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Millennia before Joseph Smith reached his teen years in rural New 
York, the God of Israel revealed that he would raise a choice seer 

from among the descendants of Joseph of Egypt and command him and 
give him “power to bring forth my word” (see 2 Nephi 3:6–13). Although 
Joseph Smith was foreordained to be a seer, he had to learn and grow 
through his life experiences and rise to his calling to bring forth the Lord’s 
word—the Book of Mormon. His early experience with seer stones seemed 
to provide some foundation for this later work, and the angel Moroni 
off ered valuable tutoring through a four-year probationary period. 

Joseph’s Early Years
Joseph Smith’s 1838–39 history says that aft er his First Vision in the spring 
of 1820, he “continued to pursue [his] common vocation” (Joseph Smith—
History 1:27), meaning that he farmed with his father and took odd jobs 
to supplement the family income. Joseph talked about his teenage struggles 
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and sins and his eff orts to overcome them: For instance, an early draft  of his 
manuscript history reads:  

During the space of time which intervened between the time I 
had the vision and the year Eighteen hundred and twenty three, 
(having been forbidden to join any of the religious sects of the 
day, and being of very tender years, and persecuted by those who 
ought to have been my friends and to have treated me kindly 
and if they supposed me to be deluded to have endeavoured in 
a proper and aff ectionate manner to have reclaimed me) I was 
left  to all kinds of temptations,  and, mingling with all kinds of 
society I frequently fell into many foolish errors and displayed 
the weakness of youth and the corruption of human nature 
which I am sorry to say led me into divers temptations to the 
gratifi cation of many appetites off ensive in the sight of God.1  

A few years later, while preparing the history for publication under Joseph’s 
direction, Willard Richards clarifi ed Joseph’s confession by deleting some 
words and by adding the following ones: 

In making this confession, no one need suppose me guilty of 
any great or malignant sins.  A disposition to commit such was 
never in my nature. But I was guilty of levity, and sometimes 
associated with jovial company, etc., not consistent with that 
character which ought to be maintained by one who was called 
of God as I had been. (Joseph Smith—History 1:28)2

Joseph was not guilty of sins that unalterably shaped his destiny, but evi-
dence indicates that he was troubled by a nagging covetousness, complicated 
by his family’s oft en being on the verge of, but never fi nally attaining, a 
comfortable living. God had work for Joseph Smith to do, but Satan deter-
mined to thwart it. Joseph’s autobiographies, his mother’s memoir, Oliver 
Cowdery’s historical letters, and Joseph Knight’s autobiography enable us 
to watch the teenager struggle to choose between God’s plan for him and 
Satan’s eff orts to undermine the acquisition and translation of the gold 
plates. Th ese records make it possible to observe how God sent a messenger 
(Moroni) to tutor, chasten, and empower Joseph, fi nally enabling the vul-
nerable, unlearned farmer to begin a most marvelous work and a wonder: 
the translation and publication of the Book of Mormon. 
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To identify Joseph as a tempted—even at times a foolish—teenager may 
seem antithetical to the justifi ed praises sung to “the man who communed 
with Jehovah.”3 But this is the story of how he became such, so it must fi rst 
establish what he candidly admitted about his fl awed beginnings and need 
for development. 

Aside from his aforementioned confession, he wrote in 1832 that many 
days aft er his First Vision in 1820, “I fell into transgressions and sinned 
in many things which brought a wound upon my soul.” He said further, 
“When I was seventeen years of age I called again upon the Lord and he 
shewed unto me a heavenly vision for behold an angel of the Lord came and 
stood before me and it was by night and he called me by name and he said 
the Lord had forgiven me my sins.”4 

Joseph’s faith in Jesus Christ, humility, and resulting repentance, includ-
ing his choice to respond positively to chastisement, suggest why the Lord 
called Joseph to be the seer to bring forth the Book of Mormon. Relying on 
the Lord and responding faithfully to his instructions, he overcame these 
sins and struggles to indeed bring forth a marvelous work. 

Context for Joseph Smith the Seer
Knowing about Joseph’s activities and surrounding culture between 1820 
(when he received the First Vision) and 1823 (when Moroni appeared to 
him) helps to clarify his growth and experiences with the gold plates. 

