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Orson Pratt’s [An] Interesting Account of
Several Remarkable Visions:
A Seminal Scottish Imprint in Early
Mormon History

Dawvid J. Whittaker!

In September 1840, on the eve of his twentieth-ninth birthday and four
months after arriving in Edinburgh, early missionary and leader Orson Pratt
published one of the most important pamphlets issued in Mormonism dur-
ing the nineteenth century. As part of an early Mormon mission to the
British Isles, Pratt was assigned to Scotland to announce and defend the
claims of Joseph Smith Jr. and the newly established Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints (1830). Building on earlier missionary work in western
Scotland, he hired a public hall (the Whitefield Chapel) for six months
upon arriving in Edinburgh and on 24 May preached the first Latter-day
Saint public discourse in the city. Converts came slowly, and it was probably
to boost his potential audience that he decided to prepare a work for the
press.

[t was the Edinburgh firm of Ballantyne and Hughes that issued his [An]
Interesting Account of Several Remarkable Visions, and of the Late Discovery of
Ancient American Records in an edition of three thousand copies. Although
the church Pratt represented was already ten years old, no account of Joseph
Smith’s First Vision had yet appeared in print. This Edinburgh imprint was
the first to do so. In addition, this seminal work contained an important
summary of Mormon beliefs in the form of a logical summary of “articles of
faith” that would shape the better-known list Joseph Smith himself would
attach to his famous letter to John Wentworth of the Chicago Democrat in
1842.

Orson Pratt was clearly at home in the intellectual world of Edinburgh.

DAvVID J. WHITTAKER is curator of Nineteenth Century Western and Mormon
Manuscripts, L. Tom Perry Special Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, and associate pro-
fessor, Department of History, Brigham Young University.
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He would later publish works on mathematics and astronomy in addition to
a large number of imprints explaining and defending Mormon doctrines.
Much of his later work can be seen as dating from his early experiences in
Scotland, both in content and in general world-view.

This article will take a close look at this important Scottish imprint by
focusing on several topics. First, a short biography of Orson Pratt’s life will
provide the larger context for the discussion. Second, I will examine his
Scottish mission with particular emphasis on this imprint. Finally, I will
access the larger impact of this work as well as Pratt’s natural theology as it
influenced early Mormon polemics.

Orson Pratt: Summary of His Life?

The most prolific and influential writer in the early Church of Jesus
Christ was Orson Pratt. He authored over thirty works on topics that were
both religious and scientific. Reflecting back on the first hundred years of
the Church’s history, Mormon historian John Henry Evans observed, “In the
first century of ‘Mormonism’ there is no leader of the intellectual stature of
Orson Pratt.”? Even before his death in 1881, Pratt was held in high esteem
by Church members. Edward Tullidge in 1876 called him the “Paul of
Mormonism,” and at his funeral, fellow Apostle and later Church President
Wilford Woodruff asserted that Pratt had written “more upon the gospel and
upon science than any other man in the Church.” In the first scholarly
study of Orson Pratt’s life, the author found that Pratt “did more to formu-
late the Mormon idea of God, the religious basis for polygamy (polygyny),
the pre-existence of spirits, the doctrine of gathering, the resurrection, and
eternal salvation that any other person in the church, with the exception of
Joseph Smith. . . . Due to his efforts . . . the odds and ends of Joseph Smith’s
utterances were constructed and expanded into a philosophic system.”s

