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In his Socratic dialogue Phaedo, Plato offered a multi-layered argu-
ment for the immortality of the soul, claiming that the human
spirit belonged with the Forms—that is, the highest and most fun-
damental kind of reality as opposed to the “shadows” that human-
kind dealt with in the temporal world. Plato implied that the soul
existed before entering the body and that, if it properly purified it-
self from all attachment to bodily things, it would then return to
the intelligible world of Forms after death.1 The body in early Pla-
tonism, therefore, served as a temporary prison for the immortal
soul and, according to Phaedrus, came as a result of an undisci-
plined mistake and corresponding fall in humankind’s previous
existence.2 While Aristotle challenged and nuanced his teacher’s
demeaning of the world and human bodies, Western thought
largely engaged Plato’s belief for the following two millennia.

More than two thousand years after Socrates’s death, Mor-
mon apostle Parley Parker Pratt used the Greek sage as a straw-
man against which he presented a radically material afterlife. In
an essay written early in 1844 titled “The Immortality and Eternal
Life of the Material Body,” Pratt invoked the classic philosopher
as among those professing a temporary—and therefore, insuffi-
cient—view of the physical tabernacle and who therefore epito-
mized those who held the hope “of escaping with nothing but
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their spirits, to some immaterial world.” In Pratt’s theology, the
redemption of the spirit is only half of the eternal battle that Mor-
mons believed in: “One of the principal objects of our blessed Re-
deemer,” he claimed, “was the redemption of our material bod-
ies, and the restoration of the whole physical world from the do-
minion of sin, death, and the curse.” Pratt went on to postulate
the future potentialities of human bodies: a physical, supernatu-
ral resurrection of their bodily form, accompanied by celestial
glory added not only upon the immortal soul, but the immortal
tabernacle. “What kind of salvation then do we need?” he asked.
“I reply, we need salvation from death and the grave, as well as
from our sins . . . a salvation not only of our spirits, but of our
body and parts, of our f lesh and bones, of our hands, and feet and
head, with every organ, limb and joint.”3

The vast differences between the Platonic approach and
Pratt’s are readily apparent. The former viewed the body as a tem-
porary prison while absent from the intelligible world of Forms,
the latter as a vehicle to the salvation of a domestic heaven. In-
deed, these positions occupy opposite poles of a long-debated
spectrum, offering the extremes of how to religiously approach
corporality: Pratt’s radical materialism acts as a foil to the more
traditional duality of spirit and matter. While positioning Pratt
among later Christian writers collapses the contrast, LDS embodi-
ment still stands unique. Placing early Mormon theology of the
body within the larger Christian—and more importantly, antebel-
lum Protestant—context provides a unique vantage point from
which we can more fully understand its origins and implications.
This paper analyzes pre-Utah Mormonism’s views of embodi-
ment, both to better understand the development of early LDS
thought and also to place Mormon theology within its larger
culture.

Bodily Religions

In the last few decades, scholars of religion have given more
attention to the place of the body in religious thought. Indeed, as
religious critic William LaFleur notes, the academy has “moved
from recognizing that religion involves the body to acknowledg-
ing” that it plays a major role in religion, even to the point that
studies that do not involve the body in some way “now seem
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out-of-date.”4 Similarly, British religious studies scholar Richard
H. Roberts writes that “the body is . . . a core concern in world reli-
gious traditions, and the body as locus of experience, object of de-
sire, source of metaphor, and icon of self representation is a per-
vasive preoccupation of Western . . . culture.”5

The body is an especially apt lens through which to view theol-
ogy because it so penetrates religious thought, practice, and
symbology that its significance often goes overlooked. Not only
do many religious analogies employ the body for understanding,
but the body itself serves as a metaphor for an entire religious
construction. As religious anthropologist Mary Douglas noted
three decades ago, “Just as it is true that everything symbolizes
the body, so it is equally true that the body symbolizes everything
else.”6 Historians and religious scholars “cannot take ‘the body’
for granted as a natural, fixed and historically universal datum of
human societies,” wisely notes anthropologist Bryan Turner, be-
cause it “has many meanings within human practice, and can be
conceptualized within a variety of dimensions and frameworks.”
Instead, he continues, we must treat human conceptions of corp-
orality as another tool in understanding religious traditions and
their attempts to understand themselves and the world around
them. “The body, rather than being a naturally given datum, is a
socially constructed artifact rather like other cultural products.
The body (its image, its bearing, and representation) is the effect
of innumerable practices, behaviours, and discourses which con-
struct and produce the body as a culturally recognizable feature
of social relations.”7

Embodiment theology presents, then, a unique perspective
on the development of religious thought. It serves as the center of
religious practice, especially for Christian religions and their em-
phasis on the suffering and crucified body of Christ as well as the
Eucharist designed as a physical reminder of something divine
becoming corporeal. Divine healings, a common practice among
antebellum American religionists, implied a specific bond be-
tween the spirit and its tabernacle. The elements that make up the
body, the purpose for the body, and the future of the body were
all issues religious thinkers had to deal with throughout Christian
history, and especially after the Protestant Reformation.

