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JJ,arly Mormonism is notable for a proliferation of angels, scriptural lumi-
naries who visited the Prophet Joseph Smith and his close associates.
These visitations not only established prophetic authority generally but
were also often associated with specific innovations, rites, and doctrines.
Thus, Moroni delivered the Book of Mormon, John the Baptist bestowed
the lesser priesthood, and a triumvirate of Christian apostles granted the
higher priesthood. Perhaps most important in this august pantheon is Eli-
jah, the biblical patriarch who ascended living to heaven (was translated) as
a reward for exemplary faithfulness. For early Mormons, Elijah shouldered
a burdensome mission: to oversee LDS temple rites and integrate the hu-
man family into an organic whole, sealing up personal relationships
against death.

This seemingly pluripotent Elijah is shadowed by a doppelganger in
the angelic tumult of early Mormonism named Elias, the King James ren-
dering of the Greek transliteration of the prophet's Hebrew name. This
Elias, according to Joseph Smith, was present at Christ's transfiguration
and its Kirtland Temple reenactment and plays an important if confusing
role in Restoration events. Furthermore, Elias was distinct from Elijah, as
Smith confirmed in his 1844 sermon: "[I] preached on the subject of the
spirit of /Elias/ Elijah, and Mesiah clearly defining the offices of the 3
personages."

This paper explores the significance of this Elijah-Elias bifurcation,
seen by critics as emblematic of Smith's imaginative if inaccurate appro-
priation of the biblical lexicon. Writers from within Mormonism have his-
torically focused, with precedent in the Prophet's teachings, on a "Spirit
of Elias" borne by various angelic ministrants while positing the existence
of a minor but essentially unknown prophet actually named Elias who
stays away from center stage. Later writers, exemplified by Bruce R.
McConkie, have described these several instances of Elias in impressive
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detail. These creative solutions have been a response to incredulous crit-
ics who see only a glaring error of transliteration made corporeal, a chink
in the armor of Joseph Smith's seerhood.

To my eye the debate about whether Elias is a separate individ-
ual—indeterminate except by fiat or faith—misses a crucial point. What-
ever their genesis, there can be little doubt that Joseph Smith saw Elijah
and Elias as distinct entities. I believe that they both arise from Elijah, that
Elias assumed the traits of the standard Christian Elijah, and that under-
standing the bifurcation sheds light on early Mormonism's approach to
the conquest of death.

To this end, I will contextualize the prophet Elijah and attempt to
solve the puzzle of Elias, investigating the linguistic evidence, exploring Jo-
seph Smith's discussions of Elias, and providing a theoretical framework
for the significance of the Elijah/Elias bifurcation.

I would like first to visit the linguistic argument in hopes of setting it
aside. Joseph Smith has a long and intriguing history of inspired transla-
tion coupled with a fascination with ancient languages, ranging from his
"Egyptian Alphabet" to his limited training in Hebrew, Greek, and Ger-
man. There is also evidence of considerable philological creativity, along
with a certain animated fastidiousness about getting biblical names just
right.6

The problem in this instance is that the divine Hebrew suffix -jah is
transliterated -as in Greek, a distinction fixed by the standard biblical
translation of Joseph Smith's America. Whether Joseph Smith realized
this is not entirely clear, but evidence suggests that he probably did. Textu-
ally, the clearest evidence is his approving quotation of a selection from
Benjamin Winchester's Gospel Reflector, published in Philadelphia, in the
Times and Seasons, the Church's official paper in Nauvoo, then being ed-
ited by Joseph Smith's brother, William. The article, a plug for the apocry-
phal books of Esdras, attempts to validate these extracanonical accounts
by reminding readers that Esdras is, in fact, the familiar prophet Ezra.
Winchester adduces further examples of the identity of name variants be-
tween "translations" from Greek and Hebrew texts: "The difference in
the name, no doubt, arose from the different languages from which it was
translated. . . . For instance, Isaiah, and Jeremiah in the Old Testament,
are Esaias and Jeremias in the New."

