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In December 1833, the Lord instructed members of the Church of Christ 
to petition government for assistance. This instruction came soon after 
Joseph Smith learned that mobs had driven members from their homes 
in Jackson County, Missouri. In commanding those members to seek gov-
ernmental support, the Lord identified the Constitution as the inspired 
legal basis for their petition efforts. This revelation made sacred both the 
Constitution and the act of seeking redress.1

But if that act was sacred, it also was freighted with political meaning. 
While the revelation came as a direct response to the particular circum-
stances in Missouri, it also appeared in the midst of a charged national de-
bate over slavery. The slavery issue overshadowed the era’s other political 
concerns, including congressional consideration of Church members’ pe-
tition efforts. During the mid-1830s, when abolitionists flooded Congress 
with petitions, anxious Southern politicians led a successful charge to stem 
the tide. Southern fears of federal meddling with their peculiar institution 
stood to undermine the prospect of federal intervention in Missouri and 
on behalf of the Missouri members.
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The divine direction to petition seemed doomed by human failure, but 
Smith’s 1833 revelation anticipated governmental indifference and warned 
that the Lord would “come forth out of his <hiding> place & in his fury 
vex the nation.”2 This checked the members’ reliance on government and 
even qualified their view of the Constitution as sacred. In other words, by 
promising godly retribution in the face of human failure, the same source 
that instructed members to cherish the Constitution and petition govern-
ment discouraged them from fully trusting in those institutions.

In the pages that follow, I identify the divine origins of early Latter-day 
Saint petition efforts and outline the ways in which political debates over 
slavery undermined those efforts. I also track how the very revelation that 
sanctioned the members’ constitutionalism and commanded their peti-
tioning directed them to look to God when those petition efforts failed. 
These developments occurred in relationship to the Missouri members’ 
experiences and the Saints’ petition efforts in the District of Columbia. 

Revelation indicating that the Lord had established the Constitution and 
instructing the members to appeal to government for assistance, 16–17 December 
1833, Revelation Book 2, Kirtland Revelation Book, Revelations Collection, 
ca. 1829–1876. Church History Library.
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The failure of these efforts encouraged a crucial change in approach. While 
members continued to petition the government throughout Smith’s life, in 
the 1840s he shifted their focus from human legislatures to the divine law-
maker. The members’ early acceptance of the revelatory command to pe-
tition anticipated this late development; in relying on the Lord’s direction 
about human government, Smith’s followers demonstrated their ultimate 
loyalty to God’s legislation.

In the 1830s, members sacralized the Constitution. The process by 
which they envisioned the Constitution as sacred both corresponded to 
and diverged from broader developments. The nation’s founding legal 
document was not born as the Constitution. At the time of its ratification, 
James Madison thought of the document less as a complete legal text and 
more as an imperfect system of government. However, over the course of 
the next decade, congressional debate recast the document as fixed, static, 
and even sacred.3 The generation that followed the Founders adopted and 
advanced this view. Indeed, the passage of time and the passing of the 
founding generation bestowed a new sacredness on the Constitution.

Church members sacralized the Constitution while falling victim to 
some Southerners’ insecurities about their slave property. Although the 
Missouri members who opposed slavery did little to publicize their views, in 
the summer of 1833 a Jackson County mob cited perceived antislavery senti-
ment in order to justify the destruction of the Church’s press and the tarring 
and feathering of Bishop Edward Partridge and Church member Charles 
Allen. News of rising tensions troubled Smith, whose revelations had prom-
ised the establishment of a millennial Zion.4 In response to his concerned 
cries, the Lord directed Missouri members to uphold “constitutional” law.5 
A few weeks later Smith wrote from Kirtland, urging members to remain in 
Jackson County. He also prophesied that “god will send Embasadors to the 
authorities of the government and sue for protection and redress.”6

