
 
 

~CHURCH HISTORY~ 
 

"If any of you is lacking in wisdom, ask 
God, who gives to all generously and 

ungrudgingly, and it will be given you. 
But ask in faith, never doubting..." 

- James 1:5-6 



Disclaimer: While the content of this file is based on 
church materials, this PDF is not an official 

resource of the church. 

 
In the early 1800s, a young 
boy named Joseph Smith knelt 

in the woods near his family home in 
Manchester Township, New York. 
He felt separated from God; he also 
wanted to know how he could make 
his life count for good in a world full 



of confusion and sin. He wanted to 
join with God’s people, but he had 
no idea how to do that. So, in 
response to the scripture from 
James, he prayed to God. 
 
How long this first attempt at verbal 
prayer lasted is not known, but he 
came to a point of deep despair. At 
this point, a vision surrounded him 



with love and mercy. From that light 
came a voice as clear as his own. As 
the vision ebbed and the voice 
faded, Joseph felt that he knew the 
truth. He felt the healing presence of 
God within and the forgiving mercy 
of Christ. He knew that God would 
be with him. 
 



He struggled through his teen years, 
trying to balance his experience with 
God with his desire to be accepted 
by others in his community. He 
continued to have significant spiritual 
experiences, one of which led to the 
Book of Mormon. He also felt called 
to establish a church, officially 
organizing it on April 6, 1830. 
 



Early Church (1830) 
 
Although the church had been 
functioning by August 1829, it was 
not officially organized until April 
1830 in Fayette, New York. At this 
organizing conference,  Joseph 
Smith and Oliver Cowdery were 
accepted as leaders of the church. 
The church began to grow quickly, 



spreading through family, 
neighborhood, and friendship 
networks.  
 
However, there was often hostility 
from family members and other 
ministers who were concerned about 
claims of a contemporary prophet 
and additional scriptures.  
 



The early church had a strong 
missionary sense. They felt a special 
call to bring ministry to the native 
Americans who were seen as 
descendants of people spoken about 
in the Book of Mormon. In the fall of 
1830, four men, including Parley P. 
Pratt, were sent on the first mission 
to the western limits of the United 
States. They took a detour to 



Kirtland, Ohio, so that Pratt could 
share the gospel with his former 
pastor, Sidney Rigdon. 
 

The Book of Mormon 
 
The publication of the Book of 
Mormon was a significant event in 
the life of the church. With its 
publication in March 1830, two sets 



of witnesses testified to it as the 
history of the early peoples of the 
Western Hemisphere. Joseph said 
that he translated the record by the 
gift and power of God. 
 
It told the story of three groups of 
people: (1) the descendants of an 
ancient prophet named Lehi and his 
family, who fled Jerusalem 



approximately 600 years prior to the 
birth of Christ; (2) the Jaredites, a 
group who came to the Western 
hemisphere at the time of the "great 
tower" of Babel; and (3) the 
descendants of a group who left 
Jerusalem at the time that King 
Zedekiah was taken captive into 
Babylon. The family stories became 
intertwined, but the primary 



emphasis of the book was to bear an 
additional testimony that "Jesus is 
the Christ," according to the opening 
statement. 
 
The Book of Mormon spoke to many 
of the needs of the early church. Its 
story referred to the "land of 
promise," the "choice land," and 
other images that were part of the 



heritage of the United States. It 
presented a vision of a perfect social 
order based on religious principles. It 
advocated a system of lay 
priesthood and a preference for 
democracy rather than monarchy. 
 
 
 
 



Kirtland, Ohio (1831-1838) 
 
The welcome the missionaries 
received in Kirtland was to have 
important consequences for the 
young church. Sidney Rigdon 
accepted the story Parley Pratt 
shared with him and joined the 
movement, soon becoming a trusted 
associate and scribe for Joseph. 



