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cerned with news and local events, but
rather with poems, stories, travel items, edi-
torials, speeches, and, of course, advertising.

“The Same Organization”?

The First Urban Christians by Wayne
A. Meeks (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1982), 299 pp., $19.95.

Reviewed by Robert R. King, admin-
istrative assistant to a member of the U.S.
House of Representatives.

IN AN 1842 pEscripTioN of Latter-day Saint
beliefs written for John Wentworth of the
Chicago Democrat, Joseph Smith said:
“We believe in the same organization that
existed in the primitive church, viz. apos-
tles, prophets, pastors, teachers, evangelists,
etc.” Some have taken this to mean that
Relief Society presidents were organizing
the delivery of casseroles and homemade
bread to homes with sick mothers and
twelve-year-old deacons were passing bread
and water in sacrament meetings during the
first century.

In fact, there have been a number of
efforts to clarify and explain what Joseph
Smith meant by “the same organization
that existed in the primitive church.” James
E. Talmage and others have argued the
similarity of priesthood offices by citing a
New Testament reference to match each of
the current priesthood offices.? These equiv-
alents, however, are tenuous in many cases.
Luke (10:1, 17) reports that Christ sent
out “seventy” to cities he planned to visit
to prepare the way for him, and Hebrews
(6:20-8:5) refers to Christ as the great

1James E.Talmage, The Articles of Faith
(Salt Lake City: Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints, 1959), pp. 198-216;
“Priesthood” and references for individual
priesthood offices in the Topical Guide
published in the Latter-day Saint edition of
the Bible (1979), pp. 386-87; and John
Tvedtnes, The Church of the Old Testa-
ment (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Co.,
1980), for an argument that “church orga-
nization” in ancient Israel was much the
same as that of the contemporary church.
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I recommend this attractively priced
book to all students of the Illinois period
of Mormon history.

high priest in the context of a discussion of
Mosaic ritual. While there may have been
priesthood offices of seventy and high priest
then as now, these passages do not provide
the evidence. In fact, careful study of the
biblical texts and the few available histori-
cal records provides little evidence of a
direct correlation in priesthood offices be-
tween ancient and modern churches.

The meaning of “the same organiza-
tion” is made even more complicated by
the pronounced evolution of Latter-day
Saint organization between the early nine-
teenth and late twentieth centuries. Brig-
ham Young’s reorganization of stake and
ward priesthood structure in 1877 was a sig-
nificant departure from earlier practice, to
name only one change. This raises the ques-
tion of what “organization” Joseph Smith
meant when he wrote to John Wentworth
in 1842.

The list of offices enumerated in the
sixth Article of Faith is somewhat troubling,
although it is the same as that given in
Ephesians 4:11. First, it includes names
of offices that are no longer used (pastors,
evangelists). The suggestion from Talmage
that today’s pastors are stake presidents and
that evangelists are patriarchs is not really
satisfactory since those offices existed in the
Church in 1842 under the same names.
Second, the list does not include some of
the offices that are very common today
which also existed both in 1842 and in the
primitive church—e.g., bishops and deacons.

For Latter-day Saint students who want
to probe deeper into the nature of the
primitive church in an effort to come to
grips with these questions, The First Urban
Christians by Yale professor Wayne A.
Meeks provides an excellent starting point.
Meeks seeks to explain what it was like to
be a Christian in the first century after



Christ. In the first part of the study, he
describes the social milieu of the Roman
city in the eastern Mediterranean where
early Christianity began. Christianity, much
like early Mormonism, flourished in urban
areas rather than the conservative tradition-
bound rural areas.

The second part of Meek’s book focuses
on the world of the Christian congrega-
tions. These assemblies of believers were
organized around the household and existed
both as separate bodies and as parts of the
larger whole. Meeks analyzes how belief,
ritual, language, organization, and govern-
ment helped establish boundaries between
these early Christian communities and their
non-Christian neighbors.

The most significant contribution of
Meeks’s volume is its assistance in under-
standing the social and cultural world in
which early Christians functioned, as a pre-
requisite to understanding what it was like
to be a Christian. For example, the concep-
tion that candidates for baptism in all dis-
pensations wore modest white robes (for ex-
ample, as in Arnold Friberg’s depiction of
Alma baptizing at the Waters of Mormon),
may be jarred by the information that

Christian converts were baptized naked.
Analogy with the Jewish rites might sug-
gest that; it is explicit in the Roman
practice described by Hippolytus and in-
dicated in all the early portrayals of bap-
tism in Christian art. What confirms the
fact for the Pauline groups is the variety
of metaphorical allusions to taking off
and putting on clothing that we find in
those parts of the letters that refer to
baptism. Those allusions are of two sorts,
as we shall see: the mythical notion of
taking off the body, the ‘old human,’ and
putting on instead Christ, the ‘new hu-
man,” and the rather common ethical
convergence of both types in the bap-
tismal reminders of Pauline paraenesis
is most easily accounted for on the as-
sumption that the candidates from the
beginning took off their clothes to be
baptized and put them back on after-
ward, and that these natural actions were
given metaphorical significance. (p. 151)

Meeks’s discussion of first-century
Christianity suggests some elements that are
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similar to modern Mormonism, but most
are not what would generally be considered
“organizational” matters. First, then as
now, there was a sense of double identity.
The church or ekklesia was both a local
organization in which strong ties existed be-
tween local members of the group and a
worldwide institution in which strong bonds
linked members with believers in other
cities and other lands (pp. 107-110). Mor-
monism, of course, shares this trait with
some other religions.

