdom” (Doctrine and Covenants 25:1). This
revision marks a clear shift from the particular (‘Emma, my daugh-
ter”) to the general or the universal (“all those who receive my gospel
are sons and daughters in my kingdom”). It is most significant that
what had originally been exclusively gendered female (“my daughter”)
becomes either degendered or both-gendered (“sons and daughters in
my kingdom”).**

Another generalizing gesture deserves mentioning or at least
revisiting briefly. The alteration to verse 9 (“support thee from the
church” to “support thee in the church”) also has a generalizing
function. Only certain readers of this revelation can identify with
Emma Smith’s particular concerns about her and her husband’s
doomedness-to-poverty, but many or even all readers can identify
with concerns about inadequacies in fulfilling divinely appointed
responsibilities. With this particular editorial change, the revelation
suggests that Emma had such a concern and so allows her to become
a mirror in which readers can see themselves. The fact is that many
people faced with serious responsibilities in the Church fear those
responsibilities and hope for some sort of support. There may well
have been unfortunate side effects of this change as already noted, but
the gesture of generalization is of real practical significance, regard-
less of its other effects.

Why this emphasis on generalization or universalization? There
is reason to think that this emphasis is due in large part to the aims
of the 1835 publication in which the relevant changes first appeared.
Earlier efforts at publishing the revelations (in Church-owned news-
papers and in the Book of Commandments) involved little or no edit-
ing. The revelations were largely left as originally dictated, with a level
of detail (and a tone of familiarity) that can make them feel irrelevant
to a general readership. This was especially true in the 1833 never-

quite-finished Book of Commandments in which Emma Smith’s



“A REVELATION | GIVE UNTO YOU" 231

revelation first appeared in print. The revelations were there ordered
chronologically, as if they could, without any historical narrative to
frame them, chronicle on their own the Lord’s interventions in the
earliest history of the Church.” But when plans formed to produce
the Doctrine and Covenants in 1835, the purpose behind publishing
the revelations changed drastically. The Doctrine and Covenants was
to be less a chronicle of the Lord’s communications to the Saints and
more what might be called a handbook for the Church. The revela-
tions were dechronologized and arranged instead according to their
relevance to the practical interests of the institution.® The editing
to which many of the revelations were subjected was clearly aimed
at fitting them into this institutional context. Revisions were often
apparently aimed at introducing general applicability into revelations
that were arguably too particular to be of general interest.

What is now section 25 was among those edited for inclusion in
the first edition of the Doctrine and Covenants. Thus, that project’s
investment in making all revelations of general benefit and not just
of historical interest seems to have motivated many of the changes to
Emma’s revelation. This, however, raises important questions. How
are we to think about altering the historically accurate wording of a
revelation in order to give it more universal appeal or applicability?
And specifically in terms of the revelation to Emma, how are we to
think about such an alteration when it degenders (or at least begins
to degender) the only revelation addressed specifically to a woman
in the whole Doctrine and Covenants? Do these changes amount to
(the beginnings of) erasing women from the canonized revelations?
And should we worry that the changes accompanied the institution-
alization of the Church and the centralization of an exclusively male
priesthood? Does that mean that the “general” being appealed to is
more male than genderless?

Such questions perhaps focus especially on the alteration that
introduces talk of sons into a revelation originally given to a daugh-
ter. Is it a productive or a positive thing to have men encroach on a

revelation originally given to a woman? Is it a productive or a positive
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thing even to have other women encroach on a revelation given origi-
nally to just one particular woman, Emma Smith? These are difficult
questions. However, although there are ways in which these changes
might or even should make us nervous, there is reason to explore a
possible positive response to such difficult questions. What if we were
to explore the possibility that the introduction of sons into a revela-
tion given originally to a singular daughter gestures in the direction
of her inclusion in a much broader community? Might it be that the
changes, rather than erasing women or this woman from the revela-
tion, help in some ways to emphasize women’s or this woman’s inclu-
sion in the Restoration? This is worth exploring, but it requires look-

ing at two other aspects of the revelation in some detail.