Persecution was increasing in New 
York, and by January 1831, Joseph 
encouraged church members there 
to move to Kirtland. Many of the 
members already in Kirtland had 
come to the church from communal 
organizations where all things were 
held in common. Joseph provided 
the church with a Law of 



Consecration that had four basic 
principles: 
 
1) All persons are equally 
accountable to God for their 
economic resources and 
opportunities.  
2) Surplus consecrations of 
individual wealth would create a 
community storehouse that would 



distribute resources to the poor and 
needy.  
3) Stewards would be economically 
equal.  
4) There would be interdependence 
between communal life and 
individualism, neither being more 
important than the other.  
 



Education was important to the early 
church. Schools for children were 
opened in Kirtland and education for 
their ministers also became an 
important priority. Besides basic 
subjects, ministerial education 
included Hebrew and lectures on 
theology. 
 



A church press was established in 
Kirtland in 1833. Its purpose was to 
provide educational materials as well 
as church periodicals to provide 
doctrinal articles and inform inquirers 
about the church. 
 
Kirtland was the hub for missionary 
activity from 1831-1837.  



Missionaries crisscrossed Ohio on 
their way to and from missions to 
Missouri, New England, the Western 
Reserve, and England. Missionaries 
also spent short-term preaching 
assignments in the city itself. This 
mission work created some 
controversy in the surrounding area. 
Some churches lost members and 
resented the new denomination. 



Others ridiculed religious practices of 
the church. 
 
The Kirtland Temple, the "House of 
the Lord," was a significant spiritual 
and economic resource. Begun in 
1833, it was dedicated in 1836. The 
building of it provided work for poor 
immigrants who found it difficult to 
find work among those who were not 



members of the church. It also 
provided a focus for spiritual 
experiences. 
 

The main floor of the 
Kirtland Temple was used 
for various services of 

worship, and the second floor was a 
school for the ministry. The third 
floor contained rooms for the 



"Kirtland High School" during the day 
and priesthood meetings in the 
evening. The west third floor room 
was Joseph Smith Jr.'s office. 
 
Joseph had continued to bring 
prophetic guidance to the church 
through a series of documents. 
Previous attempts to publish them in 
a book had failed, but in Kirtland, 



church members approved the 
collection and publication of these 
revelations and the theology and 
beliefs of the church in the Doctrine 
and Covenants. 
 
However, all was not well in Kirtland. 
The church became caught up in the 
depression of 1837-1838. As did 
political leaders in many other 



communities, church leaders in 
Kirtland tried to set up a bank with 
Rigdon as secretary and Joseph 
Smith as treasurer to shore up their 
failing economy.   
 
The Ohio legislature did not give 
them the expected charter, so they 
decided to do business as the 
Kirtland Safety Society Anti-Banking 



Company. Confidence in the venture 
soon faded, and by the summer of 
1837, the bank failed. 
 
For many, that was the final straw. 
Joseph became a focal point of 
negative reaction. Persecution 
began again—both from inside and 
outside the church. Rigdon and 
Smith were forced to flee for their 



lives, and in July 1838, members 
were forced from Kirtland, moving to 
Daviess County, Missouri. 

 
Missouri (1830-1839) 

 
Missions to Missouri surrounded 
much of the early church experience 
in other parts of the country. It was 
while missionaries were on the way 



to Missouri that they took a detour to 
Kirtland to share with friends there, a 
detour that had a definite impact on 
the church history. 
 
The early mission to Missouri had 
two primary objectives. One was to 
share the gospel with the native 
Americans. A second was to create 
God’s kingdom on earth, a kingdom 



they called Zion. Their attempts to 
preach to the native Americans met 
with resentment from Missourians 
who saw the Indians only as 
savages to be removed out of their 
way. And their attempts to create 
God’s kingdom on earth ran counter 
to the way of life the Missourians 
enjoyed—a somewhat ribald way of 
life that prided itself on individualism, 



that favored or tolerated slavery, and 
that did not want close contact with 
the Indians. 
 