Smith’s followers recognized that prophetic success required human 
effort. In September, Missouri Church leaders petitioned Governor Daniel 
Dunklin. Introducing themselves as “citizens of the republic . . . residents 
of Jackson county” and “members of the church of Christ,” they laid claim 
to “rights, privileges, immunities and religion, according to the Consti-
tution.” The petitioners informed Dunklin that, based on the perceived 
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threat of losing land and slaves, Jackson County residents had destroyed 
the petitioners’ property and warned them that any effort to obtain redress 
would be met with violence. The members argued that such intimidation 
jeopardized the republic as a whole, noting that when “the poorest citizen’s 
person, property or rights and privileges, shall be trampled upon by a law-
less mob with impunity, that moment a dagger is plunged into the heart 
of the Constitution.” They then petitioned Dunklin to raise troops to help 
them defend their rights, sue for damages, and try the mob “for treason.”7 
This marked the beginning of a Latter-day Saint constitutionalism forged 
in the fires of religious persecution.

Church members had no reason to believe that their petition would 
fail. In his response, Dunklin wrote, “I should think myself unworthy the 
confidence with which I have been honored by my fellow citizens did I 
not promptly employ all the means which the Constitution and laws have 
placed at my disposal, to avert the calamity with which you are threatened.” 
After referencing what seemed to be wide-ranging executive powers, 
Dunklin proceeded to encourage a narrow judicial solution. He advised 

C. C. A. Christensen, Mobbers Raiding Printing Property Store at 
Independence, Mo., July 20, 1833. Church History Library.
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the downtrodden members to take their case before the local circuit judge. 
If that course failed, he explained, then “my duty will require me to take 
such steps as will enforce a faithful execution” of the laws.8

Church leaders immediately hired four lawyers, which infuriated lo-
cal residents who then renewed attacks on Church properties and drove 
members from their homes.9 In early December 1833, Church leaders again 

Letter from Governor Daniel Dunklin to Church leaders in Missouri, 19 October 1833. 
W. W. Phelps Collection of Missouri Documents, 1833–1837, Church History Library.
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petitioned Dunklin, asking him to help them secure assistance from “the 
militia of the State, if legal, or . . . a detachment of the United States Rang-
ers.”10

While Missouri members sent off another petition, news of the mob’s 
renewed attacks arrived in Kirtland. The distraught Smith again instructed 
members to retain their lands and use every “lawful means to obtain re-
dress.”11 Writing first descriptively and then prophetically, he noted, “When 
the Judge fails you, appeal unto the Executive, and when the Executive 
fails you, appeal unto the President, and when the President fails you . . . 
continue to weary” God, who “will not fail to exicute Judgment upon your 
enemies.”12 Smith was encouraging members to exhaust all legal means, 
but he was also reminding them to place their ultimate trust in God.

In less than a week, Smith’s instruction gained the backing of a reve-
lation. The Lord explained that his people “had been afflicted and perse-
cuted” because of their “jar[r]ings and contentions.”13 Even still, he offered 
them mercy and promised vengeance.14 The Lord explained that the mem-
bers had a role to play in the divine calculus; they had to use the right of 
petition to secure the nation’s condemnation. While giving this instruc-
tion, the Lord identified himself as the source of the Constitution. In urg-
ing members to “continue to importune for redress and redemption by the 
hand of those who are placed as rulers and are in authority over you,” the 
Lord explained that he had “established the constitution . . . by the hands 
of wise men whom” he had “raised up unto this very purpose.”15 While an 
earlier revelation had commanded obedience to constitutional law, this 
revelation traced the origins of the Constitution to a divine source. This 
encouraged a shift among members from constitutional adherence to con-
stitutional reverence.