Serving as Scribe, Expounding Scripture

Section 25 details three responsibilities given to Emma Smith that
promised to bring her out of the margins of the early Church. It is
possible to give this series of appointments a very strong reading.”
We might argue (as we have already suggested several times) that
Emma was originally given to take the place of Oliver Cowdery in the
budding Restoration movement. To make this case and so to outline
the possibility of the revelation’s pointing in the direction of Emma’s
involvement—both originally and after revisions—it is necessary
to provide a little background about the role Cowdery played in the
early part of the Restoration.

Most Latter-day Saints are familiar with Cowdery’s basic story.
He stumbled onto the Restoration when he boarded with Emma
Smith’s in-laws in New York during the winter of 1828—29. The fol-
lowing April, he made his way to Pennsylvania to meet the Prophet
and immediately assumed the task of writing down the dictated text
of the Book of Mormon. From that point, Cowdery became a central
figure in the Restoration. Only a month after beginning to serve as
scribe, he joined the Prophet on the banks of the Susquehanna River
to receive the Aaronic Priesthood at the hands of John the Baptist.
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Sometime later, he was present too when Peter, James, and John
appeared to give the keys of the Melchizedek Priesthood. In con-
nection with these events, Cowdery was divinely appointed to write
what might be called the constitution of the Church—though what
he drafted was replaced with a revealed document that is now section
20 of the Doctrine and Covenants.* Cowdery was also privileged to
be among the three witnesses who themselves saw an angel bearing
the gold plates.

Cowdery was thus the early recipient of a great deal of privilege.
Matters became strained, however, between him and the Prophet
in the months following the April 1830 organization of the Church.
Cowdery fell in with Hiram Page and the famous revelations he
claimed to receive through his own seer stone (see Doctrine and
Covenants 28). He also wrote a high-handed letter criticizing the
Prophet for his handling of the revelations that had been legitimately
received.”* The most egregious of these events (the Hiram Page epi-
sode) occurred after Emma Smith’s revelation came, but even by
the time the revelation was received, Cowdery’s relationship to the
Prophet—and to God—was in an increasingly precarious position.
Several revelations from the summer of 1830 suggest that the Lord
was beginning to ease Cowdery out of the central position he had
held to that point—that of the “second elder” in the Church of Christ
(Doctrine and Covenants 20:3)—thus freeing up the most privi-
leged office in the Church next to seer, translator, prophet, apostle of
Jesus Christ, and elder of the Church that Emma’s husband was (see
Doctrine and Covenants 21:1).** Finally, by the fall of 1830 Cowdery
was sent away from the Church’s eastern headquarters to serve a mis-
sion among “the Lamanites” in the West and was moved from the
center to the margins of the Church (Doctrine and Covenants 32:2;
see 30:5).%

Who was to assume Cowdery’s central position when the
Lord moved him from the center to the margins of the movement?
According to the revelation to Emma Smith, it was straightfor-

wardly to be Emma. This is clearly the implication of verse 6 in the
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original version of the revelation: “And thou [Emma] shalt go with
him [Joseph] at the time of his going [to the churches in Fayette,
Manchester, and Colesville], and be unto him for a scribe, that I may
send Oliver whithersoever I will.” Emma was to be her husband’s
new scribe. She was also to take over Cowdery’s other responsibili-
ties, according to verses 7 and 8: “And thou shalt be ordained under
his [Joseph'’s] hand to expound scriptures, and to exhort the church,
according as it shall be given thee by my Spirit. ... And thy time shall
be given to writing, and to learning much.” All of these responsibili-
ties had previously been Cowdery’s.