It is traditionally held that early and even medieval Christian-

Park: Early Mormon Theologies of Embodiment 3



ity held highly disparaging views of the body. Noted religious
studies scholar Marie Griffith acknowledged that it is “a truism to
note that devout Christians of earlier eras displayed profound am-
bivalence about the f lesh” and that they “felt the body to be a bur-
den that must be suffered resignedly during earthly life while yet
remaining the crucial material out of which devotional practice
and spiritual progress were forged.”8 Thus, many Christians ac-
quiesced reluctantly to the necessity of embodiment but still
yearned for an eventual transcendence of their temporal form
that could be achieved only through resurrection. However, re-
cent scholarship has argued that this view can be overstated.
These “generalizations,” Sarah Coakley—editor of Cambridge
University Press’s anthology on Religion and the Body—has written,
probably cannot “stand the test of a nuanced reading of the com-
plex different strands of thought about ‘bodiliness’ and meanings
in Jewish and Christian traditions of the pre-Enlightenment era.”
Indeed, Coakley argues, even the distinction between the terms
“positive” and “negative” when used in terms of bodily theologies
rely on generalizations that cannot withstand careful readings,
and scholars need to acknowledge that the history of embodi-
ment is much more ambivalent.9

However, while this “nuanced” approach deserves attention
when relating to rituals, religious reception, or even divine heal-
ings, Christianity was often rhetorically pessimistic when speak-
ing of the body and its limitations, largely following New Testa-
ment counsel to avoid the temptation of the “f lesh” (e.g., Rom.
7:5, 8:1; Gal. 4:14, 5:16; Eph. 2:3). Further, at the heart of Chris-
tianity’s rhetorical hesitation toward embodiment was the belief
in classic Cartesian dualism, in which, borrowing from the Pla-
tonic tradition, Christianity gave priority to things spiritual over
things physical.

Similar sentiments carried over into America. The Puritan
foundations of the nation, especially the Christian belief in the
fallen state of humankind, led to frequent associations of the
body with depraved human nature.10 Jonathan Edwards, the na-
tion’s most prominent eighteenth-century theologian, testified
that mortals were weighed down by “a heavy moulded body, a
lump of f lesh and blood which is not fitted to be an organ for a
soul inf lamed with high exercises of divine love. . . . Fain would
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they f ly, but they are held down, as with a dead weight at their
feet.”11 Several generations later, inf luential minister Lorenzo
Dow famously observed in classic Platonic fashion that the mortal
body “is a clog to my soul, and frequently tends to weigh down my
mind, which infirmity I don’t expect to get rid of till my Spirit re-
turns to God.”12 To American religionists, the body was the locus
of sin, the target of temptation, and the bondage of the soul. As
one writer noted, death began to be seen to some as a welcome re-
lief, “an end to the ‘pilgrimage’ through . . . bodily hostility.”13

While a more optimistic view of the human soul began to de-
velop during the antebellum period with the increase in Armi-
nian theology, this theological progression was more often di-
rected at the spirit than the body; American religious thinkers
yearned for inward potential while still regretting the limitations
of the f lesh. Their views of embodiment continued to be ambigu-
ous, acknowledging the human tabernacle as necessary for reli-
gious experience but remaining rhetorically hesitant toward
granting it much virtue.14 The body was still seen as a result of hu-
mankind’s fallen status and a symbol for human sin, and it was
still strongly asserted that redemption of the soul was possible
only through overcoming all bodily temptations and escaping
earth’s carnal existence.

Early LDS Views of the Body

For almost the first decade of the Mormon Church’s exis-
tence, its adherents seemed to hold the same opinions of the body
as their contemporaries. Joseph Smith’s early scriptures and reve-
lations—particularly the Book of Mormon—presented the “natu-
ral man” as an “enemy to God,” and posited that only through re-
jecting their “carnal nature” could human beings be saved.15 This
scriptural rhetoric described the body as the encapsulation of
temptation and sin, always associating humankind’s fallen state
with the earthly tabernacle. One Book of Mormon passage specif-
ically decried the depraved nature of “f lesh”: A dying father in-
structed his sons to “not choose eternal death, according to the
will of the f lesh and the evil which is therein, which giveth the
spirit of the devil power to captivate.”16 While early Mormon
teachings and revelations rejected Calvinism and offered a more
optimistic and Arminian interpretation of the soul, they mirrored
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contemporary Protestants in their ambiguity toward the body and
its potential.17

Several early texts and practices, however, laid the ground-
work for a later theological transition. In a revelation received in
the winter of 1832–33, Joseph Smith recorded that it required
both “the spirit and the body” to compose the human “soul.”18

Traditional Christianity often separated the soul from its corpo-
real body, believing that the former signified the immaterial hu-
man spirit while the latter served as a temporary (and sometimes
limited) shelter requiring a divine overhaul at the resurrection.
Charles Buck’s inf luential nineteenth-century Theological Dictio