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Mormonism, Death, Salvation, and Exaltation

The Mormon Culture of Salvation :
Force , Grace , and Glory , by Douglas
J. Davies (Aldershot, U.K.: Ashgate,
2000), 302 pp.

Reviewed by Marie Cornwall, Profes-

sor of Sociology, Brigham Young Uni-
versity.

Douglas Davies "gets" Mor-
monism, as demonstrated by his latest
book. This book is not his first. Mor-

mon Spirituality : Latter-day Saints in
Wales and Zion was published in 1987
and is also a must for scholars inter-

ested in understanding Mormonism.
Davies approaches Mormonism from
a unique point of view, one that de-
rives from his interest in death (see his

Death , Ritual and Belief published in
1997). The Mormon Culture of Salva-
tion, he tells us, grew out of his inter-

est and previous research on death.
But this new book is about much more

than death. The reader is continually
drawn away on other adventures that
reveal nuances of the Mormon experi-
ence that are not typically addressed
in religious scholarship. For example,
at one point Davies leads the reader
into analysis of embodiment; explor-
ing embodiment in relation to the tem-

ple, as well as in domestic (home and
family) and community (ward) living.
Later, in an attempt to describe the op-

eration of power, charisma, and au-
thority within the modern bureau-
cracy, he offers up various phrases as
carriers of the root paradigm of Mor-
mon authority: "the mantle," "the
keys," "the brethren," "the calling,"
and "the Church," "the Prophet," "the
Temple."

Drawing from the embodiment lit-
erature of the social sciences, Davies

argues that the body is central in the
human process of self-understanding
and that religion offers particular ritu-

als, meanings, and behaviors to its ad-
herents as markers of commitment, be-

longing, and authority. Borrowing
from Pierre Bourdieu's notion of habi-

tus (a generative principle that under-
lies and expresses cultural practice),
Davies focuses on four gestures: the
temple garment, testimony giving,
laughter, and voting (sustaining of of-
ficers in the church). These four, he ar-

gues represent a range of behaviors,
"almost as a test of whether it is plausi-

ble to suggest that an underlying Mor-
mon principle of life and action can be
discerned" (p. 119).

Davies recognizes that one cannot
fully capture the essence of Mor-
monism without articulating the sig-
nificance of the temple and temple rit-

ual. He knows he is dealing with
sacred rituals and practices and re-
mains objective and respectful in the
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process. He understands that in the
symbolic sense the chapel is this-
worldly and "for time." But the temple

"mediates between time and eternity,
between the pre-existence, earthly ex-
perience and the post-mortem realm of

the afterlife" (pp. 73-74). For this rea-
son, Davies fills a significant gap in
writings about the Mormon experi-
ence. For most scholars, the temple
and its rituals are out of range, but
Davies has been able to breach the
walls of sacred space and to articulate
within a social scientific framework

why temples are central to the Mor-
mon experience.

Many may argue with Davies's hy-
pothesis that the uniqueness of Mor-
mon doctrine concerning death derives
from Joseph Smith's preoccupation
with the death of his brother Alvin.

Concern with the dead, he argues, led
to the development of a theology that
distinguished between salvation and
exaltation, the creation of temple ritu-

als that offered Latter-day Saints the
opportunity to do temple work on be-
half of their deceased ancestors (in-
cluding baptism for the dead), and be-
liefs that deceased Latter-day Saints
were engaged in missionary activity in
the spirit world. The significance of all
this is that Mormonism affords a sense

of transcendence over death "at a time

when many Protestant, and even some
Catholic, views of the afterlife are in

decline. . ."(p. 103).
In the final chapters of the book,

Davies addresses whether or not Mor-

monism has the potential to achieve the

status of world religion. The question
derives from Rodney Stark's prediction

that Latter-day Saint membership may
reach upwards of 265 million by the

year 2080. But Davies cautions that
size of membership alone is insuffi-
cient for achieving world religion sta-
tus. Mormonism may achieve world re-

ligion status to the extent that it
possesses the key attribute shared by
other religious movements: "a belief
and ritual of death-conquest" (p. 5). His
final chapter examines the footholds
and footfalls inherent within Mor-

monismi doctrines and practices that
may or may not bring about world reli-

gion status.

