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The so-called White Horse Prophecy has become encir-
cled about by myth and stories and with all sorts of com-
ments and opinions from many individuals and interested 
groups. It has been declared untrue by some, and has al-
legedly been quoted by leaders of The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints. There are also many views as 
to what the “prophecy” contains and what it means.

This paper1 examines the claims, the text, and the source 
of many of the attributes associated with the White Horse 
Prophecy.

UndersTanding ProPhecy in The 
chUrch

Before beginning, it is important to understand how proph-
ecy is given, accepted, and made part of the canon of The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

Standards for Acceptance of Prophecy

Although there are examples of foretelling the future given 
in prophecies, and through revelation, the primary purpose 
of prophecy is to make known divine truth by communica-
tion from heaven.2 Revelation can come to any individual 
depending upon each individual’s need and faithfulness. 
Joseph Smith taught that “No man can receive the Holy 
Ghost without receiving revelations. The Holy Ghost is a 
revelator.”3 Every man or woman is entitled to receive the 
testimony of the truth and the mission of the Savior.

It is important, however, to recognize that the 
Church of Jesus Christ is a church of order and 
not of confusion. Therefore, where the Church 
as a whole is concerned, revelation comes only 
through established channels, and is accepted 
only through established procedures. These pro-

cedures are fixed and have been established through scrip-
ture and revelation.

The President of the Church is the only channel by which 
authoritative revelation may be received for the Church 
as a whole. This principle is clearly taught in the Doctrine 
and Covenants.

“2 For behold, verily, verily, I say unto you, that ye have 
received a commandment for a law unto my church, 
through him whom I have appointed unto you to re-
ceive commandments and revelations from my hand.

3 And this ye shall know assuredly—that there is none 
other appointed unto you to receive commandments 
and revelations until he be taken, if he abide in me.

4 But verily, verily, I say unto you, that none else shall 
be appointed unto this gift except it be through him; for 
if it be taken from him he shall not have power except 
to appoint another in his stead.

5 And this shall be a law unto you, that ye receive not 
the teachings of any that shall come before you as rev-
elations or commandments;

6 And this I give unto you that you may not be de-
ceived, that you may know they are not of me.”4

Verses 3 and 5 are particularly important to identifying the 
channel by which revelation is received for the Church: 
“…ye receive not the teachings of any that shall come be-
fore you …” and “…there is none other appointed… to 

receive … revelations….”

It is required that the First Presidency and the 
Quorum of the Twelve Apostles be in agreement 
that the revelation is true and should be the canon 
of the Church.
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The revelation must be communicated to the membership 
of the Church and accepted by them, in order to be binding 
upon them.

“For all things must be done in order, and by common 
consent in the church, by the prayer of faith.”5

How is Prophecy Properly Interpreted?

There is another important principle that must be observed 
in connection with any revelation given to an individual or 
the President of the Church. It is best expressed as found 
in 2 Peter;

“19 We have also a more sure word of prophecy; 
whereunto ye do well that ye take heed, as unto a light 
that shineth in a dark place, until the day dawn, and the 
day star arise in your hearts:

20 Knowing this first, that no prophecy of the scripture 
is of any private interpretation.

21 For the prophecy came not in old time by the will of 
man: but holy men of God spake as they were moved 
by the Holy Ghost.”6

“There is official interpretation of the doctrines and 
standards of the Church, and this knowledge comes 
from the prophets, seers, and revelators.”7

Nephi, a prophet of the Book of Mormon, spoke of this 
issue when he said:

“…. the words of Isaiah are not plain unto you, never-
theless they are plain unto all those that are filled with 
the spirit of prophecy.”8

Revelations and prophecy, just as scripture, must also be 
read with the inspiration of the Holy Ghost to receive full 
understanding. Without this inspiration it is not possible to 
understand fully the revelations and prophecies that have 
been given. In contrast, if we have the spirit of the Holy 
Ghost it is promised that:

“God shall give unto you knowledge by his Holy Spirit, 
yea, by the unspeakable gift of the Holy Ghost, that has 
not been revealed since the world was until now;”9

Summary of Prophetic Standards

In summary then, in order for an alleged prophecy such 
as the White Horse Prophecy to be accepted as part of the 
canon of the Church and to be binding upon the member-
ship it must comply with three criteria:

1. It must be received by the President of the 
Church.

2. It must be approved by the First Presidency 
and the Quorum of Twelve Apostles.

3. It must be presented to and accepted by 
the membership of the Church.

In the past 100 years there have only been two revelations 
that have been given and accepted as canon by the Church. 
It is clear that the established pattern has been followed in 
both cases.

After a considerable period of study and consideration 
of the scriptures President Joseph F. Smith received on 
October 3, 1918 the revelation known as the Vision of 
the Redemption of the Dead. He submitted it to the First 
Presidency and the Quorum of Twelve Apostles for their 
approval on October 31 and it was published in the Im-
provement Era in the December 1918 issue.

For the next sixty years the Vision of the Redemption of 
the Dead was used regularly in the Church and was con-
sidered true, but it was for some reason not included in the 
authoritative canon of the Church.

On March 25, 1976 it was approved by the First Presiden-
cy and the Quorum of Twelve Apostles for inclusion in the 
Pearl of Great Price and was accepted by the membership 
of the Church in General Conference on April 3, 1976.10

In June, 1979 it became Section 138 of the Doctrine and 
Covenants.