Three of the missionaries decided to 
stay in Missouri,  sending Parley P. 
Pratt back to Kirtland, by now a 
significant church gathering point, to 
report on the prospects in Jackson 
County.  Joseph was pleased with 



the report and identified 
Independence as the focal gathering 
place for the church. Land was 
dedicated for a temple, a printing 
press was established, and a school 
was established.  
 
But problems began to develop. 
Many of the new settlers were 
Easterners, and their habits, way of 



life, and beliefs were far different 
from those who had chosen to settle 
in the West. Neither side was totally 
blameless, but neither seemed 
willing or able to understand the 
other’s point of view. 
 
In 1833, the church was expelled 
from Jackson County. Some 
members went back to Kirtland, but 



most of them moved to Clay County 
where they were offered temporary 
shelter. 
 
Although the Clay County citizens 
were willing to offer a haven, the 
numbers of church members grew 
so rapidly that by 1836, another 
crisis was reached. The citizens 
worried about the influx of church 



members and, although they did not 
want to use force to remove them, 
there were discussions and 
meetings about an appropriate 
course of action. In June 1836, a 
formal declaration demanded that 
the church leave the county. 
 
That summer, the church began 
negotiations with the Missouri 



legislature to set up a county that 
would be a political sanctuary for the 
church. Caldwell and Daviess 
counties were chartered in 
December 1836, and an unwritten 
agreement set aside Caldwell 
County for the church. 
 
But turmoil continued. There were 
disagreements between leaders in 



the church as well as unrest 
between church and non-church 
members, known as "Gentiles." The 
collapse of Kirtland had brought 
many people to Caldwell County, 
and they were spilling over into 
neighboring counties. "Gentiles" 
began to fear that church members 
would soon dominate the economic 
and political life of "their" counties. 



 
Persecution began again. Church 
members formed into companies of 
militia to defend their settlements, 
and attacks and counterattacks 
increased. In 1838, tensions came to 
a boiling point as church members 
attempted to vote in a local election 
while others were determined to 
block them from doing so. This 



began the "Mormon War," a series of 
skirmishes between the two groups.  
 
Governor Lilburn Boggs issued an 
order that the church members must 
either be exterminated or driven from 
Missouri altogether. Many of the 
church leaders, including Joseph 
and Hyrum Smith, Sidney Rigdon, 
and Parley P. Pratt, were jailed on 



charges of treason and murder. 
Church members were forced to give 
up their firearms and, with their 
leaders in jail, were at the mercy of 
those who hated them. 
 
In January 1839, the church 
members left Missouri. Going nearly 
200 miles, they finally found 



temporary shelter in Quincy, Illinois, 
in March. 
 

Nauvoo, Illinois (1839-1844) 
 
Joseph Smith and the others 
escaped from their 
imprisonment and arrived 
in Quincy in April 1839. 
Joseph immediately set about 



making arrangements for the  church 
to build yet another community. He 
purchased land on the banks of the 
Mississippi River, land that was 
swampy and full of malaria-infected 
mosquitoes. They drained the land 
and began building the city they 
called Nauvoo, "beautiful place." 
 



Even as the city was developing, the 
missionary emphasis continued. 
Members of the Council of Twelve, 
known as apostles, traveled to 
Australia, South America, continental 
Europe, and some of the Pacific 
Islands. Those who were converted 
often emigrated to Nauvoo, causing 
it to increase from 5,000 in 1839 to 
more than 12,000 in 1846. 



 
The persecutions of the past were 
not forgotten in Nauvoo. In response 
to what they saw as the failure of the 
judicial and political systems to 
protect them, church leaders 
negotiated a unique city charter, 
allowing the city to become almost 
independent. Joseph Smith headed 
the municipal system, having the 



power to issue writs of habeas 
corpus which were often used to 
protect Nauvoo’s leading citizens 
(and church members) from 
harassment by law enforcement 
agents of other states. The city 
government was a mayor-council 
form, and most of the leaders were 
members of the church. Nauvoo, like 
other communities, had a community 



militia. But where other community 
militias were part of the state militia, 
Nauvoo’s was separate and mostly 
independent. 
 