Orson was baptized into the Church of Jesus Christ on his nineteenth
birthday, 19 September 1830, by his brother Parley. The Church had been
institutionally incorporated only five months earlier in New York. Orson
was born in Hartford, Washington County, New York, to Jared Pratt and
Charity Dickinson, the fifth of six children. In about 1815, his family moved
to New Lebanon, Columbia County, New York, where he attended school.
His parents taught him to read the Bible, although he could not remember
attending church more than a few times.6 During the winter of 1829-30, he
spent four months at a boarding school studying geography, grammar, and
surveying. Coincidentally, it was while studying science and math that he
began to seek a religious experience, which he found when his own brother
Parley introduced him to the Book of Mormon and claims of Joseph Smith
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to new revelation and restored
priesthood authority.” Orson
then traveled to Fayette, New
York, to meet Joseph Smith.
After being ordained an elder,
he began a lifetime of mission-
ary work.8 By active participa-
tion, he experienced most of
the history of the early Church,
managed to continue his studies
in math, and even undertook
the study of Hebrew. In 1835,
he was called to be a member of
the Quorum of the Twelve
Apostles, a group of Church
leaders who came to be second
in authority to Joseph Smith
himself.

In 1839, these Apostles Orson Pratt, ca 1850,

were sent on a mission to the Photograph courtesy of LDS Church Archives.

British Isles. Under the leader-

ship of Brigham Young, these men expanded and strengthened an earlier
1837 mission to England. Arriving in Liverpool in April 1840, he and his
companions baptized about six thousand people during the next twelve
months? Orson was assigned to Scotland.!® He first organized a branch of
the Church in Paisley, and then, traveling with Samuel Mulliner, he went to
Edinburgh, the home of Mulliner’s parents. He quickly had handbills printed
to announce his presence and to advertise his planned lectures.!! He
preached his first public sermon on 24 May and in September published his
first pamphlet. By the time he left Edinburgh on 30 March 1841, he had
converted over two hundred people in the city.

He returned to find his people settled in Nauvoo, Illinois, a fast-growing
religious community just up the Mississippi River from St. Louis. Here he
participated in the activities of a growing community. Following the murder
of Joseph Smith in June 1844, Orson and his fellow Apostles asserted their
right to lead the church. Prior to traveling west to the Great Basin with his
exiled people, he found time to study “algebra, geometry, trigonometry,
conic sections, differential and integral calculus, astronomy, and most of the
physical sciences” without the aid of a teacher.!? His interest in math and
astronomy found an outlet in his two Prophetic Almanacs, one published in

1845 and one in 1846.13
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As it turned out, Orson Pratt was the first member of the advance com-
pany of Mormon pioneers to enter the Salt Lake Valley. Several days later,
using his surveying skills, he established the baseline of the new settlement.
He preached one of the first sermons in the valley that applied Isaiah’s
prophecy of establishing “Zion in the tops of the mountains” (see Isaiah
52:7-8) as applying also to the Latter-day Saint settlements in the Rocky
Mountains, an identification that has remained in Mormon thought. In
1848, he was sent back to England to preside over the Church’s European
Mission. While overseeing the mission and directing immigration to
America, he also wrote a series of fifteen pamphlets and reissued his
Edinburgh pamphlet.!4

Upon his return to Utah in October 1851, he was assigned to teach at
the newly established University of Deseret, delivering twelve lectures on
astronomy that winter in Salt Lake City.15 When Brigham Young decided to
make public the Mormon practice of plural marriage, he assigned Orson
Pratt to give the public address on 29 August 1852, following which Orson
was sent on another mission to publish a defense of the doctrine in The Seer,
in Washington, D.C.16 Pratt’s series on “Celestial Marriage” remains the
most comprehensive discussion of the doctrine of plural marriage in
Mormon literature. During this time, he also managed to obtain a manu-
script copy of Lucy Mack Smith’s memoirs, which he sent to England for
publication. This family memoir by the mother of the founding prophet was
the first published Mormon biography when it appeared in October 1853.17

In 1856, Orson was again assigned to lead the European Mission, and he
produced another eight pamphlets.18 In 1864, he served additional missions
in Austria and Britain; and, in May 1866, in England, he published his New
and Easy Method of Solution of the Cubic and Biquadratic Equations. In 1876,
he prepared a new edition of the Doctrine and Covenants, a new edition of
the Pearl of Great Price in 1878, and in 1879, he edited a new edition of the
Book of Mormon (in verses with textual notes) and published his Key to the
Universe at Liverpool.!9 By this time, he was suffering from diabetes. He
preached his last discourse on 18 September 1881 and died on 3 October in
Salt Lake City. Such a short summary of such a rich life hardly does justice
to his contributions, but for our purposes here, it will provide a context.