The second revelation concerned the Revelation on Priest-
hood. After President Spencer W. Kimball had spent con-
siderable time in study and pondering the subject he re-
ceived a revelation that the Priesthood should be extended 
to all worthy males. He submitted it for approval to the 
First Presidency and then on June 1, 1978 he met with 
the First Presidency and the Quorum of Twelve Apostles 
in the temple. After leading them in prayer and asking for 
confirmation of the revelation he had received, the revela-
tion was approved.

On September 30, 1978 the revelation was presented in 
General Conference for acceptance by the membership of 
the Church. It was approved unanimously.11

The interpretation, and understanding, of the prophecy 
or revelation must be consistent with the same revelatory 
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spirit that gave the revelation in the first place. It can only 
be understood through personal revelation.

The pattern for reception and acceptance of revelation for 
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is clear and 
will be followed in each case before a revelation is binding 
upon the membership as a whole.

The TexT of The WhiTe horse 
ProPhecy

Let us now take a look at the “White Horse Prophecy” in 
some detail.

Edwin Rushton claims that in 1843 he was with the Prophet 
Joseph Smith and Theodore Turley when the Prophet gave 
what has become known as the White Horse Prophecy. 
When Rushton was of advanced age and in the interest of 
preserving history he wrote down his recollections of the 
1843 prophecy. There is no real evidence that Theodore 
Turley was part of this recollection as he died in 1872 ap-
parently well before the story was recorded. Several copies 
from different individuals who recorded Rushton’s report 
of the White Horse Prophecy for their own use are held 
in the Church Historian’s Office. They reportedly vary 
slightly in a few words but are remarkably consistent in 
content.12 The most often used source is the diary of John 
Roberts of Paradise, Utah. A version in his own hand and 
signed by him is available in the Church History Library 
in microfilm form.13 Roberts apparently entered it into his 
diary on Sunday, March 2, 1902 after returning, on Febru-
ary 4, 1902, from a mission to Samoa. He reported receiv-
ing it from Robert Pierce (sometimes incorrectly noted as 
Pace) on Friday, February 28, 1902.

Don L. Penrod has a persuasive article related to the dat-
ing of the source found in the Roberts diary. He argues 
that it was at least 1890 and likely after 1900 that Rushton 
recorded his recollections. This was 50+ years after the 
event allegedly occurred.14

The following is from the journal of John J. Roberts, Para-
dise, Utah. It is readily available from several websites on 
the internet, none of which report a source for their copy 
other than the unpublished diary. The connection between 
John J. Roberts and Edwin Rushton, who reported the 
conversation, is not clear.

The Roberts diary entry follows:

“On about the 6th of May, 1843, a Grand Review of 
the Nauvoo Legion was held in Nauvoo. The Prophet 
Joseph Smith complimented them for their good dis-
cipline and evolutions performed. The weather being 
hot, he called for a glass of water. With the glass of 
water in hand, he said: “I will drink to your toast to the 
overthrow of the Mobocrats,” which he did in the fol-
lowing language:

“Here’s wishing they were in the middle of the sea in 
a stone canoe with iron paddles and that a shark swal-
lowed the canoe and the Devil swallowed the shark and 
himself locked up in the northwest corner of Hell, the 
key lost and a blind man hunting it.”

The next morning a man who heard the Prophet give 
the toast returned to visit the mansion of the Prophet 
and so abused him with bad language that he was or-
dered out by the Prophet. It was while the two were out 
that my attention was attracted to them, and hearing the 
man speaking in a loud tone of voice, I went towards 
them, the man finally leaving. There were then pres-
ent the Prophet, Theodore Turley and myself [Edwin 
Rushton]. The Prophet began talking to us of the mob-
bings and deriding and persecutions we as a people 
had endured, “but we will have worse things to see. 
Our persecutors will have all the mobbings they want. 
Don’t wish them any harm, for when you see their suf-
ferings you will shed bitter tears for them.”