While this explanation suggests a self-taught linguist, it is basically
correct. While it is possible that Joseph did not consider the linguistic
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point carefully, such a view is by no means required. His failure to split
Jeremias from Jeremiah—the tempting phrase in Matthew 16:14 notwith-
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standing—may argue for such awareness. In at least one instance, Joseph
Smith clearly intends Elias as Elijah's name, when he recounts the New
Testament report (James 5:17-18) of 1 Kings 17:1 and 18:1. Oliver
Cowdery agreed in an essay published in the Times and Seasons in 1840.
In another New Testament reference, Joseph seems clear that Esaias was
Isaiah.

The evidence is not uniform, however. In another setting Joseph
Smith refers to Isaiah and Esaias separately in a list of Christian factions.
This superfluous name may have been included to make a point: The use
of various prophetic names as sectarian banners represents sinful dis-
unity. Esaias in this interpretation would simply be a name among many
others with no specific person standing behind it. B. H. Roberts appar-
ently tried to eliminate the duplication in his redaction of the revelation,
though it has survived to the modern version of Doctrine and Covenants
76:100. Joseph Smith's contention that Esaias was a contemporary of
Abraham strongly suggests that his 1835 reference was more personal
than rhetorical (D&C 84:13), making it difficult to adopt Roberts's posi-
tion. Finally, an abortive attempt on Joseph's part to fit Alpha and Omega
into male declensions suggests minor but inconsistent familiarity with
New Testament Greek.

Ultimately Joseph Smith was not governed by the rules that con-
strained philologists. A folk etymological response to detractors, attrib-
uted to Joseph Smith but likely penned by W. W. Phelps in 1833, suggests
a remarkable freedom to control languages for the good of the kingdom.
Phelps combined the English "more" with a perceived variant of an Egyp-
tian root "mon" which he took to mean "good," and from them generated
the conclusion that "Mormon means more good." Terryl Givens has
discussed this etymology in terms of Bakhtin's "authoritative discourse,"
claiming that the idiosyncratic explication demonstrates that even the fab-
ric of language could be modified by revelation. In the final analysis, we
are left with this understanding of the bifurcation's linguistic origins:
Whatever Smith's familiarity with biblical languages (or lack thereof), he
revealed Elias and Elijah to his followers as separate entities.

Elijah Traditions
In the biblical account, Elijah, like Enoch and perhaps Moses, es-
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caped death. This unique form of immortality bestowed special status
which, coupled with his reanimation of a child (1 Kgs. 17:17-24), tied Eli-
jah closely to the conquest of death in a variety of traditions. In addition
to possible translation, biblical and extra-biblical authors saw several other
parallels between Elijah and Moses, yielding a view of Elijah as a second
Moses. In later Jewish tradition, Elijah was primarily associated with the
Wandering Jew—another intriguing immortal—while the New Testament
generally sees him as the harbinger of the coming Messiah with a millen-
nial interpretation of Malachi's prophecy of Elijah's return (Mai. 4:
5-6).17

Several of these elements are present in two pseudepigraphical
works (one Hebrew, one Coptic) called the Apocalypse of Elijah, which also
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emphasize Elijah's capacity to raise the dead. In later Christianity, we
find a tradition that places Elijah in a recapitulation of the Garden of
Eden, close to Adam.

For the occult hermeticists whose worldview was informed by the al-
chemist Paracelsus and the archetypal, if possibly pseudepigraphical, Her-
mes Trismegistus, Elias was an important figure, referred to specifically by
this Greek name, apparently as a distinct incarnation of Elijah. Accord-
ing to Paracelsus, "The Prophet Elias foretold many things by his cabalistic
numbers." Indeed, [at] the coming of Elias the Artist,... there shall be
nothing so occult that it shall not be revealed."

