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VISIONS 

A vision from God is a form of revelation whereby 
God discloses himself and his will . It is a visual 
mode of divine communication, in contrast with 
hearing words spoken or receiving impressions to 
the mind. LDS experience is consistent with bibli
cal precedent in affirming that visions constitute a 
mark of divine approval. Such heavenly manifesta
tions informed and directed Old Testament proph
ets (e.g., Daniel, Isaiah) and New Testament apos
tles (e.g., Pete r, Paul). They have similarly been 
part of the foundation of revelation upon which 
Latter-day Saint prophets and apostles have as
serted their testimony of the Lord. The visions of 
Joseph SMIT H and of the Book of Mormon prophets 
are comparable with those of the other testamental 
epochs. These historic periods of testimony-the 
Old, the New, the Book of Mormon, and the 
Latter-day- show similar patterns of revelation 
from God. Each of these dispensations of the gos
pel has included visions that communicated the 
mind and will of the Lord for that time. 

An experience of a vision in Old Testament 
times is "The Lord spake unto Moses face to face, 
as a man speake tl1 with his friend" (Ex. 33:11). 
Similarly, Moses "saw God face to face, and he 
talked with him, and the glory of God was upon 
Moses; therefore Moses could endure his pres
ence" (Moses 1:2). The vision of Stephen in Acts 
7:55-56 is no less vivid: "He, being full of the Holy 
Ghost . .. said, Behold, I see the heavens opened , 
and the Son of man standing on the right hand of 
God. " Comparable is the vision of Joseph Smith 
and Sidney RIGDON recorded in D&C 76: 19: "The 
Lord touched the eyes of our understandings and 
they were opened .. . . And we beheld the glory of 
the Son, on the right hand of the Father." Each 
vision is unequivocal and is accompanied by the 
Spirit of the Lord (see VISIONS OF JOSEPH SMITH) . 

These distinctive testimonies anchor all the 
rest of God's communion by a visual link with an 
ordinarily unseen world that directs the destiny of 
humankind. They provide a vivid sense of the na
ture of Goel and his design for the world that gives 
coherence to all other scripture and inspiration. 
Spiritual illumination, visual and otherwise, is con
tingent upon faith and trust in the Lord and obedi
ence to him. When people reject or stray from the 
will of the Lord, they withdraw from his spirit 
(Mosiah 2:36), and visions cease. And, as declared 
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in Proverbs 29:18: "Where there is no vision, the 
people perish. " 

In LDS doctrine visions are perceptions, 
aided by the Spirit, of something ord inarily invisi
ble to human beings. The things disclosed are 
viewed as part of general reality. This process is 
according to natural law and is not "supe rnatural," 
in the usual sense of that te rm. It is analogous to 
the fact that some physically real phenomena, such 
as X rays and atomic particles, are not discerned by 
the ordinary senses but may be de tected by scien
tific instruments. In the case of visions, the instru
ment is the person, and the mechanism of observa
tion is faith aided by the Spirit of God. 

It is vital to distinguish authe ntically revealed 
visions from self-induced imaginings, wish-fu!Hll
ing dreams, errors of perception, satanic decep
tions, and pathological hallucinating, all of which 
have been abundant in human history. Sp urious 
visions result from seeking "signs"; authentic vi
sions usually come unbidden. "He that seeke th 
signs shall see signs, bu t not unto salvation . . .. 
Faith cometh not by signs, but signs follow those 
that believe" (D&C 67:7, 9). 

Certain criteria assist in judging the authen
ticity of any revelation, including a vision : 

• I t strengthens faith in Jesus Christ, the Son of 
Goel, and in his divine mission and doctrine. 

• It is confirmed by the witness of the Holy Ghost 
to the sincere seeker. 

• It is usually experienced and reported by an or
dained servant of the Lord, often in the name of 
the Lord. It is declared clearly and unequivo
cally, and has general application for a people or 
a time, or for all people and all time. Inspired 
visions may be experienced by others, but they 
have specific application to those persons or 
situations. 

• The witness is usually supported by additional 
testimony, such as accompaniment of the Spirit 
of God, other manifestations, or the word of ad
ditional testators. 

• It is consistent with scriptural principles and es
tablished doctrine. 

• The one receiving and conveying the message is 
morally upright, honest, and humbly obedient to 
the commandments of Goel. 

• The content revealed and the behavior admon 
ished are comprehensible as good and true. 