While this conversation was going on we stood by his 
south wicket gate in a triangle. Turning to me, he said, 
“I want to tell you something of the future. I will speak 
in a parable like unto John the Revelator. You will go 
to the Rocky Mountains and you will be a great and 
mighty people established there, which I will call the 
White Horse of peace and safety.” When the Prophet 
said, “You will see it,” I said, “Where will you be at 
that time?” He said, “I shall never go there. Your en-
emies will continue to follow you with persecutions 
and they will make obnoxious laws against you in Con-
gress to destroy the White Horse, but you will have a 
friend or two to defend you and throw out the worst 
parts of the law so they will not hurt you so much. You 
must continue to petition Congress all the time, but 
they will treat you like strangers and aliens and they 
will not give you your rights, but will govern you with 
strangers and commissioners. You will see the Con-
stitution of the United States almost destroyed. It will 
hang like a thread as fine as a silk fiber.” At that time 
the Prophet’s countenance became sad, because as he 
said, “I love the Constitution; it was made by the inspi-
ration of God; and it will be preserved and saved by the 
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efforts of the White Horse, and by the Red Horse who 
will combine in its defense. The White Horse will find 
the mountains full of minerals and they will become 
rich (at this time, it must be remembered, the precious 
metals were not known to exist in either the Rocky 
Mountains or California). You will see silver piled up 
in the streets. You will see the gold shoveled up like 
sand. Gold will be of little value then, even in a mer-
cantile capacity; for the people of the world will have 
something else to do in seeking for salvation. The time 
will come when the banks of every nation will fall and 
only two places will be safe where people can deposit 
their gold and treasure. This place will be the White 
Horse and England’s vaults. A terrible revolution will 
take place in the land of America, such as has never 
been seen before; for the land will be left without a 
Supreme Government, and every specie of wickedness 
will be practiced rampantly in the land. Father will 
be against son and son against father; mother against 
daughter and daughter against mother. The most ter-
rible scenes of bloodshed, murder and rape that have 
ever been imagined or looked upon will take place. 
People will be taken from the earth and there will be 
peace and love only in the Rocky Mountains. This 
will cause many hundreds of thousands of the honest 
in heart of the world to gather there, not because they 
would be Saints, but for safety and because they will 
be so numerous that you will be in danger of famine, 
but not for want of seed, time and harvest, but because 
of so many to be fed. Many will come with bundles 
under their arms to escape the calamities for there will 
be no escape except only by escaping and fleeing to 
Zion. Those that come to you will try to keep the laws 
and be one with you for they will see your unity and the 
greatness of your organization. The Turkish Empire of 
the Crescent will be the first power to be disputed, for 
freedom must be given for the Gospel to be preached 
in the Holy Land. The Lord took of the best blood of 
the nations and planted them on the small islands now 
called England and Great Britain and gave them power 
in the nations for a thousand years and their power will 
continue with them that they may keep the balance of 
power; and they will keep Russia from sweeping her 
power over the world. England and France are now 
bitter enemies but they will be allied together and be 
united to keep Russia from conquering the world. The 
two popes, Greek and Catholic, will eventually come 
together in their decline and be united. The Protestant 
Religions do not know how much they are indebted to 
Henry VIII for throwing off the Pope’s bill and estab-
lishing the Protestant faith. He was the only monarch 
who could do so at that time and he did it because the 

nation was at his back to sustain him. One of the pe-
culiar features in England is the established Red-coat; 
a uniform making so remarkable a target to shoot at, 
and yet they have conquered wherever they have gone. 
The reason for this will be known to them some day as 
red is seen in a different color threading through under 
all history. The lion and the unicorn of England comes 
from there being so much blood of Israel in the nation. 
While the terrible things of which I have mentioned 
are going on, England will be neutral until it becomes 
so inhuman that she will interfere to stop the shedding 
of blood and history will be more properly understood. 
England and France will unite together to make peace, 
not to subdue the nations. She will find this nation so 
broken up and so many claiming government, till there 
will be no reasonable government. Then it will appear 
to the other nations, or powers, as though England had 
taken possession of the country. The Black Horse will 
flee to the invaders and will join them for they have 
fear of becoming slaves again; knowing that England 
did not believe in slavery, they will flee to them that 
they believe will make them safe. Armed with British 
bayonets, the doings of the Black Horse will be ter-
rible.” Here the Prophet said that he could not bear to 
look longer upon the scenes as shown to him in vision 
and he asked the Lord to close the scenes.

Continuing, he said: “During this time the Great White 
Horse will have gathered strength, sending out elders to 
gather the honest in heart from among the Pale Horse, 
or people of the United States, to stand by the Constitu-
tion of the United States as it was given by the inspira-
tion of God. In these days which are yet to come God 
will set up a Kingdom never to be thrown down, but 
other Kingdoms to come into it, and those Kingdoms 
that will not let the Gospel be preached in their lands 
will be humbled until they will.”

“England the Germany, Norway, Denmark, Switzer-
land, Holland and Belgium have a considerable amount 
of the blood of Israel among the people which must be 
gathered out. Those nations will submit to the nations 
of God. England will be the last of the nations to sur-
render, but when she does she will do it as a whole in 
comparison as she threw off the Catholic power. The 
nobility knows that the gospel is true, but it has not 
pomp enough, and grandeur and influence for them to 
yet embrace it. They are proud and will not acknowl-
edge the Kingdom of God or come into it until they see 
the power it will have. Peace and safety in the Rocky 
Mountains will be protected by the Guardians, the White 
and Red Horses. The coming of the Messiah among his 
people will be so natural that only those who see him 
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will know that he has come, but he will come and give 
his laws unto Zion and minister unto his people. This 
will not be his coming in the clouds of Heaven to take 
vengeance on the wicked of the world.”

“The temple in Jackson county, Missouri, will be built 
in that generation. The saints will think that there will 
not be time to build it, but with all the help you can re-
ceive, you can put up a great temple quickly. You will 
have all the gold, silver and precious stones you need, 
for these things will only be for the beautifying of the 
temple. Also, all the skilled mechanics you want and 
the Ten Tribes of Israel will help build it. When you 
see this land bound with iron, you may look forward to 
Jackson county.”

At this point, he made a pause, and looking up as though 
the vision were still in view, he said: “There is a land 
beyond the Rocky Mountains that will be invaded by 
the heathen Chinese unless great care and protection 
be given.” Speaking of the heathen nations, he said: 
“Where there is no law there is no condemnation; this 
will apply to them. Power will be given to the White 
Horse to rebuke the nations afar off, and you obey it, 
for the laws go forth from Zion. The last great struggle 
that Zion will ever have to contend with will be when 
the whole of America will be made the Zion of God. 
Those opposing will be called Gog and Magog. The 
nations of the earth will be led by the Russian Czar 
and his power will be great, but all opposition will be 
overcome and this land will be the Zion of our God. 
Amen.”15

sUmmary of The WhiTe horse 
ProPhecy

The primary message as recorded in the diary of John 
Roberts is that there will be great confusion, revolution, 
and wickedness in the last days prior to the coming of 
the Savior in glory. The idea of turmoil and trouble and 
great tribulations in the last days is not a new concept, 
neither with the LDS or the rest of the Christian world. 
This is a common theme found in most Christian religions. 
The idea of different groups identified as the four horses, 
namely; 1) the White Horse identified as the people in the 
Rocky Mountains who will establish Zion, 2) the Pale 
Horse identified as the people of the United States, 3) the 
Red Horse not specifically identified, but a powerful group 
who will play a significant role in the last days, and 4) the 
Black Horse which is not identified except as a force, is an 
unusual application but still has a familiar ring to it.