Closer to the Protestant mainstream, Jonathan Edwards spoke of
Elias/Elijah as the immortal prophet, favoring one name over another for
rhetorical rather than doctrinal reasons. Many standard reference texts,
including two owned by Joseph Smith, conflated Elijah/Elias with John
the Baptist, who had come in Elijah's "spirit and power." They are con-
sistent with the simple sense of the New Testament (explicitly in Matthew
3:1-6 with parallels in Mark 1:1-6 and Luke 3:1-6) with clear support in
Jesus's preaching (Mark 9:11-13; Matt. 11:13-14; Matt. 17:10-13; Luke
1:17). The only exception to this identification is John 1:19-28 in which
the Baptist rejects this association, an act that both Smith and contempo-
rary Bible dictionaries saw as identifying Jesus with Elijah. These identifi-
cations were not seen as mutually exclusive.

Elias's Visitations
Having established this context, we turn now to Joseph Smith's re-

ported encounter with Elias and his reports of two biblical visitations. On
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the first Sunday after the March 1836 dedication of the Kirtland Temple,
Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery sought wisdom in the new House of
the Lord. Standing behind the veil of the temple, they reported a vision
strongly reminiscent of Christ's transfiguration.

Elias appeared and committed the dispensation of the gospel of Abra-
ham, saying, that in them and their seed all generations after them should
be blessed. After this vision had closed, another great and glorious vision
burst upon them, for Elijah the Prophet, who was taken to Heaven without
tasting death, also stood before them, and said, "Behold the time has fully
come which was spoken of by the mouth of Malachi, testifying, that he
should be sent before the great and dreadful day of the Lord come, to turn
the hearts of the Fathers to the children, and the children to the fathers,
lest the whole earth be smitten with a curse."27

Joseph Smith had previously reported the presence of John the Bap-
tist as Elias at the New Testament transfiguration in his inspired Bible re-
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visions, though later authors have backtracked some. His 1836 vision
did not require the same identity. During revisions of Book of Command-
ments 28, Joseph reported that Elias, as Gabriel-Noah, visited Zacharias
and prophesied that his son John "should be filled with the spirit of
Elias," a scene with parallels in the angelic announcement to Mary that
she would conceive Jesus.

Though these are the chief recorded visitations of Elias, Joseph
Smith and his followers identified Elias or his spirit with multiple individ-
uals. The oldest and most persistent identification of Elias is the contem-
porary Christian one: John the Baptist. Joseph himself made clear associa-
tions between John the Baptist and Elias, his failure to mention Elias by
name in the 1839 history draft notwithstanding. Regarding his receipt
of the Aaronic Priesthood, Joseph reported: "An angel came down from
heaven and laid his hands upon me and ordained me to the power of Elias
and that authorized me to babtise [sic] with water unto repentance." In
Joseph's gloss of Mark 9:3, the Elias present at Christ's transfiguration
was identified as John the Baptist. This association with John dated to his
birth, as evidenced by the visit of Gabriel-Noah.

The lesser-known Philip is said to have played a similar role. Oth-
ers who are identified as Elias at some point in Joseph Smith's writings in-
clude Jesus Christ, Sidney Rigdon, various unnamed prophets, and
John the Beloved (D&C 77:14). Parley P. Pratt saw Joseph Smith as an
Elias with some precedent in the Prophet's own writings. Later Orson F.
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Whitney, in his epic poem Elias, adopted the term for Christianity as a re-
ligion (preparing the way for the restored gospel) and as Moroni (prepar-
ing the way for the Book of Mormon dispensation)—and even as the
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founding fathers in general. B. H. Roberts proposed Shem and
Melchizedek as candidates for Elias. Though later writers have tended
not to add additional candidates, the identities of Elias assume an impres-
sive array of possibilities, and one current scholar has identified Elias as a
spirit not unlike the Holy Ghost rather than simply a prophetic aegis.