The Edinburgh Pamphlet

In a letter of 24 September 1840 from Edinburgh to fellow Apostle
George A. Smith, Orson Pratt wrote:

I shall be at conference [in Manchester] on the 6th of Oct., if the Lord will. I shall
bring about 2000 pamphlets with me which are now in the press. It contains 24
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pages with a cover & the title page reads as follows “An Interesting account of sev-
eral remarkable visions and [of] the late discovery of Ancient American Records
which unfold the history of that continent from the earliest ages after the flood to
the beginning of the fifth century of the Christian era; with a sketch of the rise, faith
& doctrine of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints.” Price 4d. single copy
or 25 shillings per hundred.20

It is presumed that he kept about a thousand copies in Edinburgh, thus
making this first printing a three-thousand-copy run. This first printing
exists in two states, both identical except for the presence or absence of the
incorrect article A at the beginning of the title. As soon as the error was
caught, the A apparently was simply eliminated. But since the An in the title
does appear in the title on the yellow printed wrappers in which it was
issued, we can assume the An was what he intended for the title page.2! It
was printed by the Edinburgh firm of John A. Ballantyne and John Hughes,
who operated at “Paul’s Work” from 1839-47.22 This printing shop was actu-
ally located fairly close to where Pratt obtained living quarters in Edinburgh,
and the verso of the front wrapper of the printed work indicates “Latter-Day
Saint’s Books for Sale, by Miss Sutherland, No. 40, North Richmond Street,
Edinburgh.”

Pratt’s pamphlet filled an important gap in Mormon missionary litera-
ture. Doctrinal essays had begun to appear in early Mormon newspapers, but
not until 1836 was the first tract published in Toronto, Canada;?3 and in
1837, Parley P. Pratt issued his influential A Voice of Warning and Instruction
to All People . . . in New York.24 Following the expulsion of the Latter-day
Saints from Missouri in 1838-39, some of the first Mormon histories were
published. The focus of these works was on the tragic Missouri experiences,
and the publications were issued in an effort to seek redress for losses and to
assist with active efforts to change public opinion about the Latter-day Saint
religion.25 Little had been published either in Mormon newspapers or tracts
that focused on the founding visions of the Restoration, and when manu-
scripts were published, they dealt with the coming forth of the Book of
Mormon, not the First Vision.

Orson’s Edinburgh pamphlet can be divided into five sections. The first
provides the dramatic account of Joseph Smith’s First Vision in 1820 (pages
3-5), the first time it appeared in print. The second part describes the
appearances of the angel Moroni (the last prophet-historian in the Book of
Mormon text) to Joseph Smith in 1823 and of the subsequent reception of
the Book of Mormon plates in 1827 (pages 6—12). This material was taken
from the historical letters Oliver Cowdery had sent to William W. Phelps,
an early Mormon newspaper editor, which had been printed in the Latter
Day Saints’” Messenger and Advocate in Kirtland, Ohio, in 1834-5.26 The third
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section (pages 12—14) summarizes Joseph Smith’s work in translating the
plates (mostly during a three-month period in 1829), following the account
of Parley P. Pratt published in Manchester, England, in the recently begun
Latter-day Saints’ Millennial Star of June 1840.27 Then comes a summary of
the Book of Mormon and the testimonies of the three and eight witnesses
(pages 14-23). The fifth section (pages 24-31) provides “a sketch of the
faith and doctrine” of the Latter-day Saints that included fifteen unnum-
bered paragraphs summarizing the main doctrines and beliefs of the Church.
This pamphlet was an ideal summary of the basic claims of the early
Mormon missionaries.