However, the same revelation anticipated the failure of the members’ 
petition efforts and signaled the limits of the Constitution. Comparing 
“the children of Zion” to the woman who petitioned the unjust judge, as 
recorded in Luke,16 the Lord instructed the members to seek redress “at 
the feet of the judge if he heed them not let them impertune at the feet of 
the Govoner and if the Govoner heed them not let them importune at the 
feet of the President.” As in Smith’s letter, the revelation anticipated gov-
ernment inaction and promised godly retribution: “And if the President 



35

Petition to President Andrew Jackson, 10 April 1834. W. W. Phelps Collection of 
Missouri Documents, 1833–1837, Church History Library.
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heed them not then will the Lord arise and come forth out of his <hiding> 
place & in his fury vex the nation.”17 The very revelation that gave divine 
sanction to the members’ constitutionalism reminded them that God was 
the supreme source of justice. It implied that they should not let inspired 
writings and rights take the place of the actual source of inspiration.

Smith’s revelation proved prophetic. In February 1834, Dunklin re-
sponded to the Missouri members’ new petition and again told them that 
he would “do every thing in [his] power, consistent with a legal exercise 
of them, to afford your society” redress. His qualification mattered more 
than what it qualified; as governor, Dunklin explained, he could not send a 
militia to protect them. While state laws allowed him to summon a militia 
in emergencies, he did not believe the members’ situation met the legal 
requirements, and though the President of the United States could call 
upon him to send forth a militia, no such request had been made.18 The 
governor’s letter must have frustrated the Missouri members, but Smith’s 
revelation had prepared them for the disappointment and instructed them 
about how to proceed.

A few months later, in April, “members of the Church of Christ” fol-
lowed divine instruction by petitioning President Andrew Jackson. They 
explained that although they were “almost wholly native born Citizens,” 
they had been deprived of “those sacred rights guaranteed to every reli-
gious sect.” Borrowing and highlighting a term Governor Dunklin had 
used, they argued that the hostilities had created an “unprecedented emer-
gency in the history of our Country.” The petitioners then observed that 
“the powers vested in the Executive of this State appear to be inadequate,” 
and asked the president to call on the governor to provide a protective 
force.19

The petitioners had reason to hope Jackson would help. In different 
ways, the Indian Removal Act of 1830 (which authorized the forced dislo-
cation of American Indian tribes from their homelands in the southeast) 
and the Force Bill of 1833 (which empowered the president to ensure com-
pliance with federal tariffs in South Carolina) had demonstrated Jackson’s 
willingness to use federal power, including military might, to enforce fed-
eral legislation. But that overreach had been the result of political calcula-
tions and had come at a high political cost; although other Southern states 
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condemned South Carolina’s 
confrontation with the federal 
government, many slavehold-
ers began to view all federal 
interventions as a threat to 
slavery. In this context, lending 
national aid to a marginalized 
people in the slave state of Mis-
souri promised little and risked 
much.

Church members could 
not have known the full scope 
of this background when Lewis 
Cass, Jackson’s secretary of war, 
responded to their petition in 
May 1834.20 Cass informed the 
members that “the offences . . . 
are violations of the laws of the 
State of Missouri” and that “the 
powers of the President . . . to 

direct the employment of a military force . . . extend only to proceedings 
under the laws of the United States.” Cass noted that when a governor re-
quests support to suppress an insurrection or execute state laws, the pres-
ident can call forth a militia, but Cass did not believe these allowances ap-
plied to the petitioners’ case. Dunklin had referred them to the president, 
and now Cass directed them back to the governor. It appeared that neither 
office was willing to assist the “Latter Day Saints.”21 The members contin-
ued to craft new petitions that aligned with their evolving grasp of the law, 
but political forces beyond their control undercut these efforts.

