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O N the eighth of April, 1843, in a windy grove at
I Nauvoo, Joseph Smith spoke to his people about
John’s Book of Revelation. Explaining the

difference between John’s writings and passages of
Daniel and Ezekiel, Joseph observed that the old
prophets "do not declare that the[y] saw a beast or beasts,
but that the[y] saw the image or figure of a beast. They did
not see an actual bear or Lion but the images or figures
of those beasts. The translation should have been ren-
dered ’image’ instead of ’beast’ in every instance where
beasts are mentioned by the Prophets. But John saw the
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actual beast in heaven.
As he said this, Joseph could surely not help recalling

his own visionary experiences, perhaps even back to the
now renowned "First Vision"--an occurence that would
later represent for most Saints the very birth of the
latter-day gospel. Joseph had not been so careful with his
terms in describing the appearance of the Father and the
Son as he was about the appearance of so many beasts. In
that earlier grove in Palmyra, had he envisioned by the
Spirit or had he been, in fact, visited by God and Christ?
While he wrote to John Wentworth of being"enwrapped
in heavenly vision," in another place he said that "the
Lord opened the heavens unto me.’’2 Was there a
difference here such as he had found between the
visionary beasts of the Hebrew prophets and the real
heavenly beasts John saw? Had Joseph seen the actual or
the image?

Across the sea, two months before Joseph spoke in
Nauvoo’s grove, Ludwig Feuerbach wrote a preface to
the second edition of his Essence of Christianity which
contained a modern application of the same kind of
distinction Joseph made: Feuerbach wrote that the
people of his era preferred "the image to the thing, the
copy to the original, the representation to the reality,
appearance to being.’’3 He, like his American
contemporary, was heir to a view of the world that
distinguished between image and reality.

Interestingly, both Joseph and Herr Feuerbach were
speaking and writing just at the moment when Louis
Daguerre was entering his heyday of image-making.
Forsaking painting in favor of his new photographic
process, Daguerre soon mesmerized the Western world
with the most exact of representations. The age of
mechanical image reproduction--what we sometimes
call "the media age"--was waiting in the wings. This
new era, our era, would offer media with powerful
ritualistic and religious forces and begin to blur the clear
distinction between image and actuality.

Image-making Media
Two things separated the new medium of

photography from old image-making media. First was
the conquest of exactitude. The perfect accuracy of
image that portrait painters, engravers, and sculptors
had tried through skill and cultivated craft to achieve
was now a job for hirelings.

The second triumph of the new medium was what
Paul Valery called the conquest of ubiquity. For not only
could objects be turned into images by mechanical
means, but the images so made could also be copied and
sent anywhere. The original object, the actual, became in
Valery’s words "a kind of source or point of origin whose
benefits will be available.., wherever we wish. Just as
water, gas, and electricity are brought into our houses
from far off to satisfy our needs in response to a minimal
effort, so we shall be supplied with visual or auditory
images, which will appear and disappear at a simple
movement of the hand, hardly more than a sign."4 The
actual, transformed into these vagrant images, thus
loses its specific location in space and time. All boundary,
all enclosure dissipates. The twin conquests of
exactitude and ubiquity gave the new media---
photography first, and later movies, sound recording,
and broadcasting--their power to confuse the actual and

the image.
The Church has been far from oblivious to the new

media. On the contrary, it has embraced them as heartily
as has the world, and often for the same purposes. One
reason the world employs these media, for example, is to
cope with the overriding condition of modern man, what
Ortega y Gasset simply calls "plenitude," that sense of
fullness to the world, the spectre of the multitude in
every locale.5 In other words as society becomes more
crowded, life becomes more chaotic. Exactitude and
ubiquity give electronic media the power to organize and
make sense out of this chaos. Similarly, the Church faces
its own problems of plenitude: Spencer W. Kimball, in
his first conference address as President of the Church,
said that "our greatest problem is our rapid growth.’"
Such growth destroyed the true faith anciently as
leaders found it impossible to prevent an increasingly
large body of people from "transgress[ing] the laws,
[and] chang[ing] the ordinance[s]" (Isa. 24:5). Aware of
this danger, the Church seems to have embraced the
standardization offered by the new media as the ideal
solution to such chaos. The kingdom is made safely
homogenous by clothing the body of Christ with
electronically and mechanically produced images.