Pamphlet literature did not emerge in the Church until missionaries
began to move out of the small villages and hamlets of New England and the
Old Northwest. This was occurring by 1836. But until then, the message was
spread by word of mouth or through a personal reading of the Book of
Mormon or through access to a Mormon newspaper.28 Research has shown
that although these early missionaries told of angels and gold plates and
heavenly messengers restoring priesthood authority, very few people were
privy to the story of the appearance of the Father and the Son to Joseph
Smith in the spring of 1820. Prior to Orson Pratt’s Edinburgh pamphlet, the
account had not appeared in print, although there were at least three earlier
manuscript accounts of it.2% There are, of course, tantalizing references to
early visions through oral presentations by Joseph Smith before 1840.
William W. Phelps, in a letter to his wife Sally on 2 June 1835, spoke of hear-
ing the Prophet speak for three and a half hours on the topic “This Is My
Beloved Son: Hear Ye Him,” but Phelps gave his wife no details!3° Parley P.
Pratt, writing from Kirtland, Ohio, to members of the Church in Canada in
1836, described a meeting he had attended:

One week before word was Publicly given that Br. J. Smith Jr. would give a relating
of the coming forth of the Records, and also of the rise of the church and of his
Experience accordingly a vast concourse assembled at an Early hour[.] Every seat was
crowded and 4 or 5 hundred People stood up in the Aisles[.] Br. S[mith] gave the his-
tory of these things relating many particularly of the manner of his first visions, &c[.]
The Spirit and Power of God was upon him in Bearing testimony Insomuch that
many if not most of the Congregation was in tears—as for my Self I can say that all
the reasonings in uncertainty and all the conclusions drawn from the writings of
others . . . however great in themselves Dwindle into insignificance when compared
with Living testimony when your Eyes and your Ears hear from the Living oracles of
God.3!

But the account in Orson Pratt’s publication contains unique elements,
and we must ask, Where did he get them? Apparently, Joseph Smith himself
was the source, and his important but poorly documented visit to the East
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FACTS

IN RELATION TO THE LATE DISCOVERY OF

ANCIENT AMERICAN RECORDS.

Mr JosepH SmITH, jun., who made the following im-
portant discovery, was born in the town of Sharon, Wind-
sor county, Vermont, on the 23d of December, 4.D. 1805.
When ten years old, his parents, with their family, moved
te Palmyra, New York ; in the vicinity of which he resid-
ed for about eleven years, the latter part in the town of
Manchester. Cultivating the earth for a livelithood was
his occupation, in which he employed the most of his
time. His advantages, for acquiring literary knowledge,
were_exceedingly small ; hence, his education was limited
to a slight acquaintance with two or three of the common
branches of learning. He could read without much diffi-

- culty, and write a very imperfect hand; and had a vei'y

limited understanding of the ground rules of arithmetic.
These were his highest and only attainments ; while the
rest of those branches, so universally taught in the com-
mon schools throughout the United States, were entirely
unknown to him. When somewhere about fourteen or
fifteen years old, he began seriously to reflect upon the neces-
sity of being prepared for a future state of existence: but
how, or in what way, to prepare himself, was a question,
as yet, undetermined in his own mind: he perceived that it
was a question of infinite importance, and that the salva-
tion of his soul depended upon a correct understanding
of the same. He saw, that if he understood not the
s A

Image courtesy of LDS Church Archives.
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Coast of the United States in 1839-40 was the occasion when Orson Pratt
first heard of this vision. It was while the Apostles were on the East Coast
preparing to depart for their British mission that they heard Joseph Smith
more publicly describe his earliest religious experiences.3? Other published
records from this critical period also reveal what Joseph was teaching more
publicly during this East Coast visit. Samuel Bennett’s 1840 pamphlet
describes God as having a physical body like His children and hints that
marriage can be eternal.3> Benjamin Winchester, in a reply to an attack on
some of the things Joseph Smith was preaching, spoke of a Mormon belief in
a premortal existence.34 And Parley P. Pratt issued a pamphlet in New York
just before he left for England in which he spoke of the natural elements
being eternal and the belief that the world was not created out of nothing,
an early statement of Mormon cosmology.3> Orson Pratt’s Edinburgh pam-
phlet came out of the same milieu.36