1512 @ VISIONS OF JOSEPH SMITH 

• The consequences of following the information 
or direction are beneficial to the individual and 
to others, except in cases where the vision con
tain s a rebuke of iniquity or a prophecy of 
destruction . 

• Feelings of enlightenment, edification, and 
peace, rather than of anxie ty or confusion, follow 
the receiving or awareness of the vision. 

• It is not induced by drugs, eroticism, viole nt or 
hypere rnotional ritual, or worship of false spirits . 

While it is ofte n asserted that visions are 
me re ly the natural outcome of psychology, biol
ogy, culture, or drugs, th is viewpoint has never 
been adequately supported. Such interpretations 
are helpful for a narrow range of explainable phe
nomena but do not reach the transcendent and in
spirational realm of true visions. Theories from the 
time of F reudian psychoanalysis to the modern 
psychobiology of d reams and altered states of con
sciousness fall short of comprehending divinely 
given concepts. 
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VISIONS OF JOSEPH SMITH 

Ancie nt prophets we re typically called through a 
revelatory process-visions and/or revelations: "If 
there be a prophe t among you, I the Lord will 
make myself known unto him in a vision, and will 
speak unto him in a dream " (Num . 12:6). The 
prophe t Joel anticipated that visions would in
crease in the last days, saying, "Old men shall 
dream dreams, [and] young men shall see visions" 
(Joel 2:28-32). 

The Prophet Joseph Smith had his fi rst vision 
at the age of fo u1-teen while praying in a grove of 
trees in western New York (see FIHST VISION). The 
appearance of the Lord to him, like that to Saul of 
Tarsus, was attended by a shining light from 
heaven (Acts 9:3). The Lord spoke face-to-face with 
Joseph and called him to service. This was the first 
of a series of visions Joseph SMITH received , many 
of which were shared with othe r persons. Blessed 
like John on the isle of Patmos and Paul who spoke 

of the third heave n, the Prophet Joseph Smith af
firmed, "Could you gaze into heaven fi ve minutes, 
you would know more than you would by reading 
all that ever was written on the subject" (TPJS , 
p. 324; cf. HG 6:50). H e also declared that " the 
best way to obtain truth and wisdom is not to ask it 
from books, but to go to God in prayer , and obtain 
divine teaching" (TPJS , p. 191). 

Preside nt John TAYLOR said that Joseph 
Smith had contact with prophets from every dis
pensation: 

Because he (Joseph) stood at the head of the dispen
sation of the fu lness of times, which comp rehends 
all the various d ispensations that have existed upon 
the earth , and that as the Gods in the e terna l worlds 
and the Priesthood that ofnciated in t ime and e te r
nity had declared that it was time for the issuing 
forth of all these th ings, they all combined togethe r 
to impart to him the keys of the ir several missions 
UD 18:326). 

A new dispensation requires the conferral of 
pries thood and keys, in accordance with the law of 
witnesses : " In the mouth of two or three witnesses 
shall every word be established" (2 Cor. 13: l ). 
During the res toration seque nce whe n pries thood 
and keys we re conferred by angelic min istrants, 
the Prophe t was accompanied by one or more wit
nesses. Olive r COWDERY was a principal figure in 
the fulfillm ent of this law of witnesses (see 
WITNESSES , LAW OF); othe rs were David 
WHITMER, Martin HARRIS, and Sidney HIGDON. 
Distinguishing dreams from visions and associating 
visions and visitations, Joseph said, "An ope n vi
sion will manifest that which is more important" 
(TPJS , p. 161). C rucial visions received by the 
Prophe t Joseph Sm ith are the source of many car
dinal doctrines and teachings of the Latter-day 
Saints. 

THE FIRST VISION. Lucy Mack SMITH recalled 
that as the Joseph Smith, Sr. , family worked their 
Manchester, New York, farm in the period of 1820, 
" there was a great revival in religion, which ex
te nded to all de nominations of Christians in the 
surrounding country." Lucy and three of the chil
dren joined the Western Presbyterian Church in 
Palmyra, but Joseph remained " unchurched ." He 
later wrote , "It was impossible . . . to come to any 
certain conclusion who was right and who was 
wrong" (JS- I-I 1:8). In answer to a biblical 
prompting that " if any of you lack wisdom , le t him 
ask of God" (James 1:5), Josep h retired to the 