Media as Ritual
But the standardization provided by reproductive

media is only part of a larger process: The profusion of
uniform images in the temple, in the chapel, and in the
Saints’ homes serves a ritual function. The profuse
becomes the sacred, that which creates order from
chaos, "cosmicizes" the international Church, and fills
unpatterned space with divine patterns.

For, when we speak of "ritual," we mean something by
which we can imitate the divine pattern of things in
order to achieve it. We seek by ritual to find the
regularity beneath the random surface of life; we
attempt to reveal and embody what really is, the "being"
behind "becoming." In ritual, to quote Eliade, "reality is a
function of the imitation of a celestial archetype."6 Too,
ritual gives us power over the unruly course of time. In
the repetition of sacred gestures and the reenactment of
mythic happenings, time submits to a fixed order of
events and becomes indefinitely recoverable and
infinitely repeatable.

Just as archaic man acts out his rites, modern man
takes pictures. He pursues the beautiful, the ideal, and
when he finds it, he "shoots" it (the ultimate taming). At
the aim of a camera the actual is brought down into a
fixed image. Like ritualistic temple and city building,
photography helps us to "take possession of space in
which [we] are insecure’’7 by turning that space into
small, manageable objects. The photo frame, like the
building frame, and for the same reasons, attempts to
give a regular shape to existence. Moreover,
photography ritualistically seizes hold of time and
reduces it to a set of images to which we may continually
refer. These images objectify our memory. They
preserve the details of youth long after old age has set in,
and make our pleasant hours tangible that they may
provide refuge during our unpleasant ones.

The Church, scant in its own liturgy, takes a great
many pictures for us, mass-reproducing them in a
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stream of booklets, manuals, and magazines. Certain
images prevail: photographs usually capture families at
home, teenagers engaged in wholesome activities
(study, sports, helping neighbors), priesthood holders
doing Church assignments, women doing "womanly"
things, General Authorities, popular religious paintings,
and Church buildings, especially temples.

Pictures of temples fill an essential symbolic role in the
Church, one almost as important in the Saints’ everyday
lives as the temple itself. For once we have taken a
snapshot of a temple we have taken control over a
portion of sacred space; by hanging it on the wall or
putting it into an album we incorporate the sacred space
into the house space. Unfortunately, mass-reproduced
photographs of sacred objects like temples, especially
photographs taken from inside them and distributed in
booklets to temple-goers and tourists alike, leave
stumbling blocks for the psyche. 1 have given names to
two related obstacles: the disruption of sacred space and
the waning of the aura.

Disruption of Sacred Space
Everything that represents tries to inspire awe of the

original. A photograph does this as much as or more
than any representation: we often have to validate an
event or object by photographing it, because "the
camera doesn’t lie." The camera records light as it is; it is
legal, court-sanctioned evidence of what is. But a
photograph is more than just a representation; it is also a
fragment or relic of the original. It is built from light
particles that have emanated from the object itself; it is
like the skin of an onion or of a shedding snake. A
photograph thus attains its power by a kind of
sympathetic magic, for it proves by its very existence
that it has been near to its subject. When we view a
photograph we experience sensations akin to those we
would experience in the original’s presence, because we
are only once removed from that presence. Elizabeth
Barrett wrote of this as early indeed as 1843. On a
Daguerrotype of a friend, she wrote, "it is not merely the
likeness which is precious in such cases--but the
association and the sense of nearness involved in the
thing.., the fact of the very shadow of the person lying there
fixed forever! It is the very sanctification of portraits I
think."s

The inside of a temple must be holy ground. Temple
space is space that has been consecrated and made stable
by being symbolically aligned with the heavenly pattern
and blessed with the presence of God. Its walls shut out
the uncosmicized world: Within those walls we find true
enclosure. When the appearance of that enclosure is, in
effect, stencilled by photography into thousands of
books and pamphlets, so that we may examine and
contemplate them at will, sacred space is disrupted. The
profusion of images copied from the actual object, turn
the temple inside out and return us to chaos. The
consecrated space of the temple is turned into an
image--not to mention reduced, cropped, and so on--for
the consumption of the profane world, literally the
world "outside the temple." Furthermore, being within
the temple is an experience for which we must be
recommended and initiated; photographs leave
consecrated space on display for all. That the stewards of
the temples themselves should market these

photographs is a singular irony. For while we are
enjoined to speak little of the temple outside its walls,
each picture is worth a thousand words.
Waning ot the Aura