During this latter-day turmoil the people of the White 
Horse group will become rich and powerful and will see 
many come to them for safety. This seems to relate to 
the concept of the establishment of Zion and is spoken 
of in many places separate from the text of the prophecy. 
The idea of trouble in the last days and the establishment 
of Zion are not anything new either to the Prophet, the 
Church, or for that matter the world in general.

A secondary message, contained in and resulting from the 
first, is that during this time the constitution and govern-
ment of the United States will be in great jeopardy, such 
that its safety and probable continuance can be compared 
to the risk of hanging by a thread as fine as a single silk 
fiber. The implication is that if the thread were to break it 
would mean the destruction of the Constitution and the 
government of the United States. Nevertheless the con-
stitution will be saved by the combined actions of the 
people in the Rocky Mountains (the White Horse) and an 
unidentified but powerful group (the Red Horse). It is not, 
as some have reported, a man on a white horse that will 
come forward to save the constitution. There is no men-
tion of anything like this, as can be confirmed by reading 
the text. It is the people of the Rocky Mountains that will 
act to save the constitution. It is this part of the “prophecy” 
that is apparently given the greatest attention by leaders of 
the Church and other commentators. It would seem that 
with the turmoil in the world it would be natural that the 
United States would be involved and experience challeng-
es as a result. The unusual wording describing the condi-
tion of the United States and the constitution is what has 
kept interest in the White Horse Prophecy alive. The idea 
of “hanging by a thread” has become part of the literature 
and lore of the LDS community.

credibiliTy of The WhiTe horse 
ProPhecy

Is this prophecy something which can be relied upon? Can 
it be read with some credibility and confidence? Although 
it may have true elements contained in the text as recorded 
in the diary, it nevertheless is not something members of 
the Church of Jesus Christ consider canon or scripture. 
Nor is belief in the details binding upon members of the 
Church. Why is this so?

The character and personal integrity of Edwin Rushton, 
who recorded the prophecy, is not the pertinent question. 
Both Edwin Rushton and Theodore Turley were support-
ers of the Prophet Joseph Smith. They both emigrated to 
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the Salt Lake Valley and were active supporters of the 
Church until their respective deaths.16

First, it is important to remember that the credibility of 
the text is suspect from the very first. It was recorded over 
50 years after the prophecy was part of the conversation 
between the Prophet and the two men. It was never cor-
roborated by the Prophet and he never confirmed that the 
text correctly transmitted what he said or intended. By the 
time the prophecy was shared by Rushton, the Prophet had 
been dead for many years. It is dependent upon one man’s 
memory and his ability to accurately report the details. It 
was a private conversation between the Prophet and two 
other men, and there is no reason to believe it was intend-
ed for use by the Church as a whole.

That does not mean that the statements contained in the 
prophecy are not true, rather that they are at best unre-
liable and unconfirmed. And that means they cannot be 
relied upon to be true.

Second, the text has not gone through the procedure for 
canonization, or acceptance by the Church. The President 
of the Church has not acted to confirm the truth of the 
text. The Quorum of the Twelve Apostles has not acted to 
communicate the validity of the prophecy. The Church as 
a whole has not had the opportunity to consider and accept 
the prophecy as scripture and therefore binding.

Furthermore, portions of the text specifically have been 
denounced by authorities of the Church. In General Con-
ference in October, 1918 Joseph Fielding Smith made the 
following comments:

“I have discovered that people have copies of a pur-
ported vision by the Prophet Joseph Smith given in 
Nauvoo, and some people are circulating this supposed 
vision, or revelation, or conversation which the prophet 
is reported to have held with a number of individuals in 
the city of Nauvoo. I want to say to you, my brethren 
and sisters, that if you understand the Church articles 
and covenants, if you will read the scriptures and be-
come familiar with those things which are recorded in 
the revelations from the Lord, it will not be necessary 
for you to ask any questions in regard to the authentic-
ity or otherwise of any purported revelation, vision, or 
manifestation that proceeds out of darkness, concocted 
in some corner, surreptitiously presented, and not com-
ing through the proper channels of the Church. Let me 
add that when a revelation comes for the guidance of 
this people, you may be sure that it will not be present-
ed in some mysterious manner contrary to the order of 

the Church. It will go forth in such form that the people 
will understand that it comes from those who are in 
authority, for it will be sent either to the presidents of 
stakes and the bishops of the wards over the signatures 
of the presiding authorities, Or it will be published in 
some of the regular papers or magazines under the con-
trol and direction of the Church or it will be presented 
before such a gathering as this, at a general conference. 
It will not spring up in some distant part of the Church 
and be in the hands of some obscure individual without 
authority, and thus be circulated among the Latter-day 
Saints. Now, you may remember this.”17