Joseph’s world was shift ing rapidly from an agrarian economy to an 
industrialized, capitalistic marketplace. For many, that meant opportunity 
and wealth. But for many others, including the Smith family, it meant one 
setback aft er another. Like the markets, churches were becoming more free 
and open, competing for converts the same way that shoemakers or whis-
key distillers were competing for consumers. Many, including Joseph Smith, 
struggled with the twin developments of market revolution and the multi-
plication of churches from which to choose. His family experienced these 
developments as pressure, an escalation of stress and anxiety about both 
their home economy and their eternal salvation. 

Th is fi nancial stress drove a substantial group of settlers to “an uncon-
querable expectation of fi nding buried treasure in the earth.”5 Th ere is evi-
dence that both Joseph and his father joined in some of the activities of a 
group of neighborhood treasure seekers who looked for buried riches in 
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nocturnal rituals.6 For them and many other Christian people, treasure 
seeking made good sense, though most “respectable” folks, the type Joseph 
thought ought to have befriended him if they were good Christians, thought 
treasure seeking was beneath them.7 But historian Alan Taylor explained 
why treasure seeking made sense in that time and place: it met the needs of 
some people who felt pressured by the culture’s demand to get more posses-
sions and more religion. In other words, treasure seeking promised “both 
quick wealth and a sense of power over the supernatural world.”8 

Many treasure seekers appealed to guardian spirits or charted the 
cycles of the moon to increase their chances of discovering riches. Th ey also 
“turned increasingly to ‘seer stones’ or ‘peep stones’” in order to fi nd riches.9 
While such a practice may seem odd today, this skepticism is an assumption 
of modern culture. It has not always been the dominant idea. As the Bible 
attests, in ancient Israel, certain stones were associated with the priestly 
or prophetic offi  ce and considered a means of revelation.10 Th e Bible says 
that Jacob, Moses, and Aaron had powerful rods and that Joseph of Egypt 
had a cup “whereby indeed he divineth” (Genesis 44:5).11 In the Book of 
Mormon, Alma taught his son Helaman a prophecy from the Lord, saying, 
“I will prepare unto my servant Gazelem, a stone which shall shine forth 
in darkness unto light” (Alma 37:23). And the Lord prepared two stones 
for Jared’s brother to bury with his records, stones that could be used to 
translate (see Ether 3:22–24). Perhaps basing their hopes and ideas on bibli-
cal precedents like these, several magician-mathematicians, including Isaac 
Newton, sought aft er or used marvelous stones in Renaissance and early 
modern Europe. John Dee, for example, taught algebra and navigation, 
sought to commune with angels, and used a translucent stone that has been 
on display in the British Museum.12 

Joseph evidently discovered one or more seer stones aft er his First Vision 
and before he knelt to pray for forgiveness before Moroni’s fi rst visit in 
September 1823.13 Th ere is no reason to reject the basic assertion that Joseph 
searched for buried treasure using a marvelous stone, even though the claim 
is made by some of his antagonists. Joseph did not dispute that claim, and 
people who loved, trusted, and followed him confi rmed that he had such 
a stone.14 A man who hired Joseph reported that Joseph’s search for a seer 
stone was inspired by an earlier experience of seeing it through a stone that 
belonged to a neighbor girl.15 Another neighbor said that Joseph could see 
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in a stone they found while digging a well.16 Joseph’s mother also acknowl-
edged his gift  of seership, saying that Joseph “was in possession of certain 
means, by which he could discern things that could not be seen by the natu-
ral eye.”17 Joseph Knight, who employed Joseph in 1826 and who converted 
shortly aft er the Church was organized, wrote that Joseph “looked in his 
glass,” meaning his stone.18 Brigham Young later used the term seer stone to 
describe this object, called “means” by Lucy and “glass” by Joseph Knight.19 
(For more about Joseph Smith’s use of seer stones, see chapter 4 in the pres-
ent volume.)

However, the most important point here is not the revelatory object, or 
what the scriptures repeatedly call the “means” (Mosiah 8:18; 28:13; Alma 
37; D&C 8:9; 10:4; 20:8). Th e point of emphasis here is the gift  of revelation 
itself. As evidenced by the above accounts, Joseph had a gift  similar to the 
one described in this Book of Mormon passage: 

A seer is a revelator and a prophet also; and a gift  which is 
greater can no man have. . . . 

But a seer can know of things which are past, and also 
of things which are to come, and by them shall all things be 
revealed, or, rather, shall secret things be made manifest, and 
hidden things shall come to light, and things which are not 
known shall be made known by them, and also things shall be 
made known by them which otherwise could not be known. 