The sensations evoked so powerfully by the accuracy
of the photograph may seem worth the disruption of
sacred space. Our desire to impart the blessings of being
inside the temple impels us to do everything possible to
excite others to want to come inside too. But each
photographic image we take from the temple is like a
layer of power skimmed off. The sensations evoked by
the image reduce or, at best, distort the sensations
evoked by the actual thing. The inspiration we feel from
a sacred image interrupts pure communion with the
original. This is especially true of a sacred image we see
many times before encountering its actual counterpart:
We are conditioned to respond to the image. After
repeated encounters with the medium we
subconsciously come to venerate it along with the object
being mediated. As a result, the representative medium
becomes a decoy. We lose the ability to wholly separate
image and actuality. Thereafter, when we encounter the
original object without the medium--for example, the
actual temple walls we have only seen in pictures--we
sense a great psychological gap, an abyss where the
absent medium once stood. It is just as a 1975 Polaroid
advertisement put it: "Suddenly you see a picture every-
where you look."

Thus, as we gain power over the temple by
photography, the temple’s aura begins to wane.
The Disembodied Voice

Of course, photography is not the only medium to
have ritualizing and religious effects on us. One truth
taught us within the temple is that the disembodied
voice, that speech whose mouth is "behind the veil,"
wields power. The scriptures confirm this. Most divine
communications come by a voice speaking without a
speaker who is seen. After the Fall, for example, Adam
and Eve heard "the voice of the LORD God walking in the
garden in the cool of the day." God called to them, while
Adam confessed, "I heard thy voice.., and I was afraid.’"
Later, God accused Cain upon the evidence that "the
voice of thy brother’s blood crieth unto me from the
ground."

Since the fall of man and the first murder, we grope
about in a shadow world, the divine all but lost to sight
yet present in the disembodied voice.~ Moses is called by
a voice from a flaming bush; Jesus’ call is confirmed by a
voice at his baptism, and again later, where some merely
thought that’"it thundered" (John 12:28-29). The Old
Testament Saul is called by a clear voice in the night; the
New Testament Saul is called by a voice in the day,
accompanied by a strange light. Joseph Smith, under-
standing the divine principle, harmonized both accounts
of Saul or Paul’s vision to show that the light could be
seen by all who were present, but the sacred portion, the
voice itself, was heard by Paul alone.

Radio incorporates the power of the disembodied
voice. The voice that we hear while "seeing no man"
obtains its influence over us because we have been
divinely programmed to respond to such a voice. This
quasi-divinity of the radio voice has been demonstrated
by certain political leaders such as Churchill, F.D.R., and
especially Hitler. The "golden age" of radio signalled a
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renewal of despotism because the medium itself
awakened impulses of obedience in our spirits.

Besides empowering the voice, radio enabled music to
reach the ears of all while leaving its source veiled,
thereby becoming the embodiment of heavenly music.
The ancients understood all music as a cosmic power.
The nineteenth-century Romantics tried to revive this
notion; Wagner, attempting what technology had not
yet devised, placed the Bayreuth orchestra in a pit in
order that the music would rise "like vapours rising
from the holy womb of Gala beneath the Pythia’s
tripod.’’10 Radio fulfilled this Romantic dream of music
with no visible source. In a bizarre twist of fate,
Wagner’s own Parsifal, which he never intended should
be performed outside the temple at Bayreuth, was the
first music ever broadcast over radio. His music gained
the mystic immanence he sought, but at the same time
the "sacred" enclosure of the Festspielhaus was dissolved.
In this instance, the sacred became the profuse.

As it pushed beyond the experimental stages, radio
programming achieved the regularity of liturgy. The
daily cycle of the wireless became a kind of monastic
office for profane man. Each day’s broadcasts had
standard personalities, programs, and repetitive
formulae (commercials). Each day had its schedule that
could be counted on. The week as a fixed cycle was re-
affirmed, each day and each hour of the day took on its
peculiar role in the culture. In this way, the radio listener
ritually possessed and controlled time.