His father, who was also President of the Church, Joseph 
F. Smith followed immediately after his speech and said:

“The ridiculous story about the “red horse,” and “the 
black horse,” and “the white horse,” and a lot of trash 
that has been circulated about and printed and sent 
around as a great revelation given by the Prophet Jo-
seph Smith, is a matter that was gotten up, I under-
stand, 18some ten years after the death of the Prophet 
Joseph Smith, by two of our brethren who put together 
some broken sentences from the Prophet that they may 
have heard from time to time, and formulated this so-
called revelation out of it, and it was never spoken by 
the prophet in the manner in which they have put it 
forth. It is simply false; that is all there is to it.”19

Elder Bruce R McConkie also comments on the “proph-
ecy” in his book Mormon Doctrine:

“From time to time, accounts of various supposed vi-
sions, revelations, and prophecies are spread forth by 
and among the Latter-day Saints, who should know 
better than to believe or spread such false information. 
One of these false and deceptive documents that has 
cropped up again and again for over a century is the 
so-called White Horse Prophecy. This supposed proph-
ecy purports to be a long and detailed account by the 
Prophet Joseph Smith concerning the wars, turmoils, 
and difficulties which should exist in the last days.”20

He then quotes President Joseph F. Smith’s comments.

Note that the substance of the condemnation is that some 
thoughts or sentences from one source or another may 
have been put together to form this so-called revelation. 
The memory of the men involved may not have been suf-
ficient to remember all that occurred in the short conversa-
tion they reportedly had with the Prophet. It is likely that 
they had parts from here and parts from there that formed 
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the basis of their memory of the event. Note also that it is 
the descriptions of the various horses and what they repre-
sent that are condemned as false. In addition the details of 
the last days are also declared false.

It is clear that the text of the “White Horse Prophecy” as 
reported by Edwin Rushton and recorded in the diary of 
John J. Roberts is not accepted as verified, binding proph-
ecy by The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 
It has never been accepted and it has been soundly de-
nounced. The acceptability of the document should not be 
an issue with any commentator. No authority of the Church 
has ever spoken in support of this document. Not once! 
This really is not an issue that can responsibly come up in 
any discussion regarding the Church of Jesus Christ.

credibiliTy of The concePT ThaT The 
consTiTUTion Will hang by a Thread

The idea of the ‘hanging by the thread’ is not mentioned, 
pro or con, in either President Smith’s or Elder McConk-
ie’s comments. Furthermore it shall be seen that this idea 
has been accepted and commented on favorably by many 
authorities in the Church. While the commonly reported 
text of the White Horse Prophecy is condemned as false 
and unreliable, the idea of the thread and the constitution 
can be demonstrated to have come from other more reli-
able sources. Some critics suggest that if authorities of the 
Church speak favorably of the concept of the Constitu-
tion hanging by a thread, as contained in the text of the 
White Horse Prophecy, then the entire ‘prophecy’ must be 
accepted. However, this is a logical fallacy. The credibil-
ity of these comments is dependent upon entirely differ-
ent sources. It is possible that the source for the erroneous 
“White Horse” report is one or more of the other sources. 
It is entirely consistent to accept the favorable comments 
by church leaders regarding the concept of the Constitu-
tion hanging by a thread while denying the credibility of 
the White Horse Prophecy;

In 1839 the Latter-day Saints began moving into Hancock 
County, Illinois where they established the city of Nauvoo 
on the banks of the Mississippi River. Martha Jane Knowl-
ton was living with her family at that time in the area and 
became acquainted with the Saints. She was baptized in 
January 1840 and was so convinced of the Prophet Joseph 
Smith’s divine calling that she recorded every speech she 
ever heard the Prophet deliver. At this time there was no 
systematic procedure in the Church for the reporting of the 
speeches of Joseph Smith or other Church leaders. Many 
were preserved by the efforts of individual members of 

the Church. The following speech was delivered shortly 
after Joseph Smith had returned from an unfruitful trip to 
Washington, DC on July 19, 1840, and was recorded by 
Sister Knowlton.

 “Read a chap[ter] in [Ezekiel] concluding with this 
saying: And when all these things come to pass and Lo 
they will come then shall you know that a Prophet hath 
been among you.

Afterwards read the parable of the 12 olive trees and said 
speaking of the Land of Zion, It consists of all[N[orth] 
&[S[outh] America but that any place where the Saints 
gather is Zion which every righteous man will build up 
for a place of safety for his children. The olive trees 
are 12 stakes which are yet to be built not the Temple 
in Jackson [County, Missouri] as some suppose. For 
while the 12 stakes are being built we will be at peace 
but the Nations of the Earth will be at war.

We shall build the Zion of the Lord in peace until the 
servants of that Lord shall begin to lay the foundation 
of a great and high watch Tower and then shall they be-
gin to say within themselves, what need hath my Lord 
of this tower seeing this is a time of peace &c. Then 
the Enemy shall come as a thief in the night and scatter 
the servants abroad. When the seed of these 12 Olive 
trees are scattered abroad they will wake up the Na-
tions of the whole Earth. Even this Nation will be on 
the very verge of crumbling to peices and tumbling to 
the ground and when the constitution is upon the brink 
of ruin this people will be the Staff[up[on] which the 
Nation shall lean and they shall bear the constitution 
away from the very verge of destruction.”21

We can see that the idea of the constitution being chal-
lenged was introduced in 1840, well before the reported 
date of the conversation resulting in the White Horse 
Prophecy.