The Spirit of Elias and the Gospel of Abraham
Though Joseph Smith's Elias assumes various identities, certain as-

sociations do predominate, including the Aaronic Priesthood, restoration
and preparation generally, and the "gospel of Abraham." Elias had a clear
and persistent role in early Mormonism: Marquardt's comment that the
inclusion of Elias is a "scribal error" is clearly wrong.

The primary source of information regarding the significance of
Elias comes from a sermon Smith delivered shortly before his death, dur-
ing a period of frenetic doctrinal and ritual developments. Delivered on
the day of King Follett's burial but four weeks before the astounding ser-
mon Smith gave as his funeral oration for Follett, the Elias/Elijah sermon
was, according to Wilford Woodruff, "one of the most important & inter-
esting subjects ever presented to the saints." According to the newspa-
per report of the March 10, 1844, gathering, the audience "listened with
an almost breathless silence; their minds apparently being completely ab-
sorbed with the subject, while with a rapturous delight they heard so ex-
quisite a dissertation upon these important principles." This sermon su-
perseded a prior speculative editorial published in the Times and Seasons.

Joseph Smith very clearly states that anyone who has a preparatory
mission (particularly that limited to the Christian rite of baptism) par-
takes of the spirit of Elias. For the Latter-day Saints, "Elias is a fore runner
to prepare the way," and the "doctrin of Elias" was sending a man to "pre-
pare for a greater work." Elias was "a going before to prepare the way for
the greater." Indeed as we noted, an Elias was his own harbinger, thus
connecting a Mormon Elias (Gabriel-Noah) with his Christian counter-
part (John).

It is not surprising that Elias is also identified with a preparatory
priesthood. This overlap of Elias and the Aaronic Priesthood seems to be
more than just an identification with John the Baptist, the messenger who
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delivered that priesthood to Joseph Smith. Joseph specified that "the
Priesthood of Elias [is] the Priesthood that Aaron was ordained unto."
This introductory priesthood, invoked as Joseph Smith and Oliver
Cowdery explored the contours of the Christian church and the basic
rites of believing, included baptism, the act of Christian salvation so im-
portant to Joseph that he wept uncontrollably when his father finally re-
ceived it. This priesthood, like the very idea of Elias as harbinger, would
have been familiar to many Christians.

The gospel of Abraham, represented by Elias in the Kirtland visita-
tion, is less certain of definition. George Q. Cannon taught that it re-
ferred to "the promises that were made to Abraham." D. Michael
Quinn maintains that it represents the authorization of the office of patri-
arch, following Roberts's discussion and with some precedent in Church
organization. While there is some overlap between the two, such a view is
unnecessarily limited in scope. I believe that Bruce R. McConkie has,
on the other hand, overstated Abraham's significance by attempting to in-
clude in his purview the act of temple marriage, of which the major signifi-
cance is more closely associated with Elijah. While Joseph Smith was
translating the Abraham papyri at the time, thereby disclosing a mystical
cosmogony, the Kirtland reference to the gospel of Abraham does not
appear to be specifically tied to the papyri.

Abraham's promise was that his offspring would be numberless and
that his name would be used as a blessing, presumably by token of the
righteous progeny who would immortalize his name. Joseph Smith's re-
port of the 1836 vision supports this view in its contemporary Christian
interpretation: "In them [Smith and Cowdery] and their seed all genera-
tions after them should be blessed." Smith also later included the hope
that Abraham's blessing could save his offspring.

As the archetypal patriarch, Abraham promised to his charges a re-
productive immortality. Joseph Jr.'s choice of his own father as the first
Church patriarch confirms the understanding of Abraham as pater
familias. Joseph Sr. was the "father" to the multitudes of Latter-day Saints
who accepted his son as their prophet. In this sense, the office of patriarch
was in fact subsumed within a gospel of Abraham.

Ultimately, though, this promise of blessed offspring is unidirec-
tional, descending rather than ascending the family tree. Abraham's
promise applied to his children; his gospel did not look back to his own
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progenitors. As we shall see, Elijah would outdo Abraham by promising
and enabling continuity with both progeny and progenitor.