Th us God has provided a means that man, through faith, 
might work mighty miracles; therefore he becometh a great 
benefi t to his fellow beings. (Mosiah 8:16–18; emphasis added) 

Th us Joseph, as a teenager, had the “means” that, through faith, he could 
“work mighty miracles.” But although he evidently had the ability of seer-
ship early on, he was in the process of becoming the Lord’s seer, learning 
how to apply the gift  of revelation (see D&C 8:2–4). 

Moroni’s Instructions
On September 21, 1823, Joseph went to bed but not to sleep. “I was verry 
conscious,” he later said of that night, “that I had not kept the command-
ments, and I repented hartily for all my sins and transgression, and humbled 
myself.”20 Th en light fl ooded the room, making it brighter than at midday, 
and an angel appeared, striking, luminous, and standing in the air. Joseph 
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shrank in fear for a moment before the messenger spoke his name, introduced 
himself as Moroni, and announced that God had work for Joseph to do.21

“He told me of a sacred record which was written on plates of gold,” 
Joseph remembered, adding, “I saw in vision the place where they were 
deposited.”22 It was the sacred history of a lost civilization, Christians the 
Savior had visited, Moroni said, and with it were two stones—means God 
had prepared for its translation. Th e golden plates were now concealed in a 
nearby hill with these seer stones.23 

Moroni told Joseph that whoever had the stones and could see in them 
was a seer, and to Joseph the news was both fascinating and somewhat famil-
iar. He knew that he had the gift  of which Moroni spoke because he had 
already discovered it through his use of seer stones. Now, the Lord had sent 
the angel as a mentor to help Joseph rise to the gift ’s innate potential to per-
form a marvelous work. 

Th en Moroni “commenced quoting the prophecies of the Old Testament,” 
fi rst from Malachi, who described the coming day “that shall burn as an 
oven” and said that the wicked would be left  without root or branch. He then 
made Malachi’s distant prophecy proximate: “I will reveal unto you [Joseph] 
the Priesthood, by the hand of Elijah the prophet, before the coming of the 
great and dreadful day of the Lord. . . . And he shall plant in the hearts of 
the children the promises made to the fathers, and the hearts of the children 
shall turn to their fathers. If it were not so, the whole earth would be utterly 
wasted at his coming” (see Joseph Smith—History 1:36–39). 

How much Joseph Smith understood is not clear, but over time he 
learned of Moroni’s meaning: God had chosen Joseph to restore the power-
ful priesthood ordinances in which solemn covenants could bind families to 
God and, by leading them to eternal lives, fulfi ll the plan of redemption that 
this earth was created to facilitate. Otherwise all the eff ort and energy put 
forth in creating this earth would be wasted at the Lord’s coming.24 

Th at was heady stuff  for a seventeen-year-old. And there was more. 
Moroni quoted from Isaiah chapter 11, which foretells that Christ will come 
in glory, might, and vengeance to separate the righteous from the wicked. 
But not before setting “his hand again the second time” and gathering “the 
outcasts of Israel” by setting up an “ensign for the nations,” a standard, or in 
other words, a church with a commission to preach the gospel to the whole 
world.25 
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Moroni continued by quoting Acts 3:22–23, prophesying that all who 
failed to hear the Lord’s warning voice and gather to his ensign would “be 
destroyed.” He then cited Joel 2:28–32: “I will pour out my spirit upon all 
fl esh; and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall 
dream dreams, your young men shall see visions.” Moreover, cataclysms and 
terrible judgments would be visited upon all who failed to build Zion. In 
the end, Zion builders alone would be delivered. Moroni told Joseph “that 
the fullness of the gentiles was soon to come in,” meaning that the large-
scale spread of the gospel to all nations loomed imminently in the future. 
Th en, Joseph explains, “[Moroni] quoted many other passages of scripture 
and off ered many explanations which cannot be mentioned here.”26

Now, standing midair in Joseph’s room, Moroni explained that Joseph 
could not have the plates or seer stones yet, and warned that if he showed 
them to others without permission once he received them, he would be 
destroyed. Joseph envisioned the hillside in which Moroni deposited the 
plates over a millennium earlier. Th en the light gathered around the messen-
ger and he ascended through a conduit “right up into heaven,” leaving Joseph 
in a dark, still room, “marvelling greatly at what had been told to me by this 
extraordinary messenger.”27 