It seems clear, then, that Emma Smith was not being granted
a few token positions through the Lord’s revelation to her. She was
instead being given the most central position in the early movement
next to that of prophet. The revelation appointed her to assume a role
that had been outlined, according to the Book of Mormon, more than
three thousand years before Emma’s revelation was given. The Book
of Mormon records a prophecy about a spokesman for the prophet of
the Restoration, a spokesman interpreters routinely assume to have
been Oliver Cowdery (or his eventual replacement, Sidney Rigdon):
“And the Lord said unto me [Joseph of Egypt] also: I will raise up
unto the fruit of thy loins; and I will make for him a spokesman. And
L, behold, I will give unto him that he shall write the writing of the
fruit of thy loins, unto the fruit of thy loins; and the spokesman of
thy loins shall declare it” (2 Nephi 3:18).2° It was this sort of scriptut-
ally mandated position into which Emma was being inserted in her
revelation.

Unfortunately, as already mentioned, it seems that Emma did
not actually assume the assigned responsibilities in 1830—at least not
in any permanent fashion. This may be because she was, as she soon
found out, in the beginnings of a difficult pregnancy with twins, who
would eventually both die. Or it may be because Cowdery did not
end up leaving to fulfill his missionary responsibilities for some time,
giving him an opportunity to sort out some of the tensions between

him and the Prophet. Or it may be because Sidney Rigdon arrived



“A REVELATION | GIVE UNTO YOU" 235

as a kind of celebrity convert that December and immediately took
over Cowdery’s responsibilities, largely leaving Emma still at the mar-
gins of the movement. Or perhaps the roles and responsibilities given
to Emma in her revelation were more than most members of the
Church could handle at first in their social context, and it was easy
for those in privileged positions to put off figuring out how to work
for their fulfillment. Whatever the reason, however, Emma did not
really become her husband’s permanent scribe, nor did she become
his spokesperson. And one of the apparent consequences of this fact
is that in the preparation of the 1835 Doctrine and Covenants, verse 6
of the revelation was edited to conform to history as it had actually
happened. As already noted, Emma’s appointment was downplayed
with the addition of the phrase “while there is no one to be a scribe
for him.””

From this history, it would seem that Emma Smith’s revelation
failed to have its intended effect. Rather than bringing her into the
heart of the Church, it seems to have eventually given her a com-
plicated position in an edited, canonical revelation—and little more.
But then this sad history was, it seems, radically reversed—at least
in important respects—in Nauvoo. On 17 March 1842 the Relief
Society was organized, and section 25 of the Doctrine and Covenants
served as its founding document. The minutes of that organizing
event read as follows: “President Smith read the Revelation to Emma
Smith, from the book of Doctrine and Covenants; and stated that she
was ordain’d at the time, the Revelation was given, to expound the
scriptures to all; and to teach the female part of community; and that
not she alone, but others, may attain to the same blessings.”* This is
heartening, and one can find real comfort in this belated adoption of
the revelation’s value and force»

It is clear, at any rate, from the minutes of the earliest meetings
of the Relief Society that the organization was intended to be the
female counterpart to the male priesthood and that Emma was its
president as her husband was the president of the male parallel. She

and her counselors were to “preside just as the [First] Presidency,
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preside over the church,” approaching the Prophet only “if they need
his instruction.”* The Prophet in fact went so far as to say that “the
Society should move according to the ancient Priesthood” in order “to
make of this Society a kingdom of priests as in Enoch’s day.”** And
still more famously, a little over a month after the organization of the
Relief Society, Joseph “spoke of delivering the keys to this Society,”
announcing: “I now turn the key to you in the name of God and this
Society shall rejoice and knowledge and intelligence shall flow down
from this time.”** At last Emma took a place like the one appointed
to her more than a decade earlier.

Of course, the history of women in the Church after the begin-
nings of the Relief Society in Nauvoo is another complicated story.
But if, as the Prophet told Emma Smith and her sisters in those eatly
meetings of the Relief Society, the first serious fulfillments of Emma’s
revelation constituted “the beginning of better days,”* there is reason
to think that there is something about this revelation in particular
that heralds real possibilities for moving women from the margins to
the center of the Restoration, beginning historically with Emma her-
self. Her several appointments first announced in 1830 promised her
a place at the heart of the movement. Her responsibility to assemble a
hymnbook—the best known of her appointments in the revelation—
was itself, as Rachel Cope has shown, already a remarkable gesture
toward overcoming assumptions about women’s roles.** And we have
seen that her other two appointments were ones that were held origi-
nally by Oliver Cowdery (and then later by Sidney Rigdon), but they
came to be hers eventually through the Relief Society.