Second, some similarities in offices exist,
but they are limited. The only offices men-
tioned in the New Testament epistles are
apostle (apostolos), bishop (episkopos), and
deacon (diakonos). Evidence is quite strong
that women held the office of deacon.
Phebe (Rom. 16:1) is called a deaconess,
and “wives and deacons” (1 Tim. 3:1,
King James Version) could be more cor-
rectly translated ‘“deaconesses” (Meeks,
pp. 60, 79-80). The “general authorities”—
a term not used in the epistles — are re-
ferred to as apostles and “fellow workers”
or associates of Paul. The bishops and dea-
cons were the local officers. Beyond these
officers, however, the Pauline letters and
other contemporary sources do not give much
information about other church officers.

Third, and perhaps more important
than the titles of offices, is the sense of
cohesion and boundaries that bind believers
and separate the believing community from
the world. Meeks describes the “language
of belonging” and the “language of sepa-
ration” that served to emphasize the sepa-
rateness of the early Christians from the
Roman world that surrounded them (pp.
85-103). He also considers the role of
ritual and belief in creating a separate
world of believers (pp. 164-90). Particu-
larly important, Meeks asserts, were beliefs
about the nature of evil, repentance, and an
imminent Second Coming (pp. 170-80,
183-90) — all of which are similar to con-
temporary Mormon beliefs.

For early Christians and Mormons, ex-
pelling those who violated group rules and
maintaining group purity were important



186

elements in group solidarity and identity,
although these elements are also present in
many other cohesive religious groups. It is
interesting that early Christian boundaries
and those of contemporary Mormons in-
volved elements of dress, diet, and such
rituals as baptism. (See Robert R. King
and Kay Atkinson King, “The Effect of
Mormon Boundaries on Group Cohesion,”
Diarocuk 17 [Spring 1984]: 61-75.)

Emigrant Guides

The Latter-day Saints’ Emigrants’ Guide
by W. Clayton, edited by Stanley B. Kim-
ball with a biographical introduction by
James B. Allen (Gerald, Missouri: The
Patrice Press, 1983 ), 107 pp., $9.95.

Reviewed by Allan Kent Powell, His-
toric Preservation Research Coordinator,
Utah State Historical Society and co-author
of Mormon Battalion Trail Guide.

THE STORY OF THE WESTERN MOVEMENT
runs deep in American and Mormon his-
tory. The rolling of wagons west toward Ore-
gon, California, and Utah is as basic to our
national experience as Plymouth Rock and
Independence Hall. Sunbonneted women,
sun-browned men, gallant leaders, hostile
Indians, white-topped covered wagons, and
sturdy oxen are familiar to the pioneer saga,
but little known is the role of guidebooks.
Few pioneers blazed new trails as they trav-
eled west. Almost always they followed in
the wagon tracks of an earlier group and
usually with some kind of published emi-
grant guide to keep them on course.
Between 1842 and 1868 at least thirty-
four emigrant guides were published deal-
ing with the pioneer trail in Wyoming and
Utah, and most were worthless as either
emigrant or trail guides. One guide book,
Lansford W. Hastings, The Emigrants’
Guide to Oregon and California, has been
branded dangerous because of its associa-
tion with the Donner-Reed tragedy of 1846.
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The Meeks volume deserves to be read
by Latter-day Saints. The effort to under-
stand primitive Christianity will help us to
understand what is truly universal in the
gospel and what is simply cultural baggage.
To the extent that we understand the real
similarities of primitive Christianity and
modern Mormonism, we will better under-
stand the essential and eternal kernel of
the gospel.

The most valuable trail guides were
those which took the traveler place by place
and mile by mile from the eastern terminus
to the western destination. The best is
William Clayton’s The Latter-day Saints’
Emigrants’ Guide. Published in 1848, the
twenty-four-page guide is well known
among students of Mormon history. It has
been reprinted several times, notably as a
facsimile appendix to Volume Three of
B. H. Roberts’s six-volume work, 4 Com-
prehensive History of the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints.

The value of this 1983 edition is the
biographical introduction to William Clay-
ton penned by James B. Allen and the pref-
ace and notes provided by the long-time
Mormon trail scholar, Stanley B. Kimball.
It will find wide use by those interested in
western trails, the Mormon pioneers’ trek to
Utah, and William Clayton.

In his biographical introduction, Allen
outlines the life of this 1837 English convert
to Mormonism and his career as a clerk,
scribe, and recordkeeper. Clayton’s contri-
butions to Mormon and Western American
heritage were significant and include the
Mormon anthem, “Come, Come Ye Saints,”
and his journal, described as “one of the
finest firsthand accounts available of the
memorable crossing of the plains by the
vanguard company of Mormon pioneers,”
(p. 1) and The Latter-day Saints’ Emi-
grants’ Guide.

Stanley Kimball’s preface puts Clay-
ton’s immigrant guide in historical perspec-