In particular, the anxious proslavery political response to the rise of 
radical abolitionism enervated the Saints’ calls for redress. In the mid-
1830s, abolitionists directed a mail campaign meant to flood the nation 
with antislavery literature and inundated Congress with petitions to abol-
ish slavery in DC, suppress the domestic slave trade, and refuse to ad-
mit new slave states.22 Southerners united in their condemnation of these 

T. B. Welch engraving from drawing by 
J. B. Longacre, 1833 portrait of Lewis Cass, 
the secretary of war who responded to the 
members’ petition on behalf of President 
Andrew Jackson. Library of Congress.
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efforts and, during the same period, anti-abolitionist violence spread in 
the North.23 In light of these developments and their own experiences, 
Church leaders in both Missouri and Ohio tried to distance themselves 
from abolitionists.24 And yet, their petition efforts were inextricable from 

Letter from secretary of war Lewis Cass, 2 May 1834. W. W. Phelps Collection of 
Missouri Documents, 1833–1837, Church History Library.
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the debate over slavery. In 1836 the Senate informally tabled all antislavery 
petitions and the House adopted a formal gag rule on the same, actions 
that threatened other petitions—including those submitted by the Saints.25

During the late 1830s, unwitting Church members broadened their 
petition efforts. In 1838, months after Smith had arrived in Missouri, new 
hostilities broke out, culminating in the Saints’ removal from the state and 
Smith’s own imprisonment. While languishing in jail in March 1839, he 
instructed members to document their “suffering and abuses.”26 He in-
tended to present the resulting record “to the heads of the government in 
all there dark and hellish” hue in order to “claim that promise which shall 
call [God] forth from his hiding place and . . . the whole nation may be 
left without excuse.”27 In the revealed framework of petitioning, the Saints’ 
continued efforts to obtain governmental remuneration further justified 
the nation’s destruction.28

After Smith and his fellow prisoners were allowed to escape in April, 
he prepared to petition President Martin Van Buren.29 During the next few 
months, members gathered affidavits and approved a delegation to travel 
to DC.30 In October the delegation—comprised of Smith, Sidney Rigdon, 
and Elias Higbee—set off for the nation’s capital. Along the way, Rigdon 
fell ill and rested while Smith and Higbee pushed on to DC, where they 
arrived on 28 November. The next day, they petitioned at “the feet of the 
President.”31 Records do not indicate what, exactly, they wanted the pres-
ident to do, but whatever their request, he responded: “I can do nothing 
for you,— if I do any thing, I shall come in contact with the whole State 
of Missouri.” As a renowned defender of states’ rights, Van Buren needed 
no time to weigh the political costs of assisting the marginalized Saints for 
wrongs suffered in a slave state.

This meeting fulfilled a major requirement of the 1833 revelation, but 
the central purpose of the trip was to present the Saints’ memorial to Con-
gress. This, too, was part of the logic of divine retribution. Writing from 
DC to Church leaders in Commerce, IL, Smith noted, “we believe our case 
will be brought before the house, and we will leave the event with God— 
he is our Judge and the avenger of our wrongs.”32 Each petition was part of 
an apocalyptic equation that hastened God’s calculated justice. With that 
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understanding in mind, the dele-
gates met with Illinois congress-
men to finalize the memorial.

The memorial outlined the 
Saints’ losses in Missouri and 
laid claim to their constitutional 
“rights and immunities,” includ-
ing “religious freedom.” The pe-
titioners noted that if this “last 
appeal” failed, they would wait 
“until the Great Disposer of all 
human events shall in his own 

Senator Richard M. Young.

As recorded in the Congressional Globe, Senator Richard Young introduced 
the Latter-day Saints’ memorial. That same day, the House of Representatives 
made it even more difficult to consider abolition petitions. Congressional Globe, 
28 January 1840, 149, 150. Library of Congress.
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good time remove us from these persecutions to that promised land” of 
rest.33

While the Saints fulfilled their role in the divine drama, earthly factors 
shaped the more immediate outcome of their efforts. On 28 January 1840, 
the very day that Senator Richard M. Young presented the Saints’ memo-
rial, the House passed a rule prescribing that each abolition petition “shall 
be considered as objected to, and the question of its reception shall be laid 
on the table.”34 This created an extra barrier to the House’s consideration 
of abolition petitions.