No doubt the following was Orson Pratt’s firsthand report of Joseph
Smith’s youthful search for a true church:

When somewhere about fourteen or fifteen years old, he began seriously to reflect
upon the necessity of being prepared for a future state of existence: but how, or in
what way, to prepare himself, was a question, as yet, undetermined in his own mind:
he perceived that it was a question of infinite importance, and that the salvation of
his soul depended upon a correct understanding of the same. He saw, that if he
understood not the way, it would be impossible to walk in it, except by chance; and
the thought of resting his hopes of eternal life upon chance, or uncertainties, was
more than he could endure. If he went to the religious denominations to seek infor-
mation, each one pointed to its particular tenets, saying—“This is the way, walk ye
in it;” while, at the same time, the doctrines of each were, in many respects, in direct
opposition to one another. It, also, occurred to his mind, that God was not the
author of but one doctrine and therefore could not acknowledge but one denomi-
nation as his church; and that such denomination must be a people, who believe,
and teach, that one doctrine (whatever it may be,) and build upon the same. He
then reflected upon the immense number of doctrines, now, in the world, which had
given rise to many hundreds of different denominations. The great question to be
decided in his mind, was—if any one of these denominations be the Church of
Christ, which one is it? Until he could be satisfied, in relation to this question, he
could not rest contented. . . . To decide, without any positive and definite evidence,
on which he could rely, upon a subject involving the future welfare of his soul, was
revolting to his feelings. The only alternative, that seemed to be left to him, was to
read the Scriptures, and endeavour to follow their directions. He, accordingly, com-
menced perusing the sacred pages of the Bible, with sincerity, believing the things
that he read. His mind soon caught hold of the following passage:—“If any of you
lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not;
and it shall be given him.”—James 1:5. . . . This was cheering information to him. .
.. It was like a light shining forth in a dark place, to guide him to the path in which
he should walk. . . . He, therefore, retired to a secret place, in a grove, but a short
distance from his father’s house, and knelt down, and began to call upon the Lord.
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At first he was severely tempted by the powers of darkness, which endeavoured to
overcome him; but he continued to seek for deliverance, until darkness gave way
from is mind; and he was enabled to pray, in fervency of the spirit, and in faith. And,
while thus pouring out his soul, anxiously desiring an answer from God, he, at
length, saw a very bright and glorious light in the heavens above; which, at first,
seemed to be at a considerable distance. He continued praying, while the light
appeared to be gradually descending towards him; and, as it drew nearer, it increased
in brightness, and magnitude, so that, by the time that it reached the tops of the
trees, the whole wilderness, for some distance around, was illuminated in the most
glorious and brilliant manner. He expected to have seen the leaves and boughs of
the trees consumed, as soon as the light came in contact with them; but, perceiving
that it did not produce that effect, he was encouraged with the hopes of being able
to endure its presence. It continued descending, slowly, until it rested upon the
earth, and he was enveloped in the midst of it. When it first same upon him, it pro-
duced a peculiar sensation throughout his whole system; and, immediately, his mind
was caught away, from the natural objects with which he was surrounded; and he was
enwrapped in a heavenly vision, and saw two glorious personages, who exactly
resembled each other in their features or likeness. He was informed, that his sins
were forgiven. He was also informed upon the subjects which had for some time pre-
viously agitated his mind, viz—that all the religious denominations were believing
in incorrect doctrines; and, consequently, that none of them was acknowledged of
God, as his church and kingdom. And he was expressly commanded, to go not after
them; and he received a promise that the true doctrine—the fulness of the gospel,
should, at some future time, be made known to him; after which, the vision with-
drew, leaving his mind in a state of calmness and peace, indescribable.37

Several things are apparent in this account. The youth and religiosity of
the young Joseph Smith are obvious, but what also strikes the reader is the
physicality and concreteness of the religious experience he describes. In his
first pamphlet, Orson Pratt is led to emphasize the rational and natural ele-
ments of the visions of his prophetic leader. It is almost Baconian in its ratio-
nal depiction of the physical setting of the vision. Such an emphasis
remained in his work—in fact, it would be the hallmark of Orson Pratt’s nat-
ural theology.