“I lay musing on the singularity of the scene,” Joseph remembered, “when 
in the midst of my meditation,” Moroni reappeared. He “again related the 
very same” message, then added more detail on the “great judgments which 
were coming upon the earth” before ascending again. “Sleep had fl ed from 
my eyes,” Joseph wrote, “and I lay overwhelmed in astonishment at what I 
had both seen and heard.”28 

Th en Moroni appeared a third time, relayed the same message, and cau-
tioned Joseph “that Satan would try to tempt me (in consequence of the 
indigent circumstances of my father’s family) to get the plates for the pur-
pose of getting rich, Th is he forbid me, saying that I must have no other 
object in view in getting the plates but to glorify God, and must not be infl u-
enced by any other motive but that of building his kingdom, otherwise I 
could not get them.”29 

Joseph’s mother wrote later that Moroni added “a few words of caution 
and instruction: thus, that he must beware of covetousness; and he must not 
suppose the record is to be brought forth with the view of getting gain; for 
this was not the case; but that it was to bring forth light and intelligence, 
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which had for a long time been lost to the world: and, that when he went 
to get the plates, he must be on his guard, or his mind would be filled 
with darkness.”30 

As scholar Terryl Givens summarized Joseph’s situation, “He was nei-
ther to exhibit the plates to anyone nor to think of alleviating his family’s 
acute impoverishment by selling them” or by selling the book he could pub-
lish from them.31 Seeking fame and fortune—two of the most potent temp-
tations—was explicitly, absolutely forbidden by God’s messenger. Warned 
against the temptations he would face, Joseph had to choose whether or 
not he would follow God’s plan. In fact, during his mortal life, Moroni had 
written of a young Joseph, chosen to translate the sacred records and poten-
tially covetous of the wealth embedded in a stack of precious metal: “Th e 
plates . . . are of no worth because of the commandment of the Lord. For he 
truly saith that no one shall have them to get gain; but the record thereof is 
of great worth; and whoso shall bring it to light, him will the Lord bless” 
(Mormon 8:14–16). 

When Moroni ascended again, Joseph “was again left  to ponder on the 
strangeness of what I had just experienced” but was interrupted by a rooster 
announcing the break of dawn. Joseph arose and went to work as usual.32 

Attempt to Take the Plates
Joseph, Alvin, and their father began harvesting together, but Joseph seemed 
preoccupied. “Joseph,” Alvin told him, “we must keep to work or we shall 
not get our task done.” Joseph tried to get back to work, but when his father 
saw how weak he was, he sent Joseph home.33 “I started with the intention of 
going to the house;” Joseph wrote, “but, in attempting to cross the fence out 
of the fi eld where we were, my strength entirely failed me, and I fell helpless 
on the ground,” unconscious. As he woke, Joseph saw “the same messenger” 
whom he had seen the night before.34 

According to Joseph’s mother, Moroni told Joseph the night before to 
tell his father what he had heard and seen, but Joseph had not.35 “Why?” 
the angel asked him. “I was afraid my father would not believe me,” Joseph 
replied. Moroni then promised that Joseph’s father would believe every 
word.36 “I obeyed,” Joseph wrote, tellingly. “I rehearsed the whole matter to 
him. He replied to me that it was of God, and told me to go and do as com-
manded by the messenger.”
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Joseph reported to a hill known simply to the Smiths as “a hill of con-
siderable size.” Th ere, near the top, on the west side, Joseph found the stone 
which concealed the box in which the plates were deposited. Joseph found 
a tree branch, jammed one end of it “under the edge of the stone, and with 
a little exertion raised it up.” He remembered, “I looked in and there indeed 
did I behold the plates, the Urim and Th umim and the Breastplate as stated 
by the messenger.”37 

Here Joseph’s Manuscript History is terse: “I made an attempt to take 
them out but was forbidden by the messenger.”38 Oliver Cowdery wrote in 
1835 that Joseph had experienced “the visions of heaven during the night, 
and also seeing and hearing in open day; but the mind of man is easily 
turned, if it is not held by the power of God through the prayer of faith,” 
and as Joseph walked to the hill, “two invisible powers were operating upon 
his mind . . . one urging the certainty of wealth and ease in this life, [which] 
had so powerfully wrought upon him” by the time he arrived that the angel’s 
instructions “had entirely gone from his recollection.” Oliver didn’t blame 
Joseph. “He was young, and his mind easily turned from correct principles,” 
but also, Oliver acknowledged, he was teachable and ready “to be lead into 
the great work of God, and be qualifi ed to perform it in due time.”39