Meanwhile, Senator Young presented the Saints’ memorial on the Sen-
ate floor and moved that it be referred to the Committee on the Judiciary. 
Missouri’s Lewis F. Linn protested, “A sovereign State seemed about to be 
put on trial before the Senate . . . and he was entirely opposed to the juris-

Reports printed in the Congressional Globe, the Daily Intelligencer, and the Journal 
of the Senate indicate that Senator Richard Young introduced the Latter-day Saints’ 
memorial in the midst of a congressional debate about abolition petitions. 
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diction.” John Norvell of Michigan agreed, saying, “It appeared to him that 
Congress had no business with the subject at all.” Proslavery politics had 
nurtured the federalism reflected in these statements. In other words, the 
forces supporting the right to slave property had developed the convinc-
ing constitutional argument that the status of slavery fell entirely outside 
federal jurisdiction—but completely inside state jurisdiction. Linn knew 
it would be awkward if he moved “to lay the subject on the table, but he 
would do so if no other person did.” Norvell obliged him. But before the 
vote, Young succeeded in having the memorial read. After the reading, 
Missouri’s Thomas Hart Benton asked about the intention to table the me-
morial, to which Norvell replied, “That it may lie there forever.”35 Norvell’s 
proposal recalled the gag rule on antislavery petitions.

To be clear, those petitions and the Saints’ memorial were different. 
The former seemed to threaten direct federal involvement in the South-
ern states, while the latter requested federal support for a people living in 
the North. And yet, while the decision to table antislavery petitions did 
not dictate Congress’s determination regarding the Saints’ memorial, de-
bates over slavery demanded that politicians give constant consideration 
to state sovereignty and federal power. This is evident in a concluding sug-
gestion made by the prominent senator from Kentucky, Henry Clay. He 
proposed that “inquiry should be made by the committee whether” the 
Saints’ memorial “is a matter of grievance, and, if it is, whether Congress 
has any power of redress.”36 After Clay’s proposal, the Senate agreed to lay 
the Saints’ petition “on the table . . . with the understanding that it would 
be called up at an early day.”37

A few weeks later, the Senate moved to refer the Saints’ memorial to the 
Judiciary Committee.38 The next day, the senators engaged in a protracted 
debate over abolition petitions and the right to petition itself. While Clay 
and Daniel Webster championed “the right,” Calhoun demurred, insisting 
that “it was among the least important.” Calhoun asserted that “there could 
be no local grievance but what could be reached by” suffrage and the right 
of instruction, by which a state legislature could direct their senator to vote 
a certain way.39 New Hampshire’s Henry Hubbard described the issue as 
one of jurisdiction, noting that “it seldom occurs (and perhaps has never 
occurred) that a petition is presented here which so mistakes its proper 
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direction as to ask relief of this Government in matters respecting which 
the petitioner’s State Government alone possessed the power to grant re-
lief.” Consequently, he explained, the “right of petition is the most limited 
of popular and political righ[t]s.”40 This discussion bore the marks of pro-
slavery politics, which had placed severe restraints on the right to petition.

On 17 February, the Saints’ petition again shared space with abolition 
petitions on the Senate floor. After the Senate tabled the latter, Young “sub-
mitted additional documents in relation” to the Saints’ petition.41 A few 
days later, the Judiciary Committee heard testimony from Elias Higbee, 
Senator Linn, and others; a few weeks later, on 4 March, the members 
of the committee issued their opinion.42 They determined “that the case 
presented . . . is not such a one as will justify or authorize any interposi-
tion by this Government.” They instructed the petitioners to “apply to the 
justice and magnanimity of . . . Missouri. . . . It can never be presumed,” 
the committee continued, “that a State either wants the power, or lacks the 
disposition, to redress the wrongs of its own citizens.”43 These statements, 
which aligned perfectly with those made by Senator Hubbard, show that 
debates over slavery shaped the questions asked about the Saints’ petition 
and furnished politicians with the language to argue that the Saints’ case 
fell outside the realm of federal jurisdiction. Weeks later, the Senate ap-
proved the committee’s resolution.44