Following his description of the First Vision, Pratt then provided an
account of the coming forth of the Book of Mormon—again, a heavenly
messenger appeared to Joseph Smith and again the physical reality of metal
plates and witnesses to the literal existence of those plates are presented.
This account borrowed directly from the published account of the main
scribe for the Book of Mormon translation—Oliver Cowdery—who was one
of the major witnesses to the existence of the plates and the angel. Finally,
Orson listed the fundamental beliefs of his religion. Thus, the concluding
section contains, in succinct paragraphs, the major articles of faith of the
religion he represented in Scotland. Orson Pratt’s listing lies midway
between those that appeared in earlier works of his brother Parley and the
more famous listing by Joseph Smith in 1842. Although Mormonism is not
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a creedal church, there have appeared throughout its history attempts by
individuals to summarize or systematize, in short form, the fundamental
points of belief or doctrine. And though all the aspects of this need not con-
cern us here, the specific antecedents for the Edinburgh pamphlet must.38

Orson’s brother, Parley, had traveled to Michigan following the Mormon
expulsion from the state of Missouri in 1838-39. Following instructions from
Joseph Smith, he prepared a history of the Mormon Missouri experience,
which was published in Detroit under the title, History of the Late
Persecutions Inflicted by the State of Missouri upon the Mormons (Detroit:
Dawson and Bates, Printers, 1839).39 Parley reissued this work, with addi-
tional material, in New York City in 1840 prior to his leaving on a mission
to the British Isles. The New York edition, retitled Late Persecutions of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, included a sketch of the rise and
history and doctrines of the Church and included a summary of beliefs.40 A
short time later, when Parley was in Washington, D.C., he took the mater-
ial at the end of the 1840 printing and issued it as a separate work: An
Address . . . to the Citizens of Washington.#! It was from this work that Orson
Pratt drew for the concluding section of his Edinburgh pamphlet.

But Orson expanded and systematized the list by Parley, and the lan-
guage in Orson’s work found its way into the list Joseph Smith appended to
his famous letter to John Wentworth.42 Although the association with
Joseph Smith assured the initial primacy of the Wentworth list and although
the fact that this material was added to the fourth volume of Mormon scrip-
ture, the Pearl of Great Price, which was printed in 1851 (canonized in
1880), most Latter-day Saints make the association only with Joseph Smith.
But again, it was Orson Pratt’s Edinburgh work that was probably the imme-
diate source for the wording found in the Wentworth letter.

Orson Pratt’s Natural Theology

Enough has been said to suggest that in his writings, Orson Pratt sys-
tematized and dissected his religious beliefs. It was, I suggest, his direct and
rationally argued positions that early Mormon converts found so appealing.
In a missionary church with no professional clergy, such systematizing was
bound to exert a major influence. There is little question that Orson Pratt’s
writings were important tools in the Mormon missionary work in the British
Isles that saw over sixty thousand individuals join by 1887, with another
twenty thousand from the Scandinavian countries during the same period.
In both areas, Orson Pratt’s works were printed and read, especially when we
consider that the center of Mormon publishing for much of the nineteenth
century was Liverpool and that it was from England that Mormon mission-
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aries in places like South Africa, India, and Australia were supplied with
their own religious literature.#3

Pratt’s early training in surveying, mathematics, and bookkeeping rein-
forced his inclination for exactness and precision.# Mormons have some-
times made extravagant claims about his stature in non-Mormon scientific
circles in mathematics and astronomy. Levi Edgar Young claimed that Pratt’s
works were even used as textbooks in England, Germany, and France, a
claim mainly about his major published mathematical work, New and Easy
Method of Solution of the Cubic and Biquadratic Equations (London and
Liverpool, 1866). Pratt also published or wrote other mathematical works,
contributed several articles to mathematical publications, and completed
unpublished manuscripts on differential calculus and algebra. These works
certainly demonstrate better-than-average skills in higher math, but Pratt
cannot be considered a great mathematician. His most important contribu-
tion in these areas, as Edward R. Hogan has suggested, was his role as science
teacher and educator on the Mormon frontier.4> When we consider the great
disadvantages he worked under, his work remains impressive.