We might ask, though, whether overcoming assumptions is an
intention native to the revelation itself. And with such a question, we
might finally come to the questions raised at the outset of this inves-
tigation: Is there actually any reason to see in the self-revelation of
Jesus Christ to this particular woman a real concern for a marginal-
ized and emotionally suffering woman? Does the Christ of the New
Testament’s Gospels show himself in this revelation to Emma Smith

in a substantial way? To show that the answer to these questions is
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positive, it is necessary to turn to one last feature of the revelation—

the meaning of the warning to Emma not to murmur.

Moving Out of the Margins

We have already mentioned the unfortunate fact that a certain read-
ing of verse 4 in section 25 has played a traditionally dominant role
in the interpretation of the revelation to Emma Smith. Taking the
Lord’s injunction to Emma to “murmur not” as a clear indication that
she was already murmuring, commentators have often taken this rev-
elation as evidence that Emma expressed a wrongly inspired sense of
entitlement as the wife of the prophet. Emma’s biographers summa-
rize this sad history of interpretation: “That single line urging Emma
to ‘murmur not’ would later give rise to speculation that Emma had
complained of not seeing the record. Future writers would use that
phrase to condemn Emma, but nothing in the Elect Lady revelation
approaches the chastisements Joseph occasionally received.”** We
might quote just one example of this interpretation: “The inference
from this revelation is that Emma was a proud, fearful, murmuring
woman, and later events corroborated this analysis to a large extent.”*

Such interpretations read far too much into the text of the rev-
elation. It is especially of concern when commentators go on to sug-
gest that the Lord’s revealed response to the temptation to murmur is
basically to tell Emma Smith just to be “obedient to her husband.””
All the same, there is one thing that proves ironically right about such
approaches to the revelation. We will consider briefly the possibil-
ity that they rightly recognize that the injunction not to murmur in
verse 4 is a key for interpreting the text, even if they incorrectly gauge
the meaning of the injunction.

Emma Smith’s biographers note the important point in the
words quoted above about the tradition of interpreting verse 4.
Every conclusion drawn that “Emma had complained of not seeing
the record” is ultimately a “speculation.”** The revelation does not say

to Emma that she had murmured and had therefore done wrong.
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Rather, it simply tells her not to murmur. All that is implied here,
strictly speaking, is that Emma faced a real—and, frankly, obvious—
temptation. She would unquestionably have been tempted to mur-
mur. But the crucial question is this: What would have tempted her
to murmur? The answer is clear from the text. She was tempted to
murmur because of her marginalized status. The full injunction reads
as follows: “Murmur not because of the things which thou hast not
seen” (Doctrine and Covenants 25:4). Emma has, despite her unfail-
ing support for her husband, been left out of many things in the
early history of the Church—first and foremost of seeing the plates,
but this is arguably representative of many other things she had not
yet been privileged to participate in. What is remarkable is that the
Christ of this revelation explicitly recognizes this fact. It is therefore cru-
cial to see that verses 512, containing Emma’s several appointments,
immediately follow and appear to be in direct response to verse 4,
containing the Lord’s explicit recognition of her marginalized status.
This revelation thus not only grants empowering appointments and
responsibilities to Emma but also serves directly and explicitly as a
conscious call for Emma to move out of the margins as she assumes her
new responsibilities.

