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about, his place in it, and his role in the past and future. of history and do this through vicarious baptism for 
He has the answers-and he really does. Producing that dead kinsmen, and through endowments and sealings 
certainty are experiences and institutions like the tem- projecting the farmly forward to infinity. The temple 
ple, which takes the reality a Mormon lives with, calls it guarantees order in history and reduces the future to a 
true, necessary, and painful; shows the bliss that comes function of acts performed now. Since all the temple 
from being valiant in the face of it, takes the fear out of it rites use kinship as the basis for organization, every 
by immersing him in it inside the temple; and then participant is an ego and builds his world accordingly. 
sends the individual back out to start again. An individual does this only once for himself; all other 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has times he assumes the ego of a relative or even someone 
built eighteen temples from Switzerland to SZio Paulo, else's Felative. 
Hawaii to New Zealand. For a Mormon, the temple is as The work an individual does in the temple allows him 
close to the other-worldly as he can come on earth. The to be both a good Mormon and a success in the midst of 
temple is God's residence rather more than the local the antagonistic world, The Mormon lives successfully 
chapel where he does most of his worshipping and all of both in the world of outside chaos and the world of 
his congregation4 meeting. A Mormon visits a temple order within the Church. We can assume he does so 
once a month as a kind of norm, but may go every day, because, among other reasons, his temple experience 
or several times a year. He may also go much less shows and instructs him how to. Mormon successes in 
frequently than once a year. But he cannot be a good business, government, management, and finance are so 
Mormon and avoid the temple. well celebrated they do not need relating here. Mor- 

Mormons go through a series of rites in the temple mons handle the real world very well. Since the temple 
which guarantee them and their relatives, living and rites partake of heaven ("eternal things"), the transcen- 
dead, the rewards the Church promises in the next life. dental and  empirical are the highest things a living 
The ceremonies are long and complex, take the nature of Mormon can experience. This is puzzling in the face of 
initiation rites centering on the individual and his fam- Mormon worldly success. Many modem Christians, it 
ily, and do not center on the congregation. They are the can be argued, are quite successful in the world and 
most sacred and meaningful acts a Mormon can per- belive in tra11subStantiation, the efficacy of prayer, and 
form. the d t y  of magic. Yet what the Mormon experiences 

The individual goes through the temple for himself in the temple is more personal, coherent, more envelop- 
and is often accompanied by relatives-husband, wife, ing and, I would suggest, requires a bigger leap of faith 
and children. Socially it is a family experience in a very if only because it is so new and untraditional, so un- 
profound sense because the family ties are given eternal grounded in popular acceptance, and so all- 
permanence in the temple, but spiritually and encompassing. The temple rites are extravagantly sys- . 

tamtic in what they encompass of a person's life. They 
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cess comes not despite the peculiarity of the messages . 

D.C.," which appeared in The Importance of Material Things, Special received in the temple, but because of them. The mes- 
Publication Series, No. 2, 1977, published by the Society for Historical about the Me with something 
Archaelogy . unempirical, but the way those messages are delivered 
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One Mormon, no doubt speaking for 
many others, said, "It's like going to 

heaven, and coming back again." 

is very empirical and in fact forms the basis for what a 
Mormon takes from the temple in order to deal success- 
fully with daily life. There are several real messages. The 
first focuses, as already suggested, on the family but 
stresses the individual. Recall the silence of the temple 
(Mormons cannot talk about it outside even with each 
other, and must remain silent during the ceremonies). 
The emphasis is on meditation and reflection. Discus- 
sion in the temple is usually with a spouse or son or 
daughter. Individuals, knowing they are closer to God 
here, sometimes have visions, and revelations, some- 
thing Mormons are entitled to concerning themselves 
and their families. Ceremonies are small and culminate 
in securing one's own or relative's place in the family for 
the next life. The whole takes place in the multitudinous 
vastness of this very broken up and isolated building. 
There is no emphasis on what is going on for anyone 
else, anywhere else and, indeed, there is no real way to 
find out. The individual is alone but never lonely. He is 
encouraged to resolve issues and questions of deep con- 
cern. There is no discussion and certainly no checking 
on either the questions or the answers taken away from 
the ceremonies. Answers to personal questions derived 
from inspiration could no more be questioned than a 
person's right to pray for them. All this is sponsored in 
the temple, and coincides with much other Mormon 
speculating and theologizing at a personal level in Sun- 
day schools and sacrament meetings. It is interesting 
here because of the high level of idiosyncratic interpreta- 
tion guaranteed to Mormons on spiritual matters. 