Pratt’s interest in mathematics led him to astronomy where he found in
both fields the same evidence of God’s existence and designs as contempo-
rary scientist Benjamin Stilliman (1779-1864) found in his study of geology
and chemistry, “a transcript of the divine Character.”46 Whether Pratt was
aware of it, his own approach to nature was common among American
thinkers by the 1820s. Identified as Baconianism, it was a thorough-going
empiricism that had been borrowed from the Scottish Realists who believed
that God spoke to humanity through scripture and nature, an attempt by
orthodox Protestants to find a satisfactory answer to the challenges of the
Enlightenment.47

Like many of his contemporaries, Orson Pratt was also a natural theolo-
gian whose religious views were held to be as empirical as his scientific obser-
vations. As Herbert Hovenkamp suggests, these conservative Protestants
maintained that God created nature, that the evidence of His creativity is
obvious everywhere, and that God provided equally reliable information
about Himself in the Bible.#8 Although such beliefs would be seriously chal-
lenged during the second half of the nineteenth century, it is clear that Pratt
was nurtured on these assumptions during the formative years he studied
math, science, and religion. No doubt his time in Edinburgh was a signifi-
cant influence on his world view as well.

In an address to the Nauvoo Lyceum on 19 November 1842,49 following
his return from Scotland, he posed the question, “Is there sufficient evidence
in the works of Nature to prove the existence of a Supreme Being?” The con-
tents of his later works suggest he argued strongly in the affirmative.
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Throughout his life, Pratt combined science with theology; each gave sup-
port and assurance to the other. His first printed piece on astronomy
appeared in the Nauvoo Times and Seasons in 1843, and his observations of
the heavens continued throughout the rest of his life. His Prophetic Almanac
for 1845 and 1846 provided outlets for his interest in astronomy (he played
down the usual emphasis on astrology), as did his series of twelve lectures of
1851-52 in the Salt Lake Valley. These lectures were published in the
Deseret News in 1854 and were expanded in a later series in early 1871. They
provide the background for his principal scientific work, The Key to the
Universe, published in 1879.50 In these published works, Pratt most clearly
revealed his natural theology. Woven through them is his central belief that
“the study of science is the study of something eternal. If we study astron-
omy, we study the works of God.”s!

In both his scientific and religious works, Pratt provides the most com-
plete attempt in early Mormonism to establish a vast teleological argument
for God’s existence. “Nothing is calculated to inspire the mind of man with
a more profound reverence for the Great author of nature than the contem-
plations of his marvelous works. For the exact mathematical adjustments of
the various forces of nature—the consummate wisdom and skill exhibited in
every department of the universe, accessible to finite minds—the omnipo-
tent power and grandeur displayed in the construction of the magnificent
machinery of creation—proclaim the majesty and glory of Him who formed
and governs the mighty fabric.”5?

The Scottish astronomer Charles P. Smyth’s 1864 work, Our Inheritance
in the Great Pyramid, sought to reveal the divine time line of history through
mathematical measurement of the Great Pyramid.>®> Orson Pratt read
Smyth’s work and thought he could, using the same math, prove that it fore-
told the date of the organization of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints (6 April 1830).54

Of course, Orson Pratt’s science must be viewed in the context of
Mormon theology, which was strongly materialistic and intensely teleologi-
cal. God was material, inside space and time, as were His creations.>
Creation was organization from unorganized matter (not ex nihilo), and the
laws that governed the universe were eternal, not superseded by God or His
human children.>6 Pratt’s pamphlet, The Absurdities of Immaterialism (1849),
remains a classic statement on Mormon materialism.