Another development within the 
church focused on "special" 
knowledge. Secret councils and 
groups began to shape the church 
and the community. New doctrines 



began to develop, doctrines that 
would ultimately lead into the 
development of temple rituals.  
Political groups organized to petition 
for recovery of losses from mob 
actions and to support Joseph 
Smith’s decision to run for the 
presidency of the United States.  
While some of these activities were 
acceptable, others raised questions 



among church members. A group 
who were opposed to some of these 
actions banded together to publish a 
newspaper, The Nauvoo Expositor, 
dedicated to exposing the wrongs of 
church leaders. Only one issue of 
the paper appeared, because three 
days later, the Nauvoo City Council 
passed an ordinance against the 
paper, and the press was destroyed. 



 
Joseph and Hyrum Smith, along with 
other church leaders, were 
imprisoned in Carthage, Illinois, to 
wait a hearing on charges growing 
out of the destruction. Although they 
had been promised protection by the 
Illinois governor, a mob was able to 
break through into the jail. On June 



27, 1844, the Smith brothers were 
murdered. 
 

Years of Confusion and 
Disorganization (1844-1860) 

 
Joseph’s death left the church 
without any clear leadership. Many 
believed that Joseph Smith Jr. had 
designated his son, Joseph Smith III, 



to be his successor; however, 
"Young Joseph" was only eleven 
years old when his father was killed. 
 
Some decided to wait until "Young 
Joseph" grew old enough to take his 
rightful place in leadership. Others 
followed leaders with varying claims 
to leadership, scattering in all 
directions. Still others decided they 



had had enough and found other 
religious homes. 
 
As the years passed, many of those 
who had left Nauvoo with various 
groups began to gather together. 
They had tried to find leaders who 
followed the original doctrines but 
concluded that none existed. So 
they banded together in a loose 



affiliation they called the New 
Organization. 
 

Jason Briggs  and Zenos 
Gurley  were two of the leaders 

in this organization. Briggs had 
been involved in other splinter 
groups but found 

disappointment in each. In 1851, he 
had a spiritual experience on his 



farmland prairie that gave him new 
hope for recovering the spirit, beliefs, 
purpose, and structure of the original 
church. He wrote his experience and 
began to share it with friends. 
Although some had some questions 
about his authority to receive a 
revelation for the entire group, they 
prayed and received testimony of its 
truthfulness. 



 
Zenos Gurley had a similar 
experience. In 1851, he had a 
visionary experience in which he 
was told that God would raise up a 
prophet. Eventually he received a 
copy of Briggs’ revelation, and the 
two groups joined together in 1852 
to wait for a descendant of Joseph 
Smith to become their prophet. 



 
Joseph Smith III (1860-1914) 

 
Joseph Smith III was only eleven 
years old when his father was 
murdered. After that experience, he 
had nothing to do with any of the 
splinter groups that left Nauvoo, nor 
did he have any interest initially in 
joining with the New Organization. 



When Briggs and Samuel Gurley 
came to visit him in 1856 to invite 
him to become church president, he 
was not flattered. His initial reaction 
was to reject their invitation strongly. 
After further reflection, he told them 
that before he could accept their 
invitation, he would have to have a 
testimony of his own.  
 



"During the next four years, he 
struggled with this decision, finally 
receiving his testimony of the 
rightness of the call in the fall of 
1859. He and his mother attended 
the 1860 conference in Amboy, 
Illinois, where he shared a statement 
about his struggle. Then he was 
presented to the people and 



unanimously accepted as their 
"prophet, seer, and revelator." 
 
Early in his administration, Joseph 
faced pressures from those who had 
differing viewpoints about the need 
and desire to gather together in 
community. He remembered 
problems from previous years, when 
adequate preparations had not been 



made, and encouraged members to 
be wise in their decisions. Rather 
than seeing the building of Zion as a 
short-term enterprise, Joseph 
sensed that building the kingdom of 
God would be a difficult and long-
term activity. Helping members 
understand this became a high 
priority. 
 