According to Oliver, Joseph “had heard of the power, of enchantment, 
and a thousand like stories, which held the hidden treasures of the earth, 
and suposed that physical exertion and personal strength was only necessary 
to enable him to yet obtain the object of his wish.” Oliver had earlier stated, 
“On attempting to take possession of the records a shock was produced 
upon his system, by an invisible power, which deprived him in a measure, of 
his natural strength.”40 

Agonizing that he was powerless to take the plates, Joseph cried out to 
the Lord, “Why can I not obtain them?” Moroni’s reply came: “You have not 
kept the commandments of the Lord which I gave unto you.” He explained 
to Joseph how succumbing to temptation could teach him of “the power 
of the advisory [sic],” commanded him to repent, and promised the Lord’s 
forgiveness if he would. Joseph remembered what he had been taught and 
began to pray, and the Spirit returned.41 

Joseph was teachable, and Moroni said to Joseph, “Now I will show you 
the diff erence between light and darkness and the operation of a good Spirit 
and an evil one[.] an evil spirit will try to crowd your mind with every evil 



32 Steven C. Harper

and wicked thing to keep every good thought and feeling out of your mind 
but you must keep your mind always staid upon God that no evil may come 
into your heart.”42 According to Oliver Cowdery, Moroni showed Joseph a 
vision of “the prince of darkness, surrounded by his innumerable train of 
associates,” and taught, “all this is shown, the good and the evill, the holy 
and impure, the glory of God and the power of darkness, that you may 
know hereaft er the two powers and never be infl uenced or overcome by that 
wicked one.”43 

So Joseph returned home from the hill empty-handed but full of 
knowledge. He admitted in his 1832 autobiography, “I had been tempted 
of the advisary and saught the Plates to obtain riches and kept not the 
commandme[n]t that I should have an eye single to the Glory of God there-
fore I was chastened.”44 According to Lucy, the angel told Joseph “that he 
could not take them from the place wherein they were deposited, until he 
had learned to keep the commandments of God,” clarifying that Joseph 
needed to become “not only willing, but able to do it.”45 

In his later history, Joseph rendered the story more matter-of-factly and 
said simply that he learned on that fi rst visit to the hill 

that the time for bringing them forth had not yet arrived, nei-
ther would untill four years from that time; but he told me that 
I should come to that place precisely in one year from that time, 
and that he would there meet with me, and that I should con-
tinue to do so untill the time should come for obtaining the 
plates. Accordingly as I had been commanded I went at the end 
of each year, and at each time I found the same messenger there 
and received instruction and intelligence from him at each of 
our interviews respecting what the Lord was going to do, and 
how and in what manner his kingdom was to be conducted in 
the last days.46 

Readers of this passage in Joseph’s history oft en assume that he knew at the 
time that it would be four years before he received the plates, but he did 
not. All he knew was that the time was not yet, and that he should return 
in exactly one year and continue faithful until the unspecifi ed time came. 
Joseph was not simply to pass time until he got the plates regardless of his 
behavior. He was to prepare himself by gaining experience in keeping the 
commandments of God and gaining strength to resist temptations; he was 
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to prove himself faithful to the Lord’s instructions and get the plates because 
of his obedience. 

A Four-Year Probation
Joseph’s four-year probation was characterized not only by divine visitations 
and adversarial interferences, but also by the vicissitudes of everyday fam-
ily responsibilities as he sought to make ends meet at home, and later with 
his bride, Emma Hale. Th roughout these years, God, largely through the 
angel Moroni, mentored Joseph to fulfi ll his potential as the seer who would 
obtain and protect the buried golden plates, translate them through the gift  
of God, and ultimately shepherd the sacred writings into print.