Orson Hyde, an apostle who was also there when Joseph 
made his remarks, stated:

 “It is said that Brother Joseph in his lifetime declared 
that the Elders of this Church should step forth at a 
particular time when the Constitution should be in dan-
ger, and rescue it, and save it. This may be so; but I do 
not recollect that he said exactly so. I believe he said 
something like this—that the time would come when 
the Constitution and the country would be in danger of 
an overthrow; and said he, If the Constitution be saved 
at all, it will be by the Elders of this Church. I believe 
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this is about the language, as nearly as I can recollect 
it.”22

As is apparent from these reports the Prophet spoke in 
1840 of the dangers that would befall the United States 
and of the threat to the Constitution. It is also apparent 
that the memories of the event have differing details of the 
speech, but contain the essence of the prophecy regarding 
the Constitution.

On 6 May 1843 on the prairie east of Nauvoo a parade of 
the Nauvoo Legion was conducted. This was the day be-
fore the reported conversation that has come to be known 
as the White Horse Prophecy. This was a substantial gath-
ering with several non-Mormon government officials 
present.

James Burgess, a member of the Church, arrived in Nau-
voo in April of 1843. It is apparent that he was present at 
the review and heard the remarks of the Prophet that day. 
An account of the Prophet’s speech by James Burgess con-
tains much the same language the Prophet is reported to 
have used in the 1840 account by Martha Jane Knowlton:

“In the month of May, 1843. Several miles east of 
Nauvoo. The Nauvoo Legion was on parade and re-
view. At the close of which Joseph Smith made some 
remarks upon our condition as a people and upon our 
future prospects contrasting our present condition with 
our past trials and persecutions by the hands of our 
enemies. Also upon the constitution and government 
of the United States stating that the time would come 
when the Constitution and Government would han[g] 
by a brittle thread and would be ready to fall into other 
hands but this people the Latter day Saints will step 
forth and save it.”23

The reports of both the 1840 and the 1843 speeches sug-
gest that the topic was the turmoil and difficulties the peo-
ple would face in the last days, including challenges to 
the Constitution. However, no one else records anything 
to do with White, Pale, Red, or Black horses or the details 
reported by Rushton. The challenges coming in the last 
days were a common theme for many of the speeches dur-
ing that turbulent time and became a common theme for 
speakers in the Church for some time after.

Thus, there is much support for the idea that Joseph Smith 
spoke of the challenges to the Constitution coming from 
sources and witnesses that are more reliable than the 
Rushton account. Original manuscripts of the Knowlton 

account and the Burgess notebook are held in the Church 
Archives.

Will The lds Take over The 
governmenT?
There are some who feel that these statements, reported 
by others to be by Joseph Smith, constitute a threat to the 
United States and that they show a tendency on the part 
of the Latter day Saints to expect to somehow take over 
and establish not only a new United States government, 
but also to take their rule to a world-wide government. 
Nothing could be further from the truth. There is nothing 
in any of the reports, including the discounted Rushton ac-
count, to suggest such a thing. The facts and the historical 
statements by the authorities of the Church show the exact 
opposite to be their expectations.

Historically, support for the Constitution of the United 
States has been high from every leader and President of 
the Church from Joseph Smith to Thomas S. Monson .24 A 
few of the very many quotes in support of the Constitution 
and the idea that the Saints will be the ones to save the 
Constitution at the time of national crisis are listed below. 
After reviewing many, many such quotes I can assure you 
that these are representative of every other such comment 
made by a leader of the Church. Not one has ever been 
found that would suggest that the Church would ever find 
itself in a position to take over the country or world gov-
ernment. When the Savior returns He will set up the kind 
of government that will suit the needs of the world at that 
time, but that is an entirely different issue than taking over 
the government prior to that time.

Several quotations from Church leaders will establish that 
the expectation is that the Constitution of the United States 
will continue, even as it goes through a period of chal-
lenge. There is no expectation of the Constitution being 
replaced by a government to be established by the elders 
of the Church.

In an Independence Day celebration speech in the Salt 
Lake Tabernacle on July 4, 1854, Brigham Young said:

“Will the Constitution be destroyed? No: it will be held 
inviolate by this people; and, as Joseph Smith said, 
‘The time will come when the destiny of the nation will 
hang upon a single thread. At that critical juncture, this 
people will step forth and save it from the threatened 
destruction.’ It will be so.”25
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President David O. McKay said in an editorial in The In-
structor (an official church magazine) in 1956:

“Next to being one in worshipping God there is noth-
ing in this world upon which this Church should be 
more united than in upholding and defending the Con-
stitution of the United States.”26

George Q. Cannon, on November 20, 1881 speaking in the 
Salt Lake Assembly Hall, said:

“. . . The day will come-and this is another prediction 
of Joseph Smith’s-I want to remind you of it, my breth-
ren and sisters, when good government, constitutional 
government-liberty-will be found among the Latter-
day Saints, and it will be sought for in vain elsewhere; 
when the Constitution of this land and republican gov-
ernment and institutions will be upheld by this people 
who are now so oppressed and whose destruction is 
now sought so diligently. The day will come when the 
Constitution, and free government under it, will be sus-
tained and preserved by this people.”27

Joseph Smith, while unjustly imprisoned in Liberty Jail, 
wrote the members of the Church on March 25, 1839 and 
taught that:

“The Constitution of the United States is a glorious 
standard; it is founded in the wisdom of God. It is a 
heavenly banner; it is to all those who are privileged 
with the sweets of its liberty, like the cooling shades 
and refreshing waters of a great rock in a thirsty and 
weary land. It is like a great tree under whose branches 
men from every clime can be shielded from the burn-
ing rays of the sun. . . .”28

In the Doctrine and Covenants we learn:

Have mercy, O Lord, upon all the nations of the earth; 
have mercy upon the rulers of our land; may those prin-
ciples, which were so honorably and nobly defended, 
namely, the Constitution of our land, by our fathers, be 
established forever. (D. & C. 109:54.)

