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been seen as an acceptable treatment for the cholera that struck
Zion’s Camp. Perhaps the trend of relaxing the structures against tea
and coffee to treat illness was gradually extended to prevent illness,
whether they were actually effective or not. Not surprisingly, from at
least 1840 on, there is a general trend toward liberalizing the Kirtland
standard. This trend may have been accelerated by attempts to ac-
commodate “gentiles” who had moved into Nauvoo.!”” Meanwhile,
individual members and some Church entities continued to interpret
the Word of Wisdom as requiring abstinence. The ambivalent atti-
tudes toward prohibited substances, particularly where alcohol was
concerned, relied largely on their proposed medicinal use. In any
case, strict abstinence was no longer enforced by the time the Prophet
was martyred in 1844.

CONCLUSION

The first three verses of the Word of Wisdom, which tend to mit-
igate against a strict adherence, may not have been part of the original
revelation. By one account—single, late, and otherwise undocu-
mented—they were added over Joseph Smith’s objections, but this sin-
gle source must be regarded with considerable skepticism. All of the
canonized, printed versions of the Doctrine and Covenants from the
1835 through the 1869 edition, begin the revelation with our verse 4,
physically separate the caption from the text, and usually set it in an
italic font.

In Kirtland, all official pronouncements required strict absti-
nence for amember to remain in good standing and to hold an office.
Semi-official sources and anecdotal information confirm this strict-
ness. Some overzealous individuals sought to make obedience a test
of membership, but the Church never officially took that position.
From Missouri the evidence, though not consistent, points to non-
compliance by some prominent leaders and the Saints in general. The
Mormon War of 1838-39 disrupted community life before the begin-
ning of a renewed emphasis on abstinence could coalesce. The evi-

177Robert Bruce Flanders, Nauvoo: Kingdom on the Mississippi (Ur-
bana: University of Illinois Press, 1965), 246, quoted in Peterson, “An His-
torical Analysis of the Word of Wisdom,” 32-33: “The desires of the grow-
ing Gentile element for easier accessibility of alcoholic beverages, along
with similar urgings of many Mormons not holding to the view of strict ab-
stinence, led to a gradual relaxation and liberalization of liquor laws.”
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dence from Nauvoo is also mixed, with some groups and individuals
choosing a strict interpretation while others pressed for moderation
rather than abstinence.

By 1844, eleven years after the Word of Wisdom had been re-
ceived, the standard of strict obedience that had been required in
Kirtland had become a thing of the past. Contributing factors for the
relaxed standard in Nauvoo were (1) the continued and intensified
use of prohibited substances for medicinal purposes; (2) the preach-
ing of moderation rather than strict abstinence by some prominent
leaders; and (3) the fact that some prominent members did not keep
the Word of Wisdom.

In conclusion, when the Word of Wisdom was received, it was in-
tended as binding on the members, within the limits the Word of Wis-
dom itself imposes. Members were required to keep it to hold office
or to remain in good standing. This is the same standard that is ap-
plied today in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Opposi-
tion to this understanding during the Kirtland period, both to be
more strict and to be more lenient, came from some groups and indi-
viduals. Not until Far West were attempts made in Missouri to require
obedience to the Word of Wisdom. From the beginning in Nauvoo,
the Word of Wisdom was generally not enforced, though some
groups and individuals tried. By the time the Prophet was martyred
in 1844, the standard set in Kirtland had been abandoned. It would
take the Church as a whole about a hundred years to return to that
standard.

APPENDIX
RECOMMENDED READINGS

In addition to the sources cited elsewhere in this article, I also
suggest the following readings:

Alexander, Thomas G. “The Word of Wisdom: From Principle to Require-
ment.” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Though 14, no. 3 (Fall 1981):
78-88.

Arrington, Leonard J. “Have the Saints Always Given as Much Emphasis to
the Word of Wisdom as They Do Today?” Ensign, April 1977, 32.

Backman, Milton V., Jr., The Heavens Resound: A History of the Latter-day Saints
in Ohio, 1830~-1838 (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1983), 257-61.

Bergera, Gary J. “Has the Word of Wisdom Changed since 18332” Sunstone
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10, no. 7 (July 1985): 32-33.

Bush, Lester E., Jr. “The Word of Wisdom in Early Nineteenth-Century Per-
spective.” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 14, no. 3 (Fall 1981):
45-65.

Harper, Steven C. The Word of Wisdom. Orem, Utah: Millennial Press, 2007.

Underwood, Grant. “Expulsion from Zion, 1833.” In Joseph Smith: The Proph-
et and Seer, edited by Richard Neitzel Holzapfel and Kent P. Jackson.
Provo, Utah: BYU Religious Studies Center, 2009, 127-35.
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