Joseph farmed and helped his brother Alvin build a respectable mid-
dle-class frame home for their aging parents. Aft er a day’s work Joseph’s 
family gathered, “all seated in a circle . . . listening in breathless anxiety to 
the religious teachings of a boy eighteen years of age.” He urged them not 
to tell others, fearing rejection and even violence against him.47 Covetous 
neighbors—treasure seekers—might get word and demand the treasure. 
Th e Smith family members were to keep confi dential that which Moroni 
had revealed in order to prove themselves trustworthy of obtaining fur-
ther knowledge. “If we are wise and prudent in that which [is] revealed to 
us,” Joseph taught them, “God is able to make all things known to us.” His 
father agreed and promised that they would try to live worthily to be so 
trusted by God.48

But life was not without hardship. “On the 15 of Nov[ember 1823],” 
Lucy remembered, “Alvin was taken very sick.” Th e family doctor was sum-
moned but unavailable. Another came instead and “administered to him 
although the patient objected much against it[,] a heavy dose of Calomel.” 
Alvin soon recognized that he would not survive. He charged Hyrum to fi n-
ish the frame home and take care of his parents in their old age. He spoke to 
each of his siblings in turn, telling Joseph, now nearly eighteen, “I am going 
to die now[.] Th e distress which I suff er and the sensations that I have tell me 
my time is very short[.] I want you to be a good boy & do everything that lays 
in your power to obtain the records[.] Be faithful in receiving instruction 
and in keeping every commandment that is given you.” Aft er an aff ectionate 
farewell to two-year-old Lucy, Alvin died.49 
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By the following spring, 1824, family routines returned to normal. A 
new preacher in town taught the need for the diff erent denominations to 
agree and “worship God with one mind and one heart.” Lucy Mack Smith 
“wished to join them, and I tried to persuade my husband to do so.” Joseph 
Sr. attended a few times, and the children—except Joseph—followed Lucy. 
Joseph assured his mother that he could take his Bible “and go out into the 
woods and learn more in two hours than you could if you were to go to 
meeting two years.” Joseph was growing confi dently into his calling. He told 
his mother that it would not hurt her to join, but prophesied that though the 
leader of the church preached piously, within one year he would take the last 
cow of a widowed mother of eight to satisfy a debt. Lucy, who had long since 
perceived that her son had a gift , was even more impressed when the fellow 
fulfi lled Joseph’s prophecy.50 

Such religion could not satisfy Joseph. Th ough many came preaching 
various doctrines, he remained apart, waiting for more instruction by a mes-
senger sent from the presence of God. According to Lucy, Moroni fi nally 
told Joseph he could obtain the plates on September 22, 1824, if he would 
keep them in his hands, take them straight home, and immediately secure 
them there in a trunk with a good lock and key. Th e whole family, most of 
all Joseph, anxiously anticipated that he would return home with them.51 

He went to the hill on the appointed day, pried up the stone that covered 
the plates, and looked down on them. He reached down and lift ed the plates 
from their stone box when, according to his mother, “the thought fl ashed 
across his mind that there might be something more in the box,” something 
he could profi t from aft er all. Excited, Joseph laid the plates down to cover 
the box, planning to come back later for the rest. When he turned back 
to pick up the plates, they were gone, “but where he knew not nor did he 
know by what means it had been taken away.” Alarmed, Joseph knelt and 
prayed. Th e angel appeared “and told him that he had not done as he was 
commanded,” that he was still tempted “to secure some imaginary treasure,” 
that he was still too easily overcome by the powers of darkness, not yet vigi-
lant enough, not yet motivated solely by the glory of God.52

Aft er the rebuke Moroni allowed Joseph to raise the stone again and see 
that the plates were safe in their stone box. Joseph reached for them again 
but was hurled back. Th e angel left , and Joseph rose and returned to the 
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house, weeping, disappointed, and fearing that his family would no longer 
believe him.53 

Joseph was no sooner in the door than his father asked whether he had 
obtained the plates. “No, Father,” he said. “I could not get them.” 

“Did you see them?” his father asked.
“Yes,” replied Joseph, “I saw them, but could not take them.”
“I would have taken them,” his father said earnestly, “if I had been in 

your place.”
Subdued, Joseph said, “You do not know what you say. I could not get 

them, for the angel of the Lord would not let me.”54 
Joseph then related the whole story, causing his parents to fear that 

he may never qualify to get the plates. “We therefore,” Lucy remembered, 
“doubled our dilligence in prayer and supplication to God, in order that he 
might be more fully instructed in his duty, and be preserved from all the 
wiles and machinations of him ‘who lieth in wait to deceive.’”55 Th ough it 
was emotionally painful, Joseph’s 1824 attempt to obtain the plates was yet 
another learning opportunity that helped train him into a steward of the 
Book of Mormon plates, and into a seer who could translate the sacred writ-
ings inscribed on them. 