Another problem Joseph faced dealt 
with the church’s economic needs. 
There were several significant 
factors—but a primary one was that 
there was no clearly defined and 
accepted structure for gathering and 
administering funds. The Presiding 
Bishopric took over that role, and 
tithing began to be understood as 



the giving of one-tenth of what was 
left after necessary needs were met. 
 
Since members of the New 
Organization had come from many 
different splinter groups, they 
obviously brought with them varying 
beliefs. They were not shy about 
expressing them either in their 
preaching or in the church’s 



publications, and this resulted in 
major conflict. Briggs and Gurley, 
who had been instrumental in putting 
together the new organization, 
eventually were brought before the 
church on charges, and they 
ultimately resigned their membership 
in 1886. 
 



Joseph encouraged the 
development of several church 
publications. The True Latter Day 
Saints' Herald was the official church 
magazine, and it was supported by 
various tracts and pamphlets 
focused on missionary outreach. 
There were also other publications in 
countries where the church was 
established—Wales, England, 



Australia, and Tahiti. Materials were 
developed for children and youth, 
including Zion's Hope, begun in 
1869, with Marietta Walker as 
managing editor. Autumn Leaves 
was begun in 1888 and was 
designed for young men and 
women. 
 



As education had been important in 
the early church, it continued to be 
so under Joseph’s leadership. After 
much discussion about its purpose, 
a proposal for a liberal arts college in 
Lamoni, Iowa, was adopted in 1888.  
Opening in 1895, Graceland 
College  (now University) was 
designed to be a place open to 
members of all denominations as 



both students and instructors, a 
place for students to hear differing 
viewpoints. Although Graceland had 
financial difficulties for many of its 
early years, it continued to operate, 
graduating its first class (of one) in 
1898. 
 
Joseph Smith Jr. had begun a "New 
Translation" of the Bible early in the 



church’s history, but it was never 
published during his lifetime. His 
wife, Emma Smith Bidamon, held on 
to the manuscript after her 
husband’s death and gave it to the 
church after her son, Joseph Smith 
III, took leadership. Editing work 
began in 1866, and it was published 
in 1867. 

 



Frederick M. Smith (1915-1946) 
 
Frederick Madison Smith, son of 
Joseph Smith III, served as prophet-
president of the church from 1915 to 
1946. While his father had stepped 
into leadership of a pluralistic group 
of people from many backgrounds, 
Frederick M. Smith took over a 
church that had weathered many 



controversies over doctrine and 
theology and melded into one fairly 
cohesive body. 
 
However, his leadership style and 
focus were quite different from his 
father’s. Fred M., the sole member of 
Graceland College’s first graduating 
class in 1898, was an extremely 
curious man, interested in science, 



mathematics, and philosophy. He 
was a strong advocate for the social 
expression of the gospel, believing 
that the concept of Zion was a way 
to bring the gospel of Jesus Christ to 
life in both the church and the world. 
Since Joseph Smith III had led the 
church for fifty-four years, there were 
many who had never known a 
different style of leadership. Joseph 



was not a strong administrator, 
recognizing that his strengths lay in 
pulling people of diverse viewpoints 
together. His son had a more 
aggressive style, stating bluntly what 
he believed—and expected others to 
follow. When he came to the 
presidency, he felt that the 
contemporary understanding of the 
principle of common consent had the 



potential of pulling the church apart 
again. As many in the church 
understood the concept, "common 
consent" meant that if the laws and 
rules put in place by authority were 
unpopular, individuals had the right 
to ignore them. For Smith, "common 
consent" meant that church 
members had the privilege and right 
to discuss and debate church laws 



and rules as they were being 
established, but once those laws 
were established, individuals had the 
right and responsibility of obeying 
them. 
 
This—and his vision of the prophet-
president of the church as the 
person who had the ultimate 
responsibility of leading the church in 



the direction he felt led by God—
created friction between Fred M. and 
church members. In 1925,  the 
controversy came to a climax at the 
church’s General Conference, and 
Fred M.’s viewpoint won. 
 
