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The Temple Lot in Jackson County,
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Background
The Puritans who settled in America believed they were God’s chosen people who had
found a land of promise. The idea of a western New Jerusalem had been mentioned in the
seventeenth century by Samuel Sewall when he asked, "why the Heart of America may not be
the seat of the New Jerusalem." Cotton Mather considered the New Jerusalem would be west
beyond the confines of New England.1
While some looked for a New Jerusalem in the state of New York, others spiritualized the
idea and saw the cause of Zion in the revivals of the 1820s. Such expressions as "growing zeal
for the prosperity of Zion," "enquiring the way to Zion," and "wishes well to the cause of Zion"
were expressions of the revival movement and referred to the building up of the church.2
Out of this background came the Book of Mormon. According to this record, Jesus Christ
had given instructions to the forefathers of the Native Americans concerning the New Jerusalem
to be built in the Americas. The Gentiles who believe "shall assist my people, the rem[n]ant of
Jacob; and also, as many of the house of Israel as shall come, that they may build a city, which
shall be called the New Jerusalem."3 This article explores events relating to the Temple Lot in
Jackson County, Missouri. It includes the 1831 visit of William E. McLellin who, years later,
would demonstrate to visitors the location of the Temple Lot. From correspondence, it has
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become clear that Latter Day Saints prayed, worshipped, confessed their sins, and spoke in
tongues during their early meetings. Some members who originally believed would in time
reassess their relationship with the movement. Their various stories were written in letters and
published in newspapers that are now available to historians.
Upbuilding of Zion and Mission to the Lamanites
In September 1830, five months after Joseph Smith Jr. organized the restoration-themed
Church of Christ, one of the eight witnesses to the Book of Mormon, a man named Hiram Page,
claimed to have received revelations through the medium of a seer stone, "concerning the
upbuilding of Zion" and other matters.4 “Finding however that many (especially the Whitmer
family and Oliver Cowdery) were believing much in the things set forth by this stone," Joseph
Smith soon proclaimed that divine guidance had determined Page’s revelations to be invalid.5
Shortly thereafter, Oliver Cowdery, the second elder to Smith, was directed to "go unto
the Lamanites [Native Americans] & Preach my Gospel unto them & cause my Church to be
established among them.”6 Concerning the city called New Jerusalem, Oliver was told that "it is
not Revealed & no man knoweth where the City shall be built But it shall be given hereafter
Behold I say unto you that it shall be among the Lamanites."
Later, three others—Ziba Peterson, Parley P. Pratt, and Peter Whitmer Jr.—were
instructed to accompany Cowdery on the mission. Cowdery himself stated that he was going "to
rear up a pillar as a witness where the Temple of God shall be built, in the glorious NewJerusalem."7 Following a church conference at Kirtland, Ohio, in June 1831, certain men were
instructed to convene the next conference in Missouri where those missionaries to the Indians
had gone. Missouri was:
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the land which I will consecrate unto my people, which are a remnant of Jacob, and them
who are heirs according to the covenant...if ye are faithfull [sic] ye shall assemble
yourselves together to rejoice upon the land of Missorie [sic] which is the Land of your
inheritance, which is now the land of your enemies but behold I the Lord will hasten the
City in its time.8
By the time Smith arrived at Independence, arrangements probably would have been
made with Jones H. Flournoy to survey the land where the New Jerusalem temple could be built.
As Jean Addams explained, Flournoy had squatters’ rights to a large acreage such that discussing
the option of purchasing land from him would be something that most likely had been done.9
On July 20, 1831, at a meeting of church leaders in Independence, Joseph Smith
proclaimed a revelation concerning the location for the city of Zion. The document declared:
the land of Missorie [sic] which is the Land which I, have appointed & consecrated for
the gathering of the Saints. Wherefore, this is the land of promise & the place for the City
of Zion. yea and thus saith the Lord your God, if ye will receive wisdom here is wisdom.
Behold the place which is now called Independence is the centre [sic] place.
The American New Jerusalem would be located south of the Santa Fe Trail just outside
the Independence city boundary: “the spot for the Temple is lying westward upon a lot which is
not far from the court-house.”10
Lands were to be purchased for what Smith would term an “everlasting inheritance.”
Bishop Partridge would divide the land on behalf of the church members. Sidney Gilbert, a
merchant from Ohio, was given three responsibilities: first, to be an agent to purchase property;
second, to establish a store to obtain money for buying land; and third, to take the gospel to the
Lamanites. This last instruction was, “let my servent [sic] Sidney obtain license (behold here is
wisdom & whoso readeth let him understand) that he may send goods also unto the lamanites
even by whom he will as clerks employed in his service & thus the gospel may be preached unto
them.” The same revelation established William W. Phelps to be a printer for the church and for
Oliver Cowdery to assist him.
