
PRAISE TO THE MAN 

By 

William W. Phelps 

 

More than any other LDS writer, William W. Phelps was responsible for setting the “tone” of early Latter-day Saint 

hymns. He wrote or arranged about thirty of the ninety hymns in the first LDS hymnal, published in 1836. He did not stop 

there, but wrote many more hymn texts throughout his long life, including fifteen in our current hymnal. Phelps was not a 

composer, but he had an uncanny knack for adopting existing tunes to his original or modified lyrics.  

 

Sadly, Brother Phelps went through a period of apostasy and fell away from the Church for a time. During the persecution 

of the Church in Far West, Missouri, in 1838, he gave false witness against Joseph Smith, which led to the Prophet and 

others being incarcerated in Liberty Jail. 

 

In about 1842, William W. Phelps came back to the Church. In a letter to the Prophet, he asked his forgiveness. This is the 

Prophet’s generous reply: 

 

Dear Brother Phelps: … 

You may in some measure realize what my feelings, as well as Elder Rigdon’s and Brother Hyrum’s 

were, when we read your letter—truly our hearts were melted into tenderness and compassion when we 

ascertained your resolves…    

Believing your confession to be real, and your repentance genuine, I shall be happy once again to give 

you the right hand of fellowship, and rejoice over the returning prodigal. … 

“Come on, dear brother, since the war is past, 

For friends at first, are friends again at last.” 

 

Just two years later, Brother Phelps was in Nauvoo when word arrived that the Prophet and Patriarch had been martyred. 

Devastated by the news, he returned home and penned the words to “Praise to the Man”. The tune he chose for it was 

called “Star in the East” – curiously, a Christmas song about the Three Wise Men. Phelps titled the poem simply, “Joseph 

Smith”. 

 

Phelps’ lyrics appeared in the Times and Seasons about a week after the martyrdom. It is not known if this hymn was sung 

at the funeral of the Prophet and Patriarch on June 29
th
, but it might have been. The image of twenty thousand Saints 

singing W.W. Phelps’ new words to this tune, brings chills to my heart. It was not the triumphant “Scotland the Brave” 

version we sing today, but a massive dirge as the Saints poured out their grief.  

 

- Kurt Kammeyer 

 

 



 


