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    At its core, Cowley’s Talks on Doctrine calls readers to anchor everyday living in revealed principles and a steady, communal pursuit of faith. Written by Matthias F. Cowley, a Latter-day Saint leader known for his religious instruction, this volume gathers discourses that aim to clarify belief and strengthen conviction. Rather than pursuing controversy or novelty, the book emphasizes coherence—how doctrines fit together to shape character, worship, and duty. Its focus is practical as well as theological, inviting readers to consider how conviction translates into habit and hope. The result is an accessible guide to belief as a lived, disciplined commitment.

The book belongs to the genre of religious non-fiction, presenting doctrinal talks and devotional reflections within the Latter-day Saint tradition. Compiled and circulated in the early twentieth century, it reflects concerns and emphases of its moment while speaking to perennial questions of faith and practice. Although its setting is the faith community that nurtured it, the work invites a broader audience to observe how doctrine functions in daily life—structuring prayer, service, and moral judgment. As a historical artifact and a devotional companion, it offers insight into the ways believers articulated, defended, and applied their convictions in a rapidly changing era.

Readers can expect a steady, instructive voice that privileges clarity over ornament and illustration over abstraction. Cowley’s approach is pastoral and forthright, speaking to lay readers who desire firm grounding in essentials and guidance for personal discipleship. The book offers a stepwise journey through fundamental issues without presuming specialized training, making it suitable for individual study or small-group discussion. Its mood is earnest and confident, aiming to reassure as it exhorts, and to explain as it encourages. The experience is less a tour of speculative theology than a coherent map for belief, worship, and the disciplines that sustain a covenantal life.

Cowley’s method is to illuminate doctrine by connecting it to scripture, to the life of the church, and to the responsibilities of believers. He moves from principle to practice, showing how teachings inform choices and how spiritual commitments gather meaning within a community. Authority and accountability are treated as mutually reinforcing realities, with doctrine positioned as both invitation and binding promise. The book’s pedagogy relies on repetition, summary, and application, allowing key ideas to take root. In this way, it models a form of instruction that prizes steadiness over spectacle and depth over breadth, guiding readers toward thoughtful, durable conviction.

Several themes emerge with particular force: the call to faith as a transformative trust; the shaping power of ordinances and sacred commitments; the role of revelation in clarifying duty; and the moral texture of everyday discipleship. The work situates individual growth within communal belonging, suggesting that doctrine finds its fullest expression in service, stewardship, and covenantal relationships. It invites readers to ponder purpose and destiny in light of divine promises, while acknowledging the work of perseverance that discipleship requires. Throughout, the emphasis falls on harmony—how individual conscience, scriptural understanding, and institutional guidance can align to produce integrity and hope.

For contemporary readers, the book’s relevance lies in its calm, coherent articulation of belief amid complexity. It proposes that conviction need not be strident to be strong, and that clarity can foster charity as well as resolve. Those interested in the history of Latter-day Saint teaching will find a snapshot of how core ideas were presented to lay audiences in the early twentieth century. Those seeking devotional nourishment will encounter counsel oriented toward prayerful action. And those studying religious communities more broadly may see how doctrine functions as a social bond, a moral compass, and a source of meaning in changing times.

Approached with patience and curiosity, Cowley’s Talks on Doctrine serves as both a gateway and a companion: a gateway to familiar teachings expressed with pastoral purpose, and a companion for readers intent on aligning belief with daily practice. It rewards reflective reading, especially when paired with personal study, discussion, and self-examination. Students of religion, members of the Latter-day Saint faith, and thoughtful seekers alike may find in its pages a disciplined appeal to conscience and community. In our moment of fragmentation, its steady tone and practical orientation offer a reminder that doctrine aims not merely to inform, but to shape, sustain, and orient a life.
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    Cowley's Talks on Doctrine presents a series of instructional addresses by Matthias F. Cowley, an early leader in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The book aims to set out core teachings in straightforward language, drawing frequently on the Bible, the Book of Mormon, and statements of Joseph Smith. Cowley frames his purpose as clarifying what he views as revealed religion and its authority. He begins by stressing the necessity of divine revelation and priesthood in true worship, introducing the idea of a general apostasy and a modern restoration. From this foundation, the subsequent talks proceed systematically through major Latter-day Saint doctrines.