Radio also became, in effect, "the prince of the power
of the air." Whether in music or in the spoken word,
radio’s voice was not still and small but ponderously
mighty. We may sense this transcendent power of radio
as we drive across the desert late at night tuned to a
strong signal: That signal becomes a supernatural point
of stability in the wilderness.

The omnipotence of radio is further apparent from its
very omnipresence. In a 1936 novel, for example, Rudolf
Arnheim described the reader of a book sitting and
listening while he reads:

Now there is silence except for slight noises and
cracklings, the reader closes the book and gets ready to
go ot~t, and suddenly an entirely different voice from the
loudspeaker announces that he will now hear
Beethoven’s 8th Symphony. The reader puts on his coat
and cuts off Beethoven’s introductory bars in the middle
by a pressure of his finger. But the music persists,
though more distant and raucous, drifting up the stair
from the hall-porter’s room. The reader nods to him as
he goes past, bangs the front door, but Beethoven
follows him down the street, loud and strident from the
shoemaker’s back room, softly from the second floor of a
villa, and braying across the market-place from a little
cafe--an acoustic relay race carried on from house to
house, everywhere, inescapable.

Busy and idle, rich and poor, young and old, healthy
and sick--they all hear the same thing.l~

With such language Arnheim forecasts the coming of
a cultural hell. The Church, on the other hand,
prophesied the triumph of Zion through the ubiquitous
voice of radio. Its omnipresence was a promise, not a
threat. For by radio the Church could leaven the masses
with its aural messages, just as it had with its visual
images, only with greater authority--the dominion of

the disembodied voice. By radio the Church could create
all that the word "network" implies: a structure in which
members could be interconnected and ultimately tied to
a single line. The broadcasting of general conferences
came close to achieving~ this with seemingly universal
meetings of the Saints. In these meetings the voices of
Church leaders took on the generalized authority of the
radio medium. Their strictures became more powerful
than if written on stone tablets, at least for the moment,
and their encouragement and humor became ever more
inspirational. To hear their voices at all was a miracle.
That sense of the miraculous present in the medium was
transferred to the Church leaders who spok, e; how the
voices were heard enhanced what was being said.

The Impact of Television
Today, the miraculous descends to us in the guise of

television. This young medium arrived as a stepchild of
the automobile. It answers to our modern obsession
with rapid transit and the exhilaration of pure speed.
However, it does not bring us into the world, but (to
quote a CBS slogan) brings the world home to us. It has
become the principal medium of news, showing us
pictures of far-off events and telling us about them--
always in the quickest, most simplistic way.

The way we watch television--I should say half watch--
suggests that deep involvement with the images is not
part and parcel of the medium. The latest pocket and
wristwatch televisions should demonstrate that
television is above all a medium of convenience: Its weak
images, lacking the sharp definition of a good film, are a
way of getting a few essentials without fussing over
details. It gives an encyclopedic, if not rankly text-
bookish, vision of the world--the highlights without the
nuances, the bones without the flesh.

The Church uses television in several ways: to grasp
at greater accuracy in representation during conference
broadcasts; to send forth inspirational commercials that
teach principles in the way best suited to television--
catch phrases, lightning-quick portrayals of complex
situations, and so on; and to make video tapes for Saints
throughout the world to watch. These tapes are the
modern versions of the tract; they are convenient, lively,
and simply stated. Because of the inattentiveness we
have cultivated toward television, such video religious
texts are not relied on to teach hard concepts or deep
theology. They best display gospel essentials. With the
force of low-definition, high-energy advertisements,
they stamp our minds with the eternal basic.

The Church’s interest in television has prompted
many articles, editorials, and conference addresses on
the subject. Two themes recur: First, television and
other media, when used by the Church, are explained as
a fulfillment of many prophecies. Second, in others’
hands, such media are said to have a capacity for massive
evil. In other words, new media techniques are accepted
without qualification as inspired by God; only co~lte~t is
believed to have significant effects on people. But in our
necessary preoccupation with communicating as
efficiently as possible, we usually neglect the fact that
humans experience media methods and techniques as
much as media content.