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Dedication of the Spot for the Temple
The land and site for the temple was outside the Independence city boundary. Sidney
Rigdon had been instructed on August 1 to "consecrate & dedicate this land & the spot of the
temple."11 On Wednesday, August 3, 1831, two weeks after Smith’s July 20 revelation, church
leaders met “where the temple is to be erected.” According to Oliver Cowdery:
Sidney Rigdon dedicated the ground where the city is to Stand: and Joseph Smith Jr. laid
a stone at the North east corner of the contemplated Temple in the name of the Lord Jesus
of Nazareth. After all present had rendered thanks to the great ruler of the universe.
Sidney Rigdon pronounced this Spot of ground whol[l]y dedicated unto the Lord forever:
Amen.12
Ezra Booth, a former Church of Christ member, explained in a November 1831 letter to
his friend Rev. Ira Eddy why he withdrew from the church. He explained that the temple site was
“one half of a mile out of Town, to a rise of ground, a short distance south of the road.” In the
wooded area, he described a sapling, debarked on the north and west sides:
On the south side of the sappling [sapling] will be found the letter, T. which stands for
Temple; and on the east side ZOM for Zomar; which Smith says is the original word for
Zion.13 Near the foot of the sappling [sic], they will find a small stone, covered over with
bushes, which were cut for that purpose. This is the cornerstone for the Temple.14
Two days after the dedication of the temple site, bishop Edward Partridge wrote to his
wife Lydia in Kirtland, Ohio, that he needed to stay through December because either he or
Sidney Gilbert “must be here to attend the sales in December,” since it was known when the land
would be available to purchase. He half-apologized, writing, “You know I stand in an important
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station, and as I am occasionally chastened I sometimes fear my station is above what I can
perform to the acceptance of my Heavenly Father.”15
On December 19, 1831, following Joseph Smith’s return to Kirtland, Partridge delivered
$130 to Jones H. Flournoy and Clara Flournoy to obtain the 63-acre site where the New
Jerusalem temple was to be erected.16
Shortly after Smith laid the cornerstone and Rigdon dedicated the temple site, nonmember William McLellin arrived in Jackson County. Having heard about the new religion,
McLellin acted on his interest by traveling from Paris, Illinois, to Independence, where he was
shown the location where the dedication had taken place. Shortly thereafter, McLellin was
baptized into the Church of Christ on August 20, 1831, by Hyrum Smith. Four days later, he was
ordained an elder and, on the following day, joined Hyrum Smith on a mission.17
The Saints Reproved and Solemn Assemblies Held
David Pettigrew was a recent convert who had joined the Church of Christ in 1832. In
December that year, he moved to his 159-acre farm six miles west of Independence. Having
purchased the farm at an earlier date, he now relocated to Jackson County. A short time later, his
family was baptized. He wrote in an autobiography:
[u]pon my arrival at Jackson County we were reproved by the Lord, through revelation,
for treating lightly the book of Mormon and the former revelations, and were to remain
under condemnation if we did not repent, and remember the Book of Mormon and the
revelations.
The September 1832 revelation that mentioned “the whole church under condemnation”
was recorded in the manuscript volume Book of Commandments and Revelations kept by John
Whitmer.18 Pettigrew continued:
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Soon after this, Bishop Partr[i]dge, appointed a Solemn asembley [sic] in all the
branches, which is to be held as a day of confession, and repentance, he went from
branch to branch ex[h]orting, until he had gone through them all, and in a few months,
we were informed that we had repented, and the Angel’s [sic] were rejoiceing [sic] over
us, but there yet remained a Scourge and a Judgement to be poured out upon the children
of Zion, these things Sunk deep in my mind.19
In a council of high priests that met on February 26, 1833, Partridge “laid before the
council the effect of the proceedings of the Solemn Assemblies as held throughout Zion.”20
During the same month a succeeding church member, Salmon Sherwood, wrote:
I have visited the Mormon meetings, one of which was called the solemn assembly,
where the Bishop declared by vision from Joshua [sic; Joseph] Smith, that they were all
under condemnation for not reading the book of Mormon, and that they must repent or
they would be cut off and Zion would be removed somewhere else. He also declared that
the seer, Joseph Smith, had the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and could see the
multitudes of the angels.21
Receiving the Gift of Tongues in Zion
John Whitmer wrote:
Zion is prospering at pres[e]nt and high priests are stationed to watch over the several
branches. Decmbr [sic] 1, 1832, there are now 538 individuals in this land b[e]longing to
th[e] church. And it came to pass that in the fall of th[e] year 1832, th[e] disciples at Ohio
rec[e]ived th[e] gift of tongues and in June 1833 we received th[e] gift of tongues in
Zion.22
A further insight into church activities comes from letters written by a church member
around December 1833 “to his aged father” that were later combined into a single letter-to-theeditor that was published in Boston, Massachusetts:
One half a mile to the west there is a beautiful cultivated spot of one hundred and fifty
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on this spot of land will shortly be built the temple, and the city of the New Jerusalem,
into which our Lord and Saviour [sic] will descend in a cloud from heaven with power
and great glory. We have a plan given by revelation of the city and the temple. The
temple is to be like Solomon's, only far more splendid. Many of our dear brethren, who
have been driven from this land by our enemies, will shortly return in the Lord's due
time, and help to accomplish this great and glorious work. I have sufficient authority for
saying this, for the Lord hath spoken it.