In the opening sequence, Cowley explains the claim that primitive Christianity lost organization, authority, and gifts through apostasy. He contrasts creeds formed after the apostles with what he presents as biblical patterns, arguing that ordinances require authorized ministers. The narrative then turns to the Restoration under Joseph Smith, including accounts of angelic visitations, the translation of the Book of Mormon, and the formal organization of the church. Cowley emphasizes priesthood keys restored by heavenly messengers and the principle of continuing revelation through living prophets. These themes establish the framework for later chapters, which apply the restored-authority premise to doctrine, ordinances, and church governance.

With authority established, the talks address the nature of God and humanity. Cowley outlines the Latter-day Saint view of the Godhead as three distinct personages—the Father and the Son embodied, the Holy Ghost a personage of spirit—united in purpose. He presents humanity as the literal spiritual offspring of God, taught and tested in a premortal sphere. The text describes mortal life as a probation where agency operates, situating the Fall of Adam and Eve as a purposeful step that introduced opposition and growth. This section prepares for a treatment of redemption, linking human destiny and divine parentage to the need for Christ’s atoning sacrifice.

Central chapters discuss the Atonement of Jesus Christ as the means of overcoming both physical and spiritual death. Cowley affirms a universal resurrection while distinguishing between unconditional effects of the Atonement and blessings conditioned on obedience. He treats justification and sanctification as complementary processes, relating grace to covenantal faithfulness. The talks stress that salvation comes through Christ’s merits, made effective as individuals exercise faith, repent, and receive ordinances performed by proper authority. Moral agency is preserved throughout, and divine law is portrayed as enabling rather than restricting. From these principles, Cowley moves directly to the first principles and ordinances of the gospel.

Faith in Jesus Christ is presented as trust that leads to action. Repentance is explained as sincere change, restitution, and alignment with God’s commandments. Baptism by immersion for the remission of sins is described as essential, to be administered by those holding priesthood authority. The laying on of hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost follows, conferring companionship and spiritual gifts. Cowley underscores the covenantal character of these ordinances and the need to endure in discipleship. Regular sacrament observance is introduced as a renewal of covenants. This portion anchors individual conversion within a broader ecclesiastical order and prepares for discussion of priesthood organization.

Subsequent talks outline the Aaronic and Melchizedek Priesthoods, their offices, and duties. Cowley describes deacons, teachers, priests, elders, seventies, high priests, and apostles, noting how authority flows by ordination and keys. A living prophet and quorum of apostles are identified as stewards for church-wide revelation. Spiritual gifts—such as healing, tongues, prophecy, and discernment—are affirmed as contemporary and to be exercised with wisdom and order. Missionary work and the gathering of Israel receive attention, with Zion defined both as a people and a place. Church councils, discipline, and unity are treated as safeguards that preserve doctrine and charity in congregational life.

Turning to the temple, Cowley presents covenants and ordinances that bind families and extend salvation to the dead. He explains sealing authority, eternal marriage, and the doctrine that relationships can persist beyond mortal life. Vicarious ordinances, including baptism for the dead, are justified from scriptural precedents and framed as expressions of God’s justice and mercy. He outlines the resurrection and degrees of glory as part of a graded salvation, connecting exaltation to covenant fidelity. Practical commandments—chastity, honesty, tithing, Sabbath observance, and the Word of Wisdom—are taught as laws with spiritual and temporal benefits that prepare individuals to receive promised blessings.