Mormons have invented a very diffuse system in 
which each believer takes the Reformation injunction 
that every man be his own priest and moves a step 
further, namely, that he be his own theologian as wen. 
This is a complex theme that cannot be developed here 
except to say that such a system of idiosyncratic mean- 
ings needs careful sponsorship and equally careful con- 
trol. Its sponsorship comes in the many settings for and 
prescriptions to discuss the meaning of the faith in 
terms of everyday problems. It comes in the way ego 
must be fitted into the whole in the temple. Personal 
construction of meaning can proliferate freely only if, in 
addition to its being encouraged, it is not seen as being 
in conflict either with what other Mormons believe or 
with other segments of itself. 

The particularity of the temple and its many isolated 
chambers preface and help guarantee the particularity of 
beliefs which can be found from Mormon to Mormon. 
The categories or compartments which exist in any one 
Mormon's world view and in which he holds incompat- 
ible ideas apart from each other are all licensed in the 
temple. Incompatible ideas stem from any system which 
involves secret oaths, private knowledge, ongoing reve- 
lations, and visions from the beyond. It stems from 
believing in Biblical literalism and ongoing revelation; 
from holding alleged racial attitudes and backing civil 
rights for all; from opposition to evolutionary biology 
and believing in the evolution of knowledge; from spon- 
soring sexual prudery while frankly enjoying sex in pri- 
vate. This amounts to saying that Mormons like all be- 
livers must juggle discrepancies and contradictions, but, 
unlike most other Christians, they must do it individual 
by individual without professional thinkers to invent 
syntheses from them. 

The highly compartmentalized and much commented 
on mode of thought that results from this is as much 
reflected in the temple as it is sponsored by the way the 
rituals operate. The cognitive principle behind all this is: 
close but mutually exclusive categories. 

Any culture's mode of thought obviously must consist 
of categories and oppositions, but it is how they are 
combined that gives rise to the difference between 
groups. Mormon categories are exceptional in two 
ways. They are often at variance with and contradictory 
to the categories of American society. Furthermore, they 
are, in a system which depends on revelation for its 
logic, frequently at odds with themselves. This does not 
make the system unique-in fact it probably accounts 
for its considerable strength-but it makes the position 
of any individual Mormon more sensitive to the cogni- 
tive adjustments the world demands than ordinary 
Americans have to be. Non-Mormons are not forced at 
every turn to compare their notions to those of some 
superior power. Further, there are masses of clever 
people whose job it is to juggle any discrepancy when it 
appears. The Mormon must face this individually. He is 
very good at it, is given a lot of practice, and in the 
temple rites is shown how to hold the world together. 

What clashing categories do Mormons bring to the 
temple? Mormons are encouraged to bring their per- 
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sonal problems to the temple; all expect deeply personal 
and integrating experiences there. There are other ex- 
pectations as well. Originally, of course, Mormons ex- 
pected the Millennium momentarily and to some extent 
they still do. The crisis of that non-event as well as of 
continuing persecution are also brought to the temple. 
So, to some extent one comes to the temple with some- 
thing on one's mind. Consider then the pressures the 
ordinary Mormon is under in his day to day life, pres- 
sures no more acute than those arising from having to 
make sense of the world within a religion which has 
been most public about its most spectacular differences 
with America (polygamy and the place of the black). 
Then match these against what actually happens in the 
sacred ceremonies. 