Besides living near where the temple was going to be located, the Latter Day Saints held
services on the Sabbath (Sunday):
You wished to know how we spend the Sabbath. We mean to spend it as the Lord has
commanded us by revelation. We are strictly forbidden to do any other work on the
Lord's day but to prepare our food, and to assemble ourselves together to worship the
Lord.
Next was explained the duties of church members:
We commence our service with prayer. Then it is the duty of every member, both old and
young, to arise, one at a time, and speak of the goodness of God, and to confess our sins,
if we have committed any the past week, to one another and before the Lord. This is
frequently done in an unknown tongue, and then interpreted by one who may have the
spirit for this work. Here is the wisdom of the Lord to search out all iniquity; for many of
us have been moved by the Spirit and spoke in another tongue that which, when
interpreted, would prove to be the secrets of the heart and sinful deeds that we should not
confess in our own tongues. Many a one has risen with tears in his eyes, and confessed
the truth of the interpretation.
It was further told how the sacrament was observed:
Furthermore, in obedience to the commands of the Lord, we on every Sabbath
commemorate the death and sufferings of our Lord and Saviour [sic], by partaking of the
bread and wine, yea, pure wine, the clear juice of the grape. Our branch made one barrel
this fall.
Explaining the struggles through which members had gone, the writer wrote:
We have had many trying scenes to pass through since we arrived here one year ago. The
Lord spake by revelation that he was not well pleased with his children in Zion, and that
we all had great need of repentance, pointing out our greatest sins, which were, breaking
the law of the celestial kingdom, and not reading the book of Mormon. Again[,] we
received the word of the Lord in June by revelation through the prophet in Kirtland, that
we had much iniquity amongst us, that he would not have his holy land polluted, and that
there was a scourge and a judgment awaiting the inhabitants of Zion. Accordingly[,] our
chastisements were very severe. Many were cut off from the church from that time. For
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several weeks we received great blessings from the Lord. The most of the church that
stood received the gift of tongues, to speak in the language of the Lemanites [sic] as well
as in those of the isles of the sea and the nations of Ur. It was given to some in each
branch of the church to interpret all that was spoken; and also it was given to many of us
to prophesy of things shortly to take place.23
William McLellin Shows Visitors the Location of the Temple Lot
The location of the spot where the latter-day temple would be built is based in part on
what William McLellin had told visitors of his experience when he had been there in 1831. After
Joseph and Hyrum’s murders, and having joined various Restoration churches through the years,
McLellin settled in Independence in 1869.24 In 1879, when Mark Forscutt visited the temple
area, McLellin indicated to him that he “knows it is within ten feet of it, w[h]ere the dedication
of it was made for a Temple.”25
John L. Traughber Jr., who collected material on early Latter Day Saintism, also wrote
about William McLellin showing him the location for the temple:
I visited Dr. McLellan in April, 1881, and walked with him over the "Temple Lot" lying
west of the court house in Independence...He said that the laying of the cornerstone of the
temple, which is spoken of in Mormon works as something great, consisted of a
ceremony over a rock which Martin Harris picked up in a little hollow which is on the
temple lot.26
In a January 1882 letter, Reorganized Church apostle William H. Kelley told of visiting
McLellin five months later in September 1881:
The doctor was able to point out the identical spot where Joseph [Smith] stood when he
first visited it, and which is the place of the corner stone. He visited it soon after himself,
when it was all covered with young poplars thickly standing. Joseph cut his way in
through this thick growth of trees, brush and saplings, and marked the spot by blazing a
tree near by [sic], cutting away the under brush [sic] for a few feet around and setting up
a small stone that had been picked up in the ravine below. This was all the corner stone
that was ever laid upon it, and it only to mark the place of the corner.27
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Summary
The spot for the temple was established and dedicated in August 1831. The land is
considered sacred by the majority of Restoration churches and groups who envision that a temple
will be erected there in the near future.
The accounts and letters cited above illuminate the lives of the early pioneers of the
Restoration, confirming what was taught and practiced by the early Latter Day Saints.
Testimonies, confessions of sins, and the gift of tongues prevailed among these members in
Jackson County. Though the Lamanite mission was not a success, church leaders did accomplish
the task of locating the spot for their temple. Ezra Booth’s recollection of the area where the
temple would be built is a connection to the events in the life of the early church. Much later,
William E. McLellin would add his insight into the location of the latter-day temple of the New
Jerusalem, based on his own visit to the site in 1831.
Located on the original 63-acre site are buildings of three Restoration churches: The site
for the temple owned by the Church of Christ (the Temple Lot church); the visitor center of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints; and a temple constructed for worship by Community
of Christ.
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