The volume also addresses conduct in society. Cowley counsels obedience to civil law, industry, education, and peacemaking, encouraging Latter-day Saints to be dependable neighbors and citizens. Stewardship and consecration are introduced as governing principles for property and service, adapted to contemporary conditions through prophetic direction. Historical questions about distinctive practices are treated in the context of revelation and covenant loyalty, with emphasis on following current counsel. Family life, welfare, and community cooperation are given practical expression through local church programs and personal duty. The tone remains didactic rather than polemical, aiming to form character consistent with the theological claims already articulated.

In concluding sections, Cowley surveys prophecy regarding the last days, the Second Coming of Christ, and the Millennium. He situates present duties within an outlook of gathering, temple building, and global preaching of the gospel. Signs of the times are noted without sensationalism, functioning chiefly to motivate steadiness and hope. The book closes by reiterating the coherence of the plan of salvation: divine authority restored, truth revealed, ordinances administered, and disciples invited to follow Christ. As a whole, Cowley’s talks present a compact exposition of Latter-day Saint doctrine in an ordered sequence, intended to instruct, unify, and encourage consistent Christian living.
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    Cowley’s Talks on Doctrine emerged from the Intermountain West in the closing years of the nineteenth century and the opening decade of the twentieth, when Latter-day Saints in Utah, Idaho, Arizona, and the Mormon colonies in northern Mexico and southern Alberta navigated rapid legal, political, and social change. Salt Lake City—where many of Cowley’s discourses were delivered and circulated—was transforming from an insular territorial capital into a modern American city after Utah achieved statehood in 1896. The period saw intensified federal scrutiny of Mormon practices, the dedication of the Salt Lake Temple in 1893, and the reorganization of local and regional church governance as the community negotiated assimilation into the broader United States.

A long federal anti-polygamy campaign framed Cowley’s milieu. Congress passed the Morrill Anti-Bigamy Act in 1862, the Poland Act in 1874 restructured Utah’s courts, and the Edmunds (1882) and Edmunds–Tucker Acts (1887) criminalized cohabitation, stripped suffrage, and disincorporated the Church, with the Supreme Court upholding these measures in Reynolds v. United States (1879) and Late Corporation v. United States (1890). Raids, fines, and imprisonments from the 1880s disrupted family and ecclesiastical life. Cowley’s doctrinal talks, stressing priesthood authority, marriage theology, and obedience to divine law, mirror a community formulating identity and conscience under state pressure, clarifying how religious covenants related to shifting civil statutes.

The 1890 Manifesto and the 1904 Second Manifesto were decisive events shaping Cowley’s world. Under President Wilford Woodruff, the Church issued the 1890 Manifesto (publicly announced 25 September, accepted in General Conference 6 October) declaring an end to new plural marriages to comply with United States law, facilitating the return of seized property and opening the path toward Utah statehood (1896). Yet in the 1890s some plural unions—particularly outside U.S. jurisdiction in Chihuahua and Sonora, Mexico, or in Canada—continued, reflecting pastoral complexities and varied interpretations of policy during a transitional period. Mounting national scrutiny culminated in the U.S. Senate’s investigation of Apostle-elect Reed Smoot beginning in 1904. President Joseph F. Smith, responding both to the hearings and to lingering ambiguities, pronounced the Second Manifesto in April 1904, warning that anyone solemnizing or entering new plural marriages would face discipline. In 1905, amid this tightening policy, Apostles John W. Taylor and Matthias F. Cowley resigned from the Quorum of the Twelve, emblematic of the strain between prior practices and new institutional directives. Taylor would later be excommunicated (1911); Cowley experienced church discipline but ultimately had his fellowship restored in the 1930s. Cowley’s Talks on Doctrine reflects this crucible: its expositions on priesthood keys, prophetic authority, family order, and the hierarchy of covenants function as theological orientation for readers living through the redefinition of marriage practice. The work’s measured tone—grounded in scripture, prophetic statements, and institutional loyalty—signals an attempt to stabilize belief and ecclesiastical coherence while the Church unequivocally aligned its policies with national law.

