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T
“ hey were perfectly honest and upright in all things; and
they were firm in the faith of Christ, even unto the end.” Alma 27:27

The Know

David served in a number of important leadership capacities in the early days of the Church,9 and his unwavering testimony of the Book of Mormon often inspired
those around him. For instance, in 1833 nearly 500 men
marched Whitmer and other Church leaders into a town
square, stripped them, and tarred and feathered them.
Then, with guns cocked and aimed at the prisoners,
the mob “threaten[ed] them with instant death unless
they denied the Book of Mormon and confessed it to
be a fraud.” In response, David “lifted up his hands and
bore witness that the Book of Mormon was the Word of
God.”10 Upon seeing the resolve of their prisoners, the
With this conviction in place, David used his team and mob set them free.
wagon to transport Joseph and Oliver to the home of his
parents in Fayette, New York.4 This allowed the transla- Sadly, David had a falling out with Joseph Smith and
tion to move forward to completion without interrup- was excommunicated for dissension in 1838.11 Although
tion.5 The Whitmer home proved to be a vital refuge each of the Three Witnesses fell away from the Church
for the Book of Mormon translation project,6 and Da- at some point, David was the only one who didn’t evenvid’s personal interest in it grew as he witnessed Joseph tually return to full fellowship with the Saints. Instead,
Smith dictate the Book of Mormon, day after day, until he lived out a long and reputable life in Richmond, Misits completion at the end of June.7 As a result of his faith souri, where he owned a livery business, actively particand service, David was chosen as one of the Three Wit- ipated in public events, served multiple terms as a city
councilman, and was even elected as mayor.12
nesses of the Book of Mormon.8
1
After traveling nearly 100 miles to reach Harmony,
Pennsylvania, David Whitmer met Joseph Smith for
the first time at the end of May 1829.1 David had received word from Oliver Cowdery that Joseph had an
ancient record, that he had begun translating it, and
that harassment from locals in Harmony was deterring
their progress.2 After remaining long enough to observe
the young Prophet in action, which included receiving
a personal revelation at Joseph’s hands (Doctrine and
Covenants 14), David was satisfied “of the divine inspiration of Joseph Smith.”3

Despite being separated from the church for over 50
years, David never disavowed his testimony of the Book
of Mormon. He took his responsibility as a witness seriously and hosted numerous visitors who were curious
about his testimony of the Book of Mormon. He said
that “thousands came to inquire,”13 and in interview
after interview he boldly reaffirmed his original statements about seeing the angel, beholding the plates and
other Nephite artifacts, and hearing a voice from heaven.14
David was known as an honest, upright, hard-working,
and capable individual, and his stubborn integrity often
perplexed those who knew him well and yet were skeptical of the Book of Mormon. As historian Richard Anderson explained, “Relatively few people in Richmond
could wholly accept [David’s] testimony, but none
doubted his intelligence or complete honesty.”15

The Why

For a number of reasons, David Whitmer’s lifelong
testimony is uniquely valuable. For one thing, he was
the most interviewed of the Three Witnesses and often
seemed to go out of his way to fulfill his duty to testify of
the Book of Mormon.20 Whitmer’s consistent and persistent reaffirmations of his original testimony survive
in more than seventy interviews and statements recorded in his own writings and by those who personally discussed the matter with him.21

David was also known to correct those whom he felt
had significantly misrepresented his views. Especially
important is his clarification of the nature of the visionary experience shared by the Three Witnesses and Joseph Smith. Some individuals have tried to claim that
because there was a spiritual component to the vision,
that it was merely imagined or somehow less than real.22
On one occasion, a skeptical military officer suggest- To these concerns and misrepresentations, David exed, in David’s presence, that perhaps David had merely plained, “Of course we were in the spirit when we had
experienced some sort of hallucination. David, having the view, for no man can behold the face of an angel,
none of this, drew himself up and declared, “No sir! I except in a spiritual view, but we were in the body also,
was not under any hallucination, nor was I deceived! I and everything was as natural to us, as it is at any time.”23
saw with these eyes, and heard with these ears! I know
whereof I speak!” After encountering David’s bold testi- Perhaps the most powerful aspect of David Whitmer’s
mony, the officer admitted, “[O]ne thing is certain—no testimony is that he remained so absolutely committed
man could hear him make his affirmation, as he has to to his original statements, while at the same time being
us in there, and doubt for one moment the honesty and so completely separated from the Church. If David nevsincerity of the man himself. He fully believes he saw er had the vision he claimed, and if he felt slighted by
and heard, just as he stated he did.”16
Joseph Smith and other members of the church, then,
in the words of his grandson, he would have “had all to
On another occasion, James Moyle, a young lawyer, gain and nothing to lose” by telling the truth of the matcross-examined David Whitmer and pled with him to ter.24 Instead, with his dying breaths, David affirmed the
disclose any fraud or deceit about his testimony if any truthfulness of the Book of Mormon once and for all.25
existed. As Moyle put it, “I begged of him not to let me
go through life believing in a vital falsehood.”17 David’s Whatever his shortcomings may have been and whatreaffirmation left no doubt in Moyle’s mind that he was ever his personal reasons were for distancing himself
telling the truth according to his knowledge. After com- from the Church,26 his commitment to telling the truth
ing away from the interview, Moyle felt that it was “im- about his miraculous experience will forever define him
possible” for David Whitmer to have been insincere.18
as a man of integrity. After reviewing David Whitmer’s
contributions as one of the Three Witnesses, Anderson
Like Oliver Cowdery and Martin Harris, David Whit- concluded, “Impeccable in reputation, consistent in
mer remained true to his original convictions about the scores of recorded interviews, obviously sincere, and
Book of Mormon, even in the face of death. Nearly two personally capable of detecting delusion—no witness is
weeks before his passing, David declared that “if God more compelling than David Whitmer.”27
ever uttered a truth, the testimony I now bear is true. I
did see the angel of God, and I beheld the glory of the
Lord, and he declared the record true.”19
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