Joseph Smith's Elias, even with these Abramic overtones, was a fa-
miliar figure to antebellum Americans. His basic priesthood, his anticipa-
tion of the millennium, and his association with baptism are all consistent
with the contemporary Christian view of Elijah. Abraham's promise was
fundamentally the blessing of a righteous kindred, a common hope and
idiom. In an important sense Elias (with Abraham in this particular set-
ting) represents, to a rough approximation, the Protestant Elijah, and this
identity made possible Joseph Smith's revelation of a new and startling
vision of Elijah.

The Spirit of Elijah and the Priesthood of Melchizedek
Where Elias fit well in the Christian mainstream, Elijah betokened a

grander theology. Where Elias was Aaronic, Elijah was Melchizedek;
where Elias baptized, Elijah sealed. Where Elias was preparatory, Elijah
was definitive. According to the Prophet's 1844 sermon, the "office &
work of Elijah . . . is one of the greatest & most important subjects that
God has revealed."

The association with Melchizedek and his priesthood is a natural
counterpoint to Elias's identity with the Aaronic Priesthood. Just as the
baptizing authority defers to the higher priesthood (with its gift of the
Holy Ghost), believers ascend the priesthood scale as Elias gives way to Eli-
jah. In Joseph Smith's words this "shows the distinction between the two
powers" of Elias and Elijah. While the Aaronic is a priesthood of "out-
ward ordinances," the Melchizedek represents "the privilege of receiving
of the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven." According to Joseph, "the
spirit power & Calling of Elijah is that ye have power to hold the keys of
the revelations ordinances, oricles powers & endowments of the fulness
of the Melchizedek Priesthood."

While the Aaronic Priesthood filled the Church, the Melchizedek
filled the temple, Elijah's sacred venue. In Joseph's words, "the spirit &
power of Elijah is to come after [Elias] holding the keys of power building
the Temple to the cap stone placing the seals of the Melchezedeck priest-
hood up on the house of Israel." Elijah's association with the temple is ex-
plicitly to unite the generations of the human family. "This is the spirit of
Elijah," Wilford Woodruff recorded Joseph as saying, "that we redeem
our dead & connect ourselves with our fathers which are in heaven & seal
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up our dead to come forth in the first resurrection & here we want the
power of Elijah to seal those who dwell on earth to those which dwell in
i »63
heaven.

There are two senses in which Elijah could seal, one personal, the
other familial. The promise of one's own salvation was an elusive and par-
adoxical goal in American Protestantism. A Puritan legacy left the dying
believer uncertain of salvation even on his deathbed—to know heaven be-
fore the judgment was to commit the sin of pride. Smith rejected the un-
certainty of Puritan salvation in explicit terms during his 1844 sermon:
"Here is the doctrin of Election that the world have quarreled so much
about but they do not know any thing about it." His solution to the uncer-
tainty was the prophet of the Mormon temple: "Elijah is sufficient to
make our Calling & Election sure." After this pronouncement, Joseph de-
votes some energy to fleshing out the details of this salvational surety: the
nature of sin after sealing; the temporary hell for Elijah's sealed; and the
problem of David, Jesus's fallen ancestor. The message is clear: Joseph's
Elijah had the power to promise heaven to the faithful Saint.