Consider, for example, what happens on those
occasions when we really do watch television. We put out
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the lights and focus on the frame of the glowing tube. At
such times television becomes what the poet Anne
Waldman calls a "surrogate moon.’’12 Man has a history
of staring at cosmic lights in the darkness--the moon,
the planets, and the stars. These lights evoke sensations
of awe and inspiration, and seem to speak directly to the
spirit. The ancients, for instance, studying the heavens
with a primal fascination, organized their star-gazing
into a science that tried to explain the expectancy they
felt from the lights of the sky. But along with this
wonder of celestial light came the terror of infinite
space. There was nothing so frightening as area without
bounds; it was the void, chaos. The recent capture of
electrical power represented an awesome taming of the
cosmic forces. Now man could replicate the sun,
however vaguely, and turn on the lights whenever he
wished. In real television wa~chinoe, we gaze at the lit tube
in an otherwise dark room, fascinated by the solitary
light but freed from the terror of infinite space. We keep
our moon indoors. The electric cord is a leash.

The medium of television affects us in other ways as
well. The television screen is bombarded by particles of
light, as are our own retinae by natural light. The
swirling dots of the television set, accompanied by their
hiss and soft, high ringing, gives us a controlled image of
pure energy: We feel the quiet power of electrons as they
are blown like a cloud of stars against the screen. The
pulsations hypnotize us into believing we are ingesting
this cosmic power. Light, for us, connotes truth; and a
dense concentration of light suggests a convergence of
truth. Our spirits are hence inclined to embrace the
images assembled by television light. The television
screen becomes like the mirror written of in the
scriptures, by which we"with open face beholding as in a
glass the glory.., are changed into the same image" (2
Cor. 3:18). That is, we look to it for a vision of celestiality
and become what we find. We are told of extreme
examples of this transformation on the television news
itself: people acting out some violence they saw on a
show because of the imposing power of the medium. But
we all live with subtler examples every day, hidden in
our conversations, our gestures, and our thoughts.
What television gives us we receive as an image in our
countenances.
Dangers

The modern media have supplanted and in some ways
superseded old forms of ritual in bringing order from
chaos. For this we may thank them, tentatively. Their
danger lies in their ability to rob us of both actual and
image--the worlds of matter and of imagination. As the
media more and more occupy our attention, we
surrender our sensory contact with people and with the
earth. A second veil falls on our minds; our senses are cut
off from the earth just as they have been from the
heavenly world. Ordinarily, when senses are deprived of
direct contact with material things, either by our own
choice or by others’, our minds devise images to fill the
void. The media not only distract our senses from the
things of the world that we can feel and smell and see
and hear and taste, but they then fill the void them-
selves. Our internally generated images are blocked or
curbed by outwardly imposed images. As Feuerbach
lamented, we yield up our perception of the actual for
the sake of images--images controlled by someone else’s

imagination and will. Instead of returning to reality or to
private imagination, we grasp at ultimacy in media
images (3-D, for example, or so-called multi-media). We
miss the feel of the actual but are unwilling to give up the
imposed images. What we must realize, for safety’s sake,
is that as media images roll into our minds, burdens roll
onto our shoulders. These are the burdens of
discernment, of choice, of temperance, and of clear
thinking.

There are two remarkable scriptural passages that
suggest what God intends for man in his sensory and
imaginary experience. The first was written by John,
who taught that "when [Christ] shall appear, we shall be
like him; for we shall see him as he is" (1 John 3:2). This
was, we presume, by that John who saw the actual
beasts--and people--living beyond the veil. Those were
not just images without substance, according to Joseph,
but beings to whose realm we should aspire. A second
scriptural promise, one of a very different sort, was
uttered by Joseph about William Law, who perhaps
failed to obtain its fulfillment. One hopes that others
may lay claim to it: "and he shall mount up in the
imagination of his thoughts as upon eagle’s wings"
(D&C 124:99). Here then is a confirmation and sanction
of the mind’s power to conceive its own images, and by
them to be propelled into new regions of truth. If we can
live for these promises of actuality and image, we may
rise in the last day to find ourselves blessed with feeling
bodies of flesh and bone, and minds just as solid.
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