Fred M. led the church through the 
challenges of the Great Depression 
and World War II. The Depression 



caused the church to look seriously 
at its financial structure because it 
was deeply in debt. In order to pay 
off this debt, the 1932 General 
Conference approved a new 
financial policy that would allow the 
church to continue and create 
reserves. In 1932, the church had 
been close to financial insolvency; 
by 1942, that prospect had 



disappeared, and the church was in 
much better financial health. 
 

Israel A. Smith (1946-1958) 
 
After Fred M. Smith’s death, his 
brother, Israel A. Smith, became 
leader of the church. His leadership 
was more pastoral and focused on 
reconciliation, allowing time for the 



healing of wounds caused by the 
divisive issues his brother had dealt 
with. The church became more 
united than it had ever been 
previously. 
 
Israel A. presided over a church that 
was beginning to see itself as more 
than merely a United States body. 
Many members had served in the 



military and returned with a more 
global viewpoint. This was to have 
an increasing impact on the church 
both then and in future years. Since 
members had more income than 
they had had for a number of years, 
they began to build new 
meetinghouses and repair old ones. 
They began an increased missionary 
outreach. 



 
In this process, Israel A. recognized 
a need for improved education for 
ministers. A site was located in 
Independence, Missouri, and a 
curriculum established for all 
ministers. 
 
Construction on the Auditorium 
resumed under his leadership. This 



building, begun under Frederick M. 
Smith in 1926, was designed to 
serve as a headquarters building for 
the denomination with office spaces 
and a large conference chamber for 
holding the church’s biennial 
conferences. Although its 
construction had been delayed 
during the Great Depression and 
World War II, Israel A. was able to 



see the building resumed and 
progress made toward its 
completion. 
 
He was unexpectedly killed in a car 
wreck while he was on his way to 
visit Lamoni, Iowa, in 1958. But the 
church had learned from its history, 
and he had plans in place to identify 
a new leader. 



 
W. Wallace Smith (1958-1978) 

 
W. Wallace Smith was the third of 
Joseph Smith III’s sons to follow him 
into the leadership of the church. 
Under his leadership, the church 
experienced phenomenal growth into 
non-Western cultures. He also 
worked to help the church develop a 



more decentralized form of 
government. 
 
Africa was a continent where the 
church began to expand quickly. The 
first contact from Nigeria took place 
in 1962, and, despite delays caused 
by their civil war, the church was 
officially established there in 1966. 
Other African countries where the 



church began to have a presence 
included Kenya and Liberia. 
 
The church also began to move into 
the Dominican Republic and Haiti. 
Korea, Taiwan, and Japan were 
other significant expansion areas. 
Medical missions provided much-
needed ministry there, and the 
church also opened schools for 



children. In the early 1960s, contact 
was made with individuals from India 
with the church being formally 
established there in 1964. 
A significant missionary emphasis 
was established in South America, 
seen as the focal point for the stories 
found in the Book of Mormon. Ed 
Guy provided a personal ministry 
unique in the modern history of the 



church as he walked through war-
torn countries of El Salvador and 
Guatemala, living with the people 
and challenging governmental 
abuses. 
 
But as the church began to move 
into these cultures, there were 
"growing pains." Leadership had to 
look closely at history and theology, 



working to determine what beliefs 
and practices were only culturally 
based and which were basic 
foundations. Those were not easy 
questions to answer. In trying to 
better understand and state the 
basic beliefs of the church, W. 
Wallace appointed a Committee on 
Basic Beliefs whose task was to 
develop some useful theological 



statements on God, Jesus Christ, 
the Holy Spirit, the gospel, 
revelation, the church, scripture, and 
other topics that they found 
necessary. 
 
Although the idea of building a 
temple in Independence had long 
been a part of the church’s tradition, 
nothing specific about it had been 



said or done for several decades. In 
1972, W. Wallace brought the 
concept to the forefront in a 
document that called for "defining 
the purpose and selecting the place 
for erecting a temple." 
 