Th ere are no detailed records of what happened the next September, 
in 1825. Th ere is evidence, however, that the temptation for Joseph to use 
his gift  for material gain intensifi ed rather than diminished. With Alvin’s 
death, the burden of fi nishing the frame home and meeting the annual 
mortgage payment fell increasingly to Hyrum and then, when he married, 
to Joseph. Th ey scoured the countryside for odd jobs. In October of 1825, 
Josiah Stowell, a farmer from southeastern New York, enticed Joseph and 
his father to come to work for him. Stowell had, according to Joseph, “heard 
something of a silver mine having been opened by Spaniards in Harmony, 
Susquahanah County, State of Pennsylvania, and had previous to my hiring 
with him been digging in order if possible to discover the mine.”56 Stowell 
had also heard of Joseph’s gift . He had learned, as Lucy put it, “that he was 
in possession of certain means, by which he could discern things, that could 
not be seen by the natural eye.” Stowell “off ered high wages” for such skill, 
appealing to the struggling Smith family.57 

Now Joseph had a dilemma: Should he sell his reputation as a seer for 
fourteen dollars a month to help his family make the mortgage payment on 
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the farm they had worked awfully hard to improve? It seemed like a harm-
less decision, and Joseph decided to follow Stowell to Susquehanna County. 
But in the winter of 1826, Stowell’s nephew, Peter Bridgeman, fi led a com-
plaint against Joseph with a justice of the peace in South Bainbridge, New 
York. Joseph was evidently arrested and tried for disorderly conduct that 
probably stemmed from using his stone to search for buried treasure. One 
account of the trial reports that the Smiths were “mortifi ed that the wonder-
ful power which God had so miraculously given . . . should be used only in 
search of fi lthy lucre.”58 

Th e digging stopped aft er a month, and Joseph Sr. returned home while 
Joseph Jr. stayed to work for the Knight family of Colesville, New York. 
According to Joseph Knight Jr., Joseph told the Knights “that he had seen a 
vision, that a personage had appeared to him and told him where there was a 
book of ancient date buried.” Th ey believed and encouraged Joseph.59 

While digging for Stowell, Joseph boarded with the family of Isaac 
Hale in Harmony, where he met their tall, dark-haired daughter, Emma. 
Encouraged by his parents, Josiah Stowell, and the Knights, Joseph courted 
Emma and sought her hand. On January 18, 1827, Emma Hale married 
Joseph Smith in South Bainbridge, New York, in a simple ceremony by a 
justice of the peace. Emma and Joseph then went directly to Manchester, 
where they lived with Joseph’s parents.60 

But just as Lucy fi nished getting the new house ready for their arrival, 
and while she was thanking the Lord for the “prospect of a quiet and com-
fortable old age,” their contractor came to the door to tell her that he had 
agreed with the mortgage agent to purchase the home and farm. Friends 
circulated a petition, protesting the sale. Finally the Smiths persuaded 
Lemuel Durfee to buy the place and let them continue there. “We were now 
renters,” Lucy remembered, deeply discouraged. Once more their fortunes 
had failed.61 

“Soon aft er this,” Lucy wrote, Joseph went to town on an errand for his 
father. Lucy remembered that “he did not return home until the night was 
considerably advanced,” and she worried because she was “aware that God 
intended him for a good and important work; consequently we expected 
that the powers of darkness would strive against him more than any other.”62 

“Joseph, why have you stayed so late,” his father asked when he fi nally 
arrived. “Father,” he answered aft er a while, “I have had the severest 
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chastisement that I ever had in my life.” Joseph’s father wished to know who 
presumed to fi nd fault with his son. “Father,” Joseph said, “it was the angel 
of the Lord. He says I have been negligent that the time has now come when 
the record should be brought forth and that I must be up and doing that 
I must set myself about the things which God has commanded me to do 
but Father give yourself no uneasiness as to this reprimand for I know what 
course I am to pursue, and all will be well.”63 