The Reed Smoot hearings (1904–1907) placed Mormonism at the center of national debate over religion, citizenship, and party politics. The Senate Committee on Privileges and Elections took testimony exceeding three thousand pages, questioning Church influence in civil affairs, the oath-bound nature of temple rites, and whether post-Manifesto plural marriages persisted. President Joseph F. Smith’s March 1904 testimony affirmed institutional compliance and clarified personal practice. The Senate ultimately allowed Smoot to retain his seat in 1907. Cowley’s volume, circulating in this climate, underscores themes of lawful citizenship, ecclesiastical discipline, and the distinction between spiritual authority and civil jurisdiction.

Utah statehood on 4 January 1896 marked the legal and political integration of the Latter-day Saints into the nation, preceded by the dissolution of the Church-affiliated People’s Party and the anti-Mormon Liberal Party in 1891 and realignment into national Republican and Democratic parties. Women’s suffrage, granted territorially in 1870, revoked by the Edmunds–Tucker Act (1887), was restored in the Utah Constitution (1896). This reconfiguration reshaped civic identity, voting blocs, and public life. Cowley’s doctrinal counsel about community stewardship, moral reform, and governance resonates with these changes, translating nineteenth-century communal ideals into language compatible with state structures and national citizenship.

LDS colonization and transnational refuge also shaped the backdrop. Settlements in Colonia Juárez and Colonia Dublán, Chihuahua (mid-1880s), and Cardston, Alberta (founded 1887), provided havens for families affected by anti-polygamy enforcement. The Mexican colonies would later face upheaval during the Mexican Revolution (1912 exodus), but in Cowley’s era they symbolized religious persistence under legal constraint. Concurrently, temple-centered worship expanded with dedications at Logan (1884), Manti (1888), and Salt Lake (1893). Cowley’s discussions of temple ordinances, salvation for the dead, and gathering theology echo a people organizing sacred life across borders while negotiating national legal regimes.

National moral reform and women’s activism intersected with the Mormon question. The Ladies’ Anti-Polygamy Society of Utah (organized in 1878 by Jennie Anderson Froiseth) and allied reformers kept polygamy in the public eye, while organizations like the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union opposed what they viewed as threats to the American family. Simultaneously, Utah women exercised political voice, regaining suffrage in 1896 and participating in national suffrage networks. Progressive Era impulses toward standardizing morals and governance affected legislation and public sentiment. Cowley’s doctrinal emphasis on chastity, covenantal marriage, and domestic order can be read as an internal response, articulating a theological rationale for family life amid reformist scrutiny.

As social and political critique, the book defends minority religious conscience against majoritarian coercion while affirming lawful citizenship, thus exposing tensions between constitutional protections and cultural prejudice. By elevating prophetic stewardship, priesthood order, and covenantal family structures, it challenges narratives that reduced Latter-day Saints to caricatured lawbreakers, highlighting instead community discipline and moral accountability. Its careful differentiation of ecclesiastical and civil spheres critiques overreach in territorial governance and sensationalist investigations, while its stress on welfare, education, and mutual aid implicitly addresses class and regional divides that framed the Saints’ assimilation into the nation during the Progressive Era.
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Notwithstanding what has already been written upon the principles and doctrines of the Gospel of Jesus Christ as taught by the Latter-Day Saints, I feel an assurance that this little work will be received with no little pleasure and a great degree of satisfaction by members of the true Church, as well as those who are seeking light upon religious topics.

The style in which the articles comprised in this little volume are written, is pre-eminently plain, and peculiarly adapted to the reading public. Loaded as the articles are, with careful thought and numerous scriptural quotations and references, itself not only a thought gatherer but a thought generator, it will come as a valuable aid to our missionaries and theological organizations, and also to the many investigators throughout the civilized world. Truth in studied brevity has been aimed at, without seeking the least embellishment of diction.[1q]

With an intense desire to impart the truth to mankind as widely as possible, this little messenger is sent forth, trusting that it may prove a blessing to thousands who are as yet grovelling in darkness and superstition and lead them to the sunlight of truth.