Verse 4 may thus indeed be the key to understanding the revela-
tion, though not in the sense traditionally assumed. It does not sug-
gest that Emma Smith was proud or prone to complaining, It implies,
rather, that she faced a real—and perhaps unavoidable—temptation
just to mope on the margins, maybe even to use her marginalization as
an excuse not to take up any serious responsibilities. It is a real temp-
tation for every marginalized person to remain at the margins, if only
so as to wear one’s marginalization as a badge—murmuring loudly to
draw attention to one’s being left out. The revelation, however, cau-
tioned Emma against such self-congratulatory murmuring, inviting
her instead to move out of the margins and into the beating heart of
the Church, appointing her to a series of remarkable responsibilities
in the young movement of the Restoration. The Christ who reveals

himself in this remarkable text sees her marginalization—reveals
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himself as one who sees marginalization—and he works to overcome
it. But as he does so, he calls on her to overcome her own self-margin-
alization. She must not covet her own having been left out or revel in
the opportunity to complain.

Interestingly, this remarkable gesture is accompanied by a kind
of apology in the same verse of the revelation. What Emma Smith
had not seen (the gold plates, for instance) had been “withheld from
(her] and from the world” specifically because it was “wisdom in [the
Lord] in a time to come.”* Here the Lord provides an explanation
of his sometimes painful decision to withhold certain things from
his daughter. But that the Lord felt an explanation was called for is
remarkable. The Lord himself apparently felt it necessary to justify
not having given Emma a position of central responsibility sooner. He
nonetheless explains—and herein lies a mystery—that this was “wis-
dom ... in a time to come.” These words deserve the closest scrutiny,
and there is reason to think they can bear delicious fruit for women
who feel or simply are marginalized still in the forward motion of the
Restoration. When is the time that was still “to come” when Emma’s
passing marginalization, imposed but then removed, would serve
the Lord’s wisest purposes? Might that time come again and again
whenever a woman reads the revelation to Emma and sees in it the
possibility of a divine call to participate directly and centrally in the
work of building the kingdom of God? As the Lord taught Emma
to embrace the summons to participate fully in the Restoration, this
revelation teaches every marginalized soul—daughters and sons
alike (see Doctrine and Covenants 25:1)—to embrace such a divine

summons here and now.

Conclusion

It is often lamented that the Doctrine and Covenants contains only
one revelation specifically addressed to a woman. And there is no
doubt that we can find “great cause to mourn” in this fact (Helaman

15:2). As hard as it may be to hear it, however, there may be something
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salutary in this situation as well. The marginalized status of one pat-
ticular woman in the early history of the Church—representative in
a real way of all women in the eatly history of the Church—allowed
the Lord to draw the attention of every reader of the Doctrine and
Covenants to the whole problem of marginalization, the marginal-
ization of women and of every other category of persons those with
privilege tend to ignore. We have in section 25 an explicit recognition
on the Lord’s part of the sufferings that come with being left out of
the work of the kingdom of God, and we have there too a recognition
of the temptations that might accompany the same experience or sta-
tus. The sad facts of historical sexism and misogyny are lamentable,
to say the very least. But the God who speaks in the revelations of the
Doctrine and Covenants knows how to consecrate very real afflic-
tions for gain (see 2 Nephi 2:2). Without valorizing the bad, we can
see in the Lord’s way of addressing bad situations a reason to rejoice.

Jesus Christ revealed himself to Emma Smith in 1830, and he
continues to reveal himself to every careful reader of the text that
resulted from that experience. He revealed himself then, as he reveals
himself now, to be a God of the marginalized and the overlooked.
Those in power in nineteenth-century American culture might not
have been attentive to the needs and hurts of so many surrounding
them, but the Lord was aware, and he was doing something about
it. The revelation to Emma really did mark the beginning of better
days, better days for women and—if we read the revelation carefully
and thoughtfully today—for everyone pushed to the margins of the
Restoration in any way. We need not wait much longer for “a time to
come” in which we embrace all those we tend to overlook. The revela-
tion to Emma Hale Smith calls on us all to realize what we fail to see
around us and to join with the Lord of revelation in calling absolutely

everyone to be a part of the work of building the kingdom of God.
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sion of the problematic ramifications of introducing generalization into
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