Th at summer Emma wrote home, seeking permission to retrieve her 
clothes, cows, and furniture. Her father agreed and Joseph set out with a 
neighbor for Harmony, Pennsylvania. Th rough tears Isaac Hale accused 
Joseph of stealing his daughter, pled with him to bring her back, and prom-
ised to help Joseph get a start in farming. Evidently Joseph wept too and 
promised to stop using his gift  for money and to move to Harmony with 
Emma. But even as Joseph rolled along in the wagon toward his parents’ 
home, he knew it would be hard for him. “Th ey will all oppose,” he said to a 
neighbor. “Th ey want me to look in the stone for them to dig [for] money.” 
Th e neighbor testifi ed that “in fact it was as he predicted. Th ey urged him, 
day aft er day, to resume his old practice of looking in the stone. He seemed 
much perplexed as to the course he should pursue.”64 In that dilemma, 
Joseph received an ultimatum from Moroni. According to Joseph Knight, 
during Joseph’s September 1826 meeting with the angel, he learned that “if 
he would Do right according to the will of God he mite obtain [the plates] 
the 22nt Day of September Next and if not he never would have them.”65 

As the time drew near, Joseph Knight and Josiah Stowell made an 
ostensible business trip upstate in order to be in Manchester on September 
22, 1827. At about midnight, Joseph asked his mother if she had a chest with 
a lock and key. Suspecting his purposes, she fretted that she had nothing of 
the sort. Joseph assured her all would be well, but Lucy remained sleepless 
through the night, remembering what she called the “fi rst failure” to return 
with the plates. Emma appeared in her riding dress and bonnet, and she 
and Joseph left  in Joseph Knight’s wagon. Th at night Moroni entrusted the 
plates to Joseph, now age twenty-one.66 Joseph was still prone to mistakes 
and some sins even aft er his probationary period, but clearly he gained the 
Lord’s trust and Moroni’s confi dence. He had faced diffi  cult temptations, 
overcoming many and repenting when he fell to others. “He had learned to 
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keep the commandments of God” and had become “not only willing, but 
able” to be the keeper of the sacred record.67 

Th e next morning Lucy made breakfast and, when his father requested 
his company, excused Joseph, who had not yet returned home. Lucy also 
calmed Joseph Knight when he thought his wagon had been stolen. When 
Joseph Smith arrived, he assured his mother that all was well but could not 
resist the chance to prolong the anxiety others felt. Aft er eating breakfast, 
he called Knight aside, “set his foot on the Bed and his head in his hand and 
says, ‘Well I am Dissopinted.’ ‘Well,’ says I [Knight], I am sorrey.’ ‘Well,’ 
says he, ‘I am grateley Dissopinted: it is ten times Better then I expected.’”68 
Joseph had fi nally obtained the plates, and with them, ostensibly, some relief 
from the struggle. 

Conclusion
Joseph Smith’s journey from 1823 to 1827, from a gift ed teenager to the 
Lord’s chosen seer, was marked by the trials of helping provide for his strug-
gling family, as well as the temptations and subsequent reproof and repen-
tance rooted in the Lord’s eff orts to train him to bring forth his word and 
the adversary’s attempt to upset that trajectory. Joseph learned humility, 
penitence, and persistence from his temptations and trials. Moroni chas-
tened him several times, and he responded by striving to repent and improve 
and become what God knew he could be. He was faced with intense fi nan-
cial pressure within his families—both the family that he grew up in and his 
own new union with Emma—which created a natural desire to provide in 
the best possible way. Yet he learned to control his passions and desires and 
to not set his heart on riches. 

Joseph’s teenage years show him struggling, choosing, and becoming 
what he was called to be, all in the context of his assignment to bring forth 
the Book of Mormon. Th ere is no need to avoid or apologize for Joseph’s 
confessed foibles. A nurturing God fashioned them into learning experi-
ences that helped Joseph see “the diff erence between light and darkness and 
the operation of a good Spirit and an evil one.”69

As the summer of 1827 ended, Joseph Smith, still far from perfect, 
had nevertheless qualifi ed himself to obtain the sacred plates. In short, 
Joseph had four years to “choose .  .  . this day” whom he would serve (see 
Joshua 24:15). He had faced dilemmas, been sorely tempted, been rebuked 
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by an angel, and now, at last, reached a turning point in his life as the Lord’s 
seer. Elder Dallin H. Oaks described this process. He said “that no prophet 
is free from human frailty, especially before he is called to devote his life to 
the Lord’s work. Line upon line, young Joseph Smith expanded his faith and 
understanding and his spiritual gift s matured, until he stood with power 
and stature as the Prophet of the Restoration.”70
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