But sealing the righteous individual to an isolated salvation was in-
sufficient for a prophet who pled, "Let me be resurrected with the Saints,
whether to heaven or hell or any other good place.... What do we care if
the society is good." We must not forget that the Puritan heaven, hard
enough for a believer to achieve individually, could never reliably accom-
modate a family whole. The doctrine of election required that parents ad-
mit their uncertainty about whether their children would be saved at all.
Even if they were exalted, their bonds would be attenuated at best in the
presence of the all-encompassing God. Attachments to family and
friends were subsumed by an overall disavowal of so-called avaritia (ulti-
mately the deadly sin of avarice, but initially simply a significant attach-
ment to possessions and companions in the present world) since at least
medieval Christianity, transmitted through Puritanism. Though occa-
sionally tempted by the pain of bereavement, Joseph would ultimately re-
ject the traditional fear of attachment: The faithful could not be saved
without their loved ones. In playful language, modulated in the official
report, Joseph emphasized the capacity of Elijah to seal earthly
attachments against the erosive force of mortality and the Protestant
afterlife:

If you have power to seal on earth & in heaven then we should be
crafty. The first thing you do go & seal on earth your sons & daughters
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unto yourself &L yourself unto your fathers in eternal glory & go ahead and
not go back but use a little Craftiness <SL seal all you can &L when you get to
heaven tell your father that what you seal on earth should be sealed in
heaven. I will walk through the gate of heaven and Claim what I seal &
those that follow me &. my Council.^1

Not only did Elijah promise believers salvation as intact families, but
the immortal prophet also promised to place those nuclear families in an
endless, organic network of eternal beings. Where Elias's gospel of Abra-
ham moved forward in time, prophesying righteous progeny, the gospel of
Elijah reified relationships connecting the faithful to their first parents. In
analogy with the King Follett sermon that would shortly follow, Elias
could reveal that there was no end to the family, while Elijah could prom-

77
ise no beginning, the true mark of eternity according to the Prophet. In
George Laub's paraphrase of Joseph's preaching, the Saints would per-
form Elijah's ordinances "till they are connected to the ones in the dispen-
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sation before us" with implicit extension through Adam to Jesus. We
thus see Elijah's influence in the vicarious rites for the dead, celestial mar-
riage, and the resultant connection of every righteous soul with every
other in an eternal and miraculous network.

While the subject is larger than this article, the Elijah of the afterlife
differed radically from the horizontal community of the blessed in tradi-
tional Christianity. Elijah was the steward of a hierarchical schema capa-
ble of uniting the vast concourses of the righteous dead into a simulta-
neous genealogical coherence, perhaps a muffled echo of the sentiment
underlying the great chain of being. The Mormon Elijah, far more than
his Christian counterpart, had the capacity to defang the Puritan doctrine
of mortality, thereby vanquishing death. While Elias could prepare a peo-
ple for the coming of the Lord, Elijah could deliver to them a glorious and
integrated afterlife.

Conclusion
In his receipt of wisdom at the Kirtland Temple, Joseph Smith dem-

onstrated to the world that he meant to take the religion he was founding
from the realm of American Christianity to the luminous and frightening
world of the Old Testament patriarchs, and in so doing he sought to distill
from the figure of Elijah two separate missions, both of which were hinted
at in Malachi's prophecy. Joseph was no simple millenarian primitivist;
the Christian Elijah would have sufficed for those needs. A second figure
was required to distinguish the simple wait for the return of the Lord, held
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in common with much of Christendom, from the dramatic new world vi-
sion that Smith was unfolding—generations of godlike humans eternally
integrated into a single hierarchical family.

What to others was an issue of minor rhetorical significance was to
Joseph Smith the clue to the retrieval of Elijah's miraculous and mystical
role. Even if the name Elias had been rejected for its philological ambiva-
lence, another would have been chosen to serve as the prefatory prophet,
a way to preserve and highlight Elijah as the guiding angel of the Mormon

77
conquest of death.

In a sense this dichotomy between Elias and Elijah speaks to the
fault line of early Mormonism, racked by dissension and schism in Ohio,
Missouri, and Illinois. Elias was the familiar figure who animated mille-
narian Christians to prepare for Christ's return. This was the prophet of
David Whitmer and William Law, of Emma Hale and Lucy Mack Smith.
But Elias was just the beginning. Elijah drew the Church of the Latter-day
Saints from antebellum Protestantism beyond the second coming into the
creation of a new world beyond death.
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