THE PUBLISHER.

Chattanooga, Tenn., February, 1902.
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The subject of Apostasy occupies the minds of people of modern times but very little. This, however, is not surprising when we consider their views regarding the Church of Christ; for they claim a continuation of divine authority and the plan of salvation from the apostolic age to the present time, the idea prevailing among them being, that the Bible alone is a sufficient guide without immediate and continued revelation. In this respect, the position of the Latter-day Saints differs widely from that of all other religious organizations. The Saints bear no relationship to any, but declare in words of soberness, that our Heavenly Father has restored the Gospel by modern revelations to the Prophet Joseph Smith. This being true, there must have been a departure from the proper order of the Gospel.

To prove that this has been the case, we will refer to statements of Holy Writ. In II Peter i:20, it is said, "Knowing this first, that no prophecy of the Scripture is of any private interpretation, 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." The Savior said, when addressing His disciples: "And then shall many be offended, and shall betray one another, and shall hate one another, and many false prophets shall rise and deceive many, and because iniquity shall abound, the love of many shall wax cold.[2q]" (Matthew xxiv:10–12.)

To this testimony of Matthew, concerning the words of the Savior, in relation to the subject under consideration, there will be found the corresponding testimonies of Mark and Luke. It will be remembered also, that the testimony of the Lord was in answer to a very important question. When He had foretold the overthrow of the temple, His apostles asked Him: "When shall these things be, and what shall be the sign of Thy coming, and of the end of the world?" The appearance of false prophets; the deception of man; the martyrdom of the apostles; the betrayal of the Saints; the love of many waxing cold; the overwhelming prevalence of iniquity; the universal discord and contentions of the nations, all were prominent events to transpire before the advent of the Savior to reign in power and glory upon the earth. To this we will add the words of Paul: "Now we beseech you, brethren, by the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, and by our gathering together unto Him, that ye be not soon shaken in mind, or be troubled, neither by spirit, nor by word, nor by letter as from us, as that the day of Christ is at hand. Let no man deceive you by any means: for that day will not come, except there come a falling away first, and that man of sin be revealed, the son of perdition." (II Thes. ii:1–4.)

It is evident from the foregoing that some were likely to be deceived with regard to the time of His second coming. Paul, to prevent their being misled by false teachers who were likely predicting the Savior's advent, testified that there should come a "falling away first." The language is so pointed that one can readily see that nothing but a departure from the unchangeable plan of salvation could fulfill this prediction. We read in the Scriptures that "God hath set some in the Church, first apostles; secondarily, prophets," and other officers; all of whom were divinely inspired "for the work of the ministry," with spiritual gifts following the baptized believers. Only a short time elapsed, however, before these officers, principles, gifts and blessings, mentioned in the New Testament, were not to be found on the earth: and when we examine the religious institutions of the present time, these things, which God set in the Church, are not found, save with the Latter-day Saints. The present generation then, as those of many centuries past have been, are witnesses to the verification of the words we have quoted.

When Paul was about to depart from Miletus, he called to him the Elders of the Church from the city of Ephesus, and in his farewell address warned them, as appears in the following words: "For I know this, that after my departing shall grievous wolves enter in among you, not sparing the flock. Also of your own selves shall men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away disciples after them?" (Acts xx:29, 30.) As an evidence that this prophecy was being verified as early as the time of the apostle John's banishment on the Isle of Patmos, this appears in the second chapter of Revelations, first and fifth verses: "Unto the angel of the Church of Ephesus write: These things saith he that holdeth the seven stars in His right hand, who walketh in the midst of the seven golden candlesticks; Remember, therefore, from whence thou art fallen, and repent, and do the first works; or else I will come unto thee quickly, and will remove thy candlestick out of this place, except thou repent." By reading the second verse we discover that false teachers had arisen among the people, professing to be apostles, thus verifying the words of Paul. Following closely the context, we discover that similar reproofs were meted out to most of the branches of the Church in Asia, because they were departing from the truth.
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