Ezra Taft Benson said in General Conference October, 
1961:

“It is no wonder that the Prophet Joseph said—even 
though he knew he would suffer martyrdom in this 
land—‘The Constitution of the United States is a glori-

ous standard; it is founded in the wisdom of God. It is 
a heavenly banner.’

Yet, according to his contemporaries, he foresaw the 
time when the destiny of the nation would be in danger 
and would hang as by a thread. Thank God he did not 
see the thread break. He also indicated the important 
part that this people should yet play in standing for the 
principles embodied in these sacred documents—the 
Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.

In connection with attack on the United States, the Lord 
told the Prophet Joseph Smith there would be an at-
tempt to overthrow the country by destroying the Con-
stitution. Joseph Smith predicted that the time would 
come when the Constitution would hang, as it were, 
by a thread, and at that time “this people will step forth 
and save it from the threatened destruction.”

It is my conviction that the elders of Israel, widely 
spread over the nation will at that crucial time success-
fully rally the righteous of our country and provide the 
necessary balance of strength to save the institutions of 
constitutional government.”29

President John Taylor, while in Logan, Utah spoke on 
Sunday afternoon, August 31, 1879 and said that:

“…the day is not far distant when this nation will be 
shaken from centre to circumference. And now, you 
may write it down, any of you, and I will prophesy 
it in the name of God. And then will be fulfilled that 
prediction to be found in one of the revelations given 
through the Prophet Joseph Smith. Those who will not 
take up their sword to fight against their neighbor must 
needs flee to Zion for safety. And they will come, say-
ing, we do not know anything of the principles of your 
religion, but we perceive that you are an honest com-
munity; you administer justice and righteousness, and 
we want to live with you and receive the protection of 
your laws, but as for your religion we will talk about 
that some other time. Will we protect such people? Yes, 
all honorable men. When the people shall have torn to 
shreds the Constitution of the United States the Elders 
of Israel will be found holding it up to the nations of 
the earth and proclaiming liberty and equal rights to all 
men, and extending the hand of fellowship to the op-
pressed of all nations. This is part of the programme, 
and as long as we do what is right and fear God, he will 
help us and stand by us under all circumstances.”30

Joseph F Smith in General Conference October, 1912 
said:
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“Now, these are the commandments of God, the prin-
ciples contained in these commandments of the great 
Eternal are the principles that underly the Constitu-
tion of our country and all just laws. Joseph Smith, the 
prophet, was inspired to affirm and ratify this truth, and 
he further predicted that the time would come, when 
the Constitution of our country would hang as it were 
by a thread, and that the Latter-day Saints above all 
other people in the world would come to the rescue 
of that great and glorious palladium of our liberty. We 
cannot brook the thought of it being torn into shreds, 
or destroyed, or trampled under foot and ignored by 
men.” 31

Can there be any doubt in the mind of any honest inves-
tigator that the Constitution of the United States holds a 
special place in the hearts and minds of Latter-day Saints? 
In every instance when the speaker refers to the Constitu-
tion hanging by a thread he also refers to the continua-
tion of the government and the Constitution of the United 
States. It cannot possibly be inferred in any instance that 
the government will be overthrown by or changed in any 
manner so as to allow the Elders of the LDS Church to 
take over the government. It is true, however, that it is 
prophesied in every instance that the Elders of the Church 
will act to protect and preserve the Constitution.

sUmmary and conclUsions

In summary it cannot be said that the White Horse Prophe-
cy is accepted by The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints as official or binding. It also is true that nothing in 
the so-called prophecy is quoted or used by authorities in 
the Church. It is true that there is language in the so-called 
prophecy that is found elsewhere in historically verifiable 
records.

The prophecy that contains the concept of the Constitu-
tion of the United States being challenged and then being 
saved by the Elders of the Church is generally accepted 
as a prophecy of Joseph Smith. There is evidence that the 
Prophet Joseph Smith repeated it more than once and was 
commonly understood and accepted. It has been quoted 
many times by leaders of the Church. It is nevertheless not 
part of the Church canon and is therefore not binding upon 
the membership of the Church.

It is very clear that The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints does not believe that there will be a time when 
the government of the United States or the world will be 
assumed by the Church or its members. Rather it is the 

clear expectation that the Constitution and the government 
of the United States will survive the future predicted crisis 
because of the support that will be given by the Elders of 
the Church.

noTes

1. This paper is an updated version of an earlier paper. The only chang-
es relate to the timing of the recollections made by Edwin Rushton. The 
conclusions remain the same.

2. James E. Talmage, Articles of Faith (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book 
Co., 1981), 268-283.

3. Joseph Smith, History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints, 7 vols., introduction and notes by B. H. Roberts (Salt Lake City: 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1932-1951), 6: 58.

4. Doctrine and Covenants 43:2-7.

5. Doctrine and Covenants 28:13.

6. 2 Peter 1:19-21.