When Higbee learned of the decision, he passed it on to Smith, who 
had returned to Illinois. “We have made our last appeal to all earthly tri-
bunals,” Higbee wrote, and we “have a right now which we could not here-
tofore so fully claim— That is of asking God for redress & redemption.”45 
Days before Higbee’s letter arrived, Smith publicly reported on his DC trip 
and warned of the justice that would befall the nation if it failed to offer 
redress.46 News of the Senate’s decision fueled his contempt.47 During an 
April conference, the Saints agreed that in “turning a deaf ear,” Congress 
called “down upon their heads, the righteous judgments of an offended 
God.”48 In a discourse given a few months later, Smith presented an apoc-
alyptic vision in which God would “cast a vot[e] against van buren” and 
the nation.49 When forces beyond his control mitigated efforts to obtain 
redress, Smith added them to the revealed reckoning of God’s justice. The 
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human effort to prepare the land for the Lord’s harvest had neared com-
pletion.

During the 1840s, the Saints continued to petition for redress.50 In 
November 1843 (the same month another doomed memorial was writ-
ten to Congress), Smith wrote to five prospective presidential candidates, 
including Calhoun, asking whether they would provide redress if they 
were elected.51 In his response, Calhoun wrote that the question “does not 
come within the Jurisdiction of the Federal Government.”52 A month later, 
Smith fired back. Mocking the champion of state sovereignty, he asked, 
“What think ye of imperium in imperio?” Showing little compunction at 
this stage, Smith warned that if the federal government lacked restorative 
power, “God will come out of his hiding place and vex this nation with a 
sore vexation.”53

Most immediately, the Saints’ failure to obtain redress generated 
Smith’s 1844 presidential campaign, but the failed petitioning also shaped 
the simultaneous move to form a new government and a new constitu-
tion.54 On 11 March, Smith organized the Council of Fifty, understood 
to be the political kingdom of God, and the council began discussing the 
creation of “a constitution.”55 Smith’s faith in government had long since 
expired and his belief in the sacralized right to petition had been all but 
extinguished. Now his faith in the Founders’ Constitution waned. The na-
ture of the Saints’ constitutionalism allowed for this development. The fact 
that their constitutional reverence rested on a revelation implied that their 
ultimate faith in law and justice went beyond the document produced by 
inspiration to the source of the inspiration itself. The Saints had adopted 
and advanced a view of the Constitution as a sacred text, but their under-
standing of inspiration and revelation as continual freed them from seeing 
the Constitution as a final legal arbiter. This version of constitutional rev-
erence allowed Smith to set the Constitution aside when it proved insuf-
ficient.

On 18 April, Willard Richards presented the draft of a new constitu-
tion. The first line echoed the United States Constitution before making a 
quick departure: “We, the people of the Kingdom of God, knowing that 
all power emanates from God.”56 This reflected the council’s belief that the 
time had come when “the supreme law of the land shall be the word of 
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Jehovah.”57 The new constitution also described the prophet as the Lord’s 
mouthpiece. This emphasis anticipated Smith’s instruction, given just a 
week later, to “let the constitution alone.” In the voice of the Lord, Smith 
told the council, “yea are my constitution.”58 The same source that had en-
couraged constitutional reverence now interrupted the council’s efforts to 
create a new constitution; all of these events indicated the Saints’ ultimate 
allegiance to God.

On the surface, the developments during the spring of 1844 seemed to 
be a clear departure from the earlier emphasis on constitutional appeals. 
But the move to petition God himself had been commanded in the very 
revelation that sacralized that right. Indeed, the turn to God as ultimate 
legislator had been anticipated even before 1833. In a January 1831 reve-
lation, the Lord had stated, “In time ye shall have no King nor Ruler for I 
will be your King . . . & ye shall be a free People & ye shall have no laws but 
my laws for I am your Law giver.”59 By March 1844, it seemed that the time 
had arrived for the Lord to fulfill this millennial promise.
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