Consider then what is going on for the Mormon in the 
temple. He brings expectations of profound experience 
and sometimes specific problems to be solved. Narrated 
before him by supernatural personages is the whole of 
human history comprising the creation, fall, and redemp- 
tion of man. At one point there is actually verbal and 
physical contact with God himself and then God invites 
the purified to enter and experience heaven. Through- 
out the narrations people are listening to Adam, God 
the Father, and Christ talk, not as read by a reader out of 
the Gospels, but by people playing the heavenly beings. 
And for additional emotional impact the audience over- 
hears private, off-stage conversations between God, 
Christ, Peter, and others making plans to redeem man 
based on his worthy performance. One Mormon, no 
doubt speaking for many others, said, "It's like going to 
heaven, and coming back again." Mormons clearly 
know they have neither talked to God personally nor 
been in heaven, but they talk as though they have ex- 
perienced something quite real, not a set of elaborate 
metapors. What does the drama mean? How does it 
highlight ego and his place in the eternal family? And 
what does it do to allow a Mormon to live successfully 
and happily in a world so at odds with his religion? 

I think the place to seek an answer is in Levi-Strauss' 
analysis of myth in The Effectiveness of Symbols (1963: 
186-205). 

Levi-Strauss tells how a woman undergoing difficult 
childbirth was treated by a shaman who told her a myth 
of a gigantic struggle, a telling which eased and deli- 
vered the birth. Levi-Strauss likens the relationship be- 

tween the pregnant woman and the shaman to that 
between a patient and a psychoanalyst. The shaman 
invites the woman to be absorbed in the myth, to ex- 
perience the genuinely intense but abnormal pain she is 
feeling, pain which the shaman tells her is part of the 
struggle of the supernaturals elaborated in the myth. By 
allowing the women to come to terms with, and to fully 
experience the pain and tension of her situation, the 
shaman eases the birth. By listening to the myth of 
violent and gargantuan struggle, a struggle which, ac- 
cording to the myth, is being played out in her loins 
right now, the woman can give free development to the 
conflicts and resistances inherent in her situation and can 
do so in a way allowing for their resolution. Levi- 
Strauss suggests that all this is effective even though the 
role of speaker is reversed with the therapist talking and 
the patient listening. 

There are three elements involved in this analysis: (1) 
the individual who is experiencing some troublesome 
conflict, (2) the recitation to this involved audience of a 
conflict of transcendent importance which is being 
played out right now inside him or her, and (3) a trans- 
ference relationship between listener and speaker. 

Reflecting back now on the temple rites, recall that 
Mormons enter the temple under two simultaneous 
conditions. They come there expecting a deeply moving 
experience, one which is personal and fulfilling. Any 
Mormon entering the temple will also face two other 
problems, these being his general reason for doing tem- 
ple work. He faces the problem, as does his whole 
church, of redeeming all those generations of mankind 
who lived before the "restoration of the Gospel," i.e. 
before the advent of Mormonism. This problem is 
double-faceted: why was the Church founded so late in 
time? and why were previous generations excluded 
from it? 

The second paradox which every Mormon faces just 
because he is Mormon and incidentally because he is a 
Christian as well, is the non-event of the Millennium. 
The Prophet Joseph unambiguously promised the Sec- 
ond Coming before the generation to whom he was 
speaking passed away. Mormons are allowed very free 
personal rein in suggesting when Christ will return to 
earth and many expect to see him in their lifetime. 
Nonetheless Christ has not come and Joseph's genera- 
tion has passed away. That problem is doubly poignant 



The temple isolates the individual, 
resolves that isolation, but does so only 

because the Second Coming would establish a bliss that 
would show both the triumph of the Church and an end 
to its persecution, the latter being something Mormons 
still dwell on and from time to time genuinely experi- 
ence. 