This book is a must for anyone
engaged in scholarship that places
Mormonism on the landscape of reli-
gious studies. However, this is not a
book without problems. The book is
not a linear treatment - a logical pro-
gression from one point to another. In-

stead, it weaves a complex web, and
sometimes that web takes the reader

far afield. Davies is eclectic, using the
writings of Max Weber, Marcel
Mauss, Clifford Geertz, and Bourdieu.
But if the reader doesn't know who

these theorists are and why their judg-

ments are important, the points Davies
wants to make may be lost. This is not
a book for the uninformed: Davies
writes to an audience that is well
versed in the scholarship of compara-
tive religion and religious studies.

The everyday life of Mormonism
is slighted, as is the lived experience
of women. Given the fact that he
claims a phenomenological approach,
the lack of attention to the lived expe-
rience of Mormonism is odd. He relies

heavily on historical accounts and
readily admits his extensive use of the
Encyclopedia of Mormonism pub-
lished by the church in 1992. Perhaps
he should spend a few Sundays in a
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"real" ward with crying babies and
nursing mothers, and he needs one or
two visits to the Primary. Maybe then
he would realize that the uniqueness
of Mormonismi culture of salvation is

not just how it deals with death. Pre-
mortal existence and birth are as es-

sential to understanding Mormon sal-
vation and exaltation as is death. Be-

cause he focuses only on death, he
captures only half the story. In the
end, however, this book is innovative

and makes an important contribution
to scholarship on Mormonism.

Mormon Polygamy and the American Constitution

The Mormon Question: Polygamy and
Constitutional Conflict in Nineteenth
Century America, by Sarah Barringer
Gordon (Illinois Press, 2002), 337 pp.1

Reviewed by Kathleen Flake, Assis-

tant Professor of American Religious
History, Vanderbilt University.

The Mormon Question is a good book:
smart, amusing and yet sensitive to
pathos, full of new insights about an
old subject - the clash of Mormon
polygamy and American law. Sarah
Barringer Gordon has taken the famil-
iar one-sided story of a particular
church's capitulation to the nation and
shown the story's other side: the effect

of the antipolygamy campaign on the
nation - on all its churches and even
its constitutional order. The Mormon

Question portrays a period of water-
shed change in the constitutional world

of American religion when the ante-
bellum ordering of law and religion
was abandoned for the order we know

and take for granted today, a world of
limited local sovereignty and federally
regulated religious conduct. In short,
Gordon has used the nineteenth cen-

tury "Mormon Question" to demon-

strate the reciprocal influences of law
and religion, doing so in a manner that
helps us understand both better. In the
process, she fulfills the book's intro-
ductory promise to discuss "religion,
sexuality, slavery, moral relativism,
freedom, consent, democracy, women's
rights. . .[as well as] the relationship of
political legitimacy to private stric-
tures of governance and state control
over marriage, as well as the moral
meaning of religious liberty and sepa-
ration of church and state" (p. 12).

The Latter-day Saints' half cen-
tury of civil disobedience and their
eventual domination by the federal
government is central to the accepted
narrative of Mormon history. Typi-

cally the story is told in terms of
Protestant reform winners and Latter-

day Saint losers, and, certainly, the
juggernaut of successively more puni-
tive anti-polygamy statutes between
1862 and 1887 seems to justify this
conclusion. The effect of these statu-

tory provisions on the Mormons has
been analyzed by many historians.
Gordon's singular contribution is to
consider the effect of these coercive

legal measures on the nation at large
and religious liberty in general. Not

1 . Portions of this review were given at the annual meeting of the American Academy of Re-

ligion, 2002.