Especially in the United States but 
also in the broader church, women 
began to be more vocal regarding 



ways in which they could be involved 
in the ministries of the church. 
Although women had been active in 
various ways through most of the 
organization, they had been involved 
as women meeting other women’s 
needs, limited in their scope. This 
had been satisfactory to this point, 
but women began asking more 



pointed questions regarding hiring 
practices and ordination questions. 
Unlike earlier prophet-presidents 
who had served until their deaths, 
W. Wallace designated his son, 
Wallace B. Smith, to succeed him as 
prophet-president after a two-year 
period of preparation, beginning in 
1976. This took place, and W. 



Wallace retired, being given the title 
Prophet Emeritus in 1978. 
 

Wallace B. Smith (1978-1996) 
 
After serving a two-year internship, 
Wallace B. Smith was ordained to 
the leadership of the church at the 
1978 World Conference. He called 
the church to a revitalization of its 



worship experiences through the 
Worship ’81 conference. His keynote 
address called for worship to be 
more participatory, using the gifts of 
all—ordained and unordained. He 
called for increased training in 
worship preparation and flexibility to 
use many different worship formats. 
 



Wallace B. also presided over the 
building and dedication of the 
Temple in Independence, Missouri. 
Ground was broken for the building 
in 1990, and it was dedicated at the 
1994 World Conference. Its unusual 
structure takes its shape from the 
nautilus shell, a pattern found 
worldwide. It is dedicated to the 
pursuit of peace, and a significant 



ministry offered there is a daily 
prayer for peace, 365 days a year. 
 
In 1984, the same year that the call 
was presented to the church to focus 
on the ministries that would be 
offered through the Temple, the 
church faced another challenge. In 
that same revelatory document, 
Wallace B. called for opening 



priesthood ministries to women as 
well as men. This was a change 
from the 150-year tradition, and 
there was both strong agreement 
and strong disagreement from 
members. Many chose to leave, but 
many more found new opportunities 
for service and new life in their 
congregations. 
 



Continuing in the precedent that his 
father had set, in 1995, Wallace B. 
indicated that W. Grant McMurray 
was to be his successor upon 
Smith’s retirement. 

 
W. Grant McMurray 

 
W. Grant McMurray was ordained at 
the 1996 World Conference, 



following Wallace B. Smith’s 
retirement. He became the first non-
Smith family member to preside over 
the church in its 170-year history. 
 
In 1997, Grant called the church to a 
new vision. He proclaimed five key 
goals that would transform both 
individuals and the church. The 
foundational one was to articulate a 



clear and compelling Christ-centered 
theology of peace and justice 
grounded in the scriptures, faith, and 
tradition of the Restoration 
movement. Others dealt with 
involving children and youth in life-
changing ministries and looking at 
creative ways of outreach and 
witness. 
  



Although ministry to Native 
Americans had been a significant 
part of the early church focus, that 
emphasis had been lost for a 
number of years. In 2001, "Call to 
the Nations," a conference that 
brought together Native Americans 
from many backgrounds was held at 
the Temple. Grant was one of the 
keynote speakers, and he 



acknowledged the wrongs that had 
been done to the native peoples 
through the years both by society 
and the church. Sharing in sacred 
ceremonies with native leaders, he 
called for reconciliation, encouraging 
all to walk together, looking for ways 
to learn from and share with each 
other.  
 



In 2000, legislation was brought to 
the World Conference to change the 
name from the Reorganized Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints 
to Community of Christ. It was felt 
that this more adequately 
represented the church’s theology 
and mission: "We proclaim Jesus 
Christ and promote communities of 
joy, hope, love, and peace." Grant 



expressed his belief that the name 
caught up two central focuses of the 
church: (1) the centrality of Christ, 
and (2) the emphasis on building 
model communities, caught up in the 
church’s tradition of Zion. This name 
change officially took place on April 
6, 2001, the founding anniversary of 
the church. 