Pratt’s greatest impact upon Mormonism came through his clearly and
precisely written theological studies. His works were printed in such large
editions that they are generally considered “common” rare books today.
Within each work, he moved carefully from one point to another, gradually
developing his position with the same exactness he would have used in solv-
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ing a mathematical equation. More that anything else, a concern for defini-
tiveness gave his works a finality that early Mormons found reassuring in an
unstable world, and his ability to simplify—to reduce things to their lowest
common denominator—was especially appreciated by missionaries defend-
ing the faith throughout the world.5

Conclusion

All of Orson Pratt’s religious pamphlets grew out of a missionary con-
text. His first work, [An] Interesting Account of Several Remarkable Visions, set
the basic pattern. This first pamphlet outlined the essentials, and the rest of
his tracts expanded these basic positions—they filled out, we might say, the
implications of the ideas he addresses in the 1840 work. With logic and bib-
lical proof-texts, he challenged his readers by asserting throughout that they
had only two alternatives—either Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon
were divinely inspired or they were frauds. The evidence Pratt marshaled
suggested that only the first alternative was possible for the honest seeker.58
This simplifying of complex questions and issues to either/or answers had
obvious benefits for missionary work and goes a long way to explain the pop-
ularity of Pratt’s pamphlets.

By the time Pratt finished his second series of pamphlets, few, if any,
doctrines were left to write about. Printed regularly in fairly large editions, it
was in his pamphlets that the key Mormon doctrines of the gathering, pre-
mortal existence, plural marriage, eternal progression, the eternal nature of
matter, and several central millennial beliefs were articulated and analyzed.
He was clearly the first systematizer of Mormon thought. Although Pratt’s
writings do not constitute a Summa Theologia, they do go further in that
direction than any other writer’s works in the nineteenth century.5® All the
above suggests that his early experiences in Edinburgh helped shape his
world view and his writings and certainly would have given him a kind of
international confirmation to his own views of science. And these have, in
turn, helped shape what has recently been called a new world religion.6°
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their ears, if they reject it, they will be overthrown and wasted away until the earth



100 Mormon Historical Studies

shall no longer be encumbered with them. New and unheard of plagues will sweep
through the nations, baffling the skill of the most experienced physicians, depopu-
lating whole cities and towns, and carrying off millions of wretched beings in every
quarter of our globe. Nations, no longer restrained by the Spirit of God, which will
cease striving in them, will rise against nations till the whole earth, comparatively
speaking, shall be filled with blood and carnage. Thrones and empires shall be cast
down—new governments will be erected but to meet with the same fate. Peace shall
be taken from among the nations. (pp. 15-16)

Pratt invited believers to gather with the Saints, and he remained a major voice for
the importance of the Book of Mormon in the nineteenth century. See Whittaker,
"Orson Pratt: Early Advocate of the Book of Mormon," Ensign 14, no. 4 (April 1984):
54-57. Coworker Orson Spencer spoke of the coming judgments as well—but not in the
detail that Orson Pratt did. See Spencer's "Farewell Address," dated at Liverpool 20
December 1847, in his Letters Exhibiting the Most Prominent Doctrines (Liverpool:
Published by Orson Spencer, 1848), 224-31. Spencer's address was removed from later
editions.

59. A few of his works were actually condemned publicly by Brigham Young, a sub-
ject ignored here. A useful introduction is Gary James Bergera, “The Orson Pratt-
Brigham Young Controversies: Conflict within the Quorums, 1853-1868,” Dialogue, A
Journal of Mormon Thought 13, no. 2 (Summer 1980): 7-49. For more detail, see Gary
James Bergera, Conflict in the Quorum: Orson Pratt, Brigham Young, Joseph Smith (Salt
Lake City: Signature Books, 2002).

60. See the comments of Rodney Stark, “The Rise of a New World Faith,” Review of
Religious Research 26, no. 1 (September 1984): 18-27. See also Jan Shipps, Mormonism,
The Story of a New Religious Tradition (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1983).