The effectiveness of reciting a myth about a blissful 
future to a congregation disappointed in its millennia1 
hopes has been pointed out by John Gager in an il- 
luminating analysis of the Book of Revelation, St. John's 
Apocalypse. The telling of the myth about the Millen- 
nium to a group who expects it immediately, allows the 
group, in Gager's use of Levi-Strauss, to experience 
directly and thus to resolve the conflict between the 
promised coming and its non-fulfillment, and between 
continued persecution and unarrived bliss. In the tem- 
ple experience, if he believes what he is hearing, the 
Mormon is hearing a level of reality not present even in 
Revelation. 

I have suggested two sets of problems any Mormon 
faces when going through the temple: the problem of 
saving the past and guaranteeing the future on one 
hand and, on the other, specific problems which derive 
from experiencing the arbitrariness and incoherence of 
the world, especially as it conflicts with Mormonism. 
The degree to which this consciously presses on a Mor- 
mon must vary a great deal and it is quite possible that 
most Mormons enter the temple without specific 
awareness of any strong problem in particular. 
Nonetheless, every Mormon is aware of the fact that he 
is different from all other Americans, and that those 
differences, while central to his religion and well being, 
are peculiar and often invite persecution. The Mormon 
then goes through an emotionally compelling ritual 
which narrates his basic fear, rejection by his Father, a 
consequently chaotic world, the tremendous power of 
the world's temptations, the great fear that he cannot 
remain steadfastly separate against them, and the hor- 
rendous punishments awaiting him outside the faith. 
He is treated to reunion with his dead relatives, perma- 
nent union into the next life with his closest kin; he 
enjoys the company of God and enters what can only be 
regarded as a foretaste of eternal bliss. A whole set of 
the profoundest crises are faced for what they are, with 
their full implications for all to see. 

The temple context is one of several where a Mormon 
can work out the paradoxes created by the way he sees 

to plunge the individual back into it 
again when the ceremonies 

are over. 

the world. Here he overcomes time to experience both 
past and future, and overcomes space to experience 
spirit persons dwelling in another world. By experienc- 
ing such a melting of categories into each other the 
Mormon can tolerate the incoherence and arbitrariness 
he lives with daily. His own mode of thought seems to 
be to hold onto incommeasurable notions, notions 
which are all  quite essential to existence. The separa- 
tion, although part of living a good Mormon life, creates 
a tension that is resolved through the temple rites. The 
resolution can be only temporary since Mormons cannot 
change the world or their place in it. Both their place in 
it, a subordinate one given their status as a religious and 
economic minority, and the success they have made in 
exploiting their position, exert some pressure to main- 
tain things as they are. Since Mormons are very Ameri- 
can and very Mormon, and since to be Mormon is to be 
both suspicious of America and to be very American, 
any Mormon may love his society and be in rebellion 
against it at the same time. He is perforce divided and 
lives in society and apart from it, he must live in and 
think about very close but exclusive categories. And if 
the categories are not maintained, his distinctness is 
eliminated and his identity along with it. Lost would be 
his ability to adjust to the demands of being a member of 
a minority, in short, his way of earning a living. 

Now, reflecting back on the temple, we can see that 
the experience connected with it keeps a person a whole 
individual by helping him resolve the tensions of being 
Mormon, which in turn allows him to continue using 
the same conflicting categories that come h m  daily life, 
categories which make his participation possible in the 
first place. All this categorization, the very close but 
exclusive categories are seen in the physical aspect of 
the temple: the compartments, the floors, the lockers, 
the lighted maps showing which of the many rooms are 
in use, the multitude of towers and the silence. All this 
planning can now be understood in terms of the general 
cognitive principle that informs Mormonism: close but 
mutually exclusive categories. The temple isolates the 
individual, resolves that isolation, but does so only to 
plunge the individual back into it again when the cere- 
monies are over. Unlike psychotherapy and Levi- 
Strauss' childbirth myth, the tensions of life are addres- 
sed but not eliminated in the temple. The future cannot 
be changed but merely assured or perhaps glimpsed. 
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