7. Stephen L. Richards, Conference Report (October, 1951): 116-117

8. 2 Nephi 25:4.

9. Doctrine and Covenants 121:26.

10. N. Eldon Tanner, “The Sustaining of Church Officers,” Ensign 
(May 1976): 18.

11. N. Eldon Tanner, “Revelation on Priesthood Accepted, Church Of-
ficers Sustained,” Ensign (November, 1978): 16.

12. From a brief telephone conversation held with Duane Crowther, 
Bountiful, Utah regarding his recollection of research he had done in 
the 1960’s. 12/17/03 See also Duane Crowther, Prophecy, Key to the 
Future (Bountiful, Utah: Horizon Publishers and Distributors, Inc., 
1962), 297-322

13. Roberts, John J, Reminiscences and Diaries 1898-1902, Microfilm 
Manuscript. Church History Library, Salt Lake City, Utah.

14. Penrod, Don L., Edwin Rushton as the Source of the While Horse 
Prophecy, BYU Studies, vol 49, #3, 2010 

15. Roberts, John J, Reminiscences and Diaries 1898-1902, Microfilm 
Manuscript. Church History Library, Salt Lake City, Utah.

16. Frank Esshom, Pioneers and Prominent Men of Utah, (Salt Lake 
City, Utah: Utah Pioneers Book Publishing Company, 1913), 1145, 
1218

17. Joseph F. Smith, Jr., Conference Report (October 1918): 55. (Jo-
seph F. Smith, Jr. was later known as Joseph Fielding Smith.)

18. It is important to note that President Smith indicated that it was 
some 10 years as he understood it, not as he knew it to be so. It is ap-
parent that this 10 year assumption was incorrect.

19. Joseph F. Smith, Conference Report (October 1918): 58.

20. Bruce R. McConkie, Mormon Doctrine, 2d ed. (Salt Lake City: 
Bookcraft, 1966), 835.

21. Martha Jane Knowlton Coray, Martha Jane Knowlton Coray Note-
book, Kept at the Historical Department, The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake City, Utah. as reported in James B. Allen, 



George Cobabe 11

www.fairlds.org

aboUT The aUThor

George Cobabe lives in Ogden, Utah, with his wife of 
44 years, Sylvia, and near to his five children and twelve 
grandchildren. He has degrees from Brigham Young Uni-

editor, Dean C. Jesse, “The Historians Corner”, BYU Studies, vol. 19 
(1978-1979, Number 3, Spring 1979): 390-394.

22. Orson Hyde, Journal of Discourses, 26 vols. (London: Latter-day 
Saints’ Book Depot, 1854-86), 6:152.

23. James Burgess, James Burgess Notebook, Kept at the Historical 
Department, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake 
City, Utah, As reported in Joseph Smith, The Words of Joseph Smith: 
The Contemporary Accounts of the Nauvoo Discourses of the Prophet 
Joseph, compiled and edited by Andrew F. Ehat and Lyndon W. Cook 
(Provo: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1980), 280.

24. For further information regarding the Church and the Constitution 
I would refer you to: Dallin H. Oaks, “The Divinely Inspired Constitu-
tion,” Ensign (November 1987): 4; J. Keith Melville, “Joseph Smith, 
the Constitution and Individual Liberties,” BYU Studies 28/2 (1987): 
65; Noel B. Reynolds, “The Doctrine of an Inspired Constitution,” BYU 
Studies 16/3 (1987): 15; and Lynn D. Wardle, “Seeing the Constitution 
as Covenant,” Ensign (September 1989): 7.

25. Brigham Young, Journal of Discourses, 26 vols. (London: Latter-
day Saints’ Book Depot, 1854-86), 7:15.

26. David O. McKay, The Instructor (February, 1956): 34.

27. George Q. Cannon, Journal of Discourses, 26 vols. (London: Lat-
ter-day Saints’ Book Depot, 1854-86), 23:104.

28. Joseph Smith, History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints, 7 vols., introduction and notes by B. H. Roberts (Salt Lake City: 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1932-1951), 3: 304.

29. Ezra Taft Benson, Conference Report (October 1961): 70.

30. John Taylor, Journal of Discourses, 26 vols. [London: Latter-day 
Saints’ Book Depot, 1854-1886], 21: 8.

31. Joseph F. Smith, Conference Report (October 1912): 10-11.

versity and Weber State College, and professional desig-
nations from the American College, and has completed 
gradulate work in International Relations and Economics. 
George is a former Southern States missionary and a for-
mer fighter pilot with the US Marine Corps. He currently 
is semi-retired from selling life, health, and disability in-
surance for 37 years.

aboUT fair
The Foundation for Apologetic Information & Research 
(FAIR) is a non-profit organization dedicated to providing 
well-documented answers to criticisms of LDS doctrine, 
belief and practice. Seeking to assist the lay member and 
scholar alike to respond to intentional and well-meaning 
attacks on individual faith, FAIR helps publish articles and 
books that defend the LDS Church, operations Web sites 
that receive thousands of visitors each day, and sponsors 
research projects and conferences that provide the LDS 
scholarly community an outlet for getting information into 
the hands of the average member. With a 501-C(3) tax ex-
empt status from the IRS, FAIR is funded by the generos-
ity of its members and contributors, now grown to more 
than 10,000.

To learn more about FAIR, visit our Web site:

http://www.fairlds.org

You can also write to us at:

FAIR 
PO Box 491677 
Redding, CA  96049