 



 
At the 2002 World Conference, 
Grant presented six new goals for 
the church. These are an outgrowth 
of the earlier goals and encourage 
members to enhance their own 
spiritual growth as well as becoming 
involved in outreaching ministries. 
 



Grant resigned from the leadership 
of Community of Christ effective 
November 29, 2004. The two 
remaining members of the First 
Presidency (Kenneth N. Robinson 
and Peter A. Judd) presided over the 
church until the Special Conference 
that took place in June 2005, during 



which Stephen M. Veazey was 
ordained to the office of 
prophet/president of the church. 

 
Stephen M. Veazey 

 
Stephen M. Veazey was ordained at 
the 2005 World Conference, 



becoming the 8th president-prophet 
of Community of Christ. 
 
In his first sermon, Steve called the 
church to "share the peace of Jesus 
Christ." He said, God’s will for 
human life and for creation comes 
through revelation, especially as 
revealed in the life, death, 
resurrection, and continuing 



presence of Jesus Christ, the Living 
Word. Through Christ, something not 
fully explainable, but utterly 
transforming, has occurred. It can 
best be described as the movement 
of God to bring reconciliation and 
wholeness into all dimensions of life. 
 
Calling the church to be 
peacemakers, he continued, The 



cause of Zion is the ongoing call to 
enflesh the peace of Jesus Christ in 
all dimensions of life. I have heard 
people talk about experiences at 
reunions, camps, and retreats as a 
“glimpse” or “taste” of Zion. What 
was experienced? Love. 
Acceptance. Unity. Generosity. 
Peacefulness. A desire to serve 
others. 



 
The cause of Zion is the pursuit of 
conditions and relationships that 
bring this foretaste of God’s ultimate 
will for creation increasingly into all 
aspects of life: families, 
congregations, neighborhoods, 
nations, and the world. It is grounded 
in the scriptural concept of shalom, 
or God’s peace, for all of creation. 



The scriptures proclaim that the 
ultimate will of God for creation is 
wholeness, balance, and peace. 
God’s shalom integrates a whole 
range of concepts that point the way 
to the ultimate redemption of 
creation, including reconciliation, 
justice, well-being, stewardship, 
generosity, righteousness, the worth 
of all people, and true community. 



This is the peaceable kingdom of 
God: 
 
He called priesthood (ministers) to 
provide servant ministry in the 
likeness of Christ. He challenged the 
church to apply additional energy 
and resources for support of 
congregational pastors. Along with 
this, he reminded the church of the 



need for stewardship, discipleship, 
and financial response.  
 
His final remarks challenged the 
church: 
 
"So here we stand at a pivotal time. 
And there is really only one question 
for us to answer: Do we have the 
courage and conviction to be who 



we really are? We stand on the edge 
of greatness—not as the world 
measures greatness, but as God 
measures greatness—in terms of 
wholehearted participation in 
bringing to pass divine purposes in 
creation. 
 
And, we are called! We are called to 
deepen our discipleship through 



spiritual formation that centers in the 
Spirit of the Living Christ, who 
continues to redeem and restore 
people to life in community. We are 
called to share the peace of Jesus 
Christ, the fullness of the gospel, 
with all who will hear and respond.  
 
We are called to bear witness, 
through word and deed, of the cause 



of Zion, the peaceable kingdom, the 
vision of hope for this desperate 
world. We are called to reveal Jesus 
Christ in the world through finely 
honed ministries of peace, 
reconciliation, and healing of the 
spirit, making the ministries of the 
Temple manifest through our lives. 
 



We are called to shape a diverse 
family of peace in Jesus Christ from 
among the cultures and nations of 
the world, for the blessing and 
salvation of humanity. We are called 
to give of ourselves and our 
resources generously so that our 
witness of Christ and Zion can 
increase, not decrease, throughout 
the world. We are called! 



 
I am ready to respond to the call to 
share the peace of Jesus Christ. Are 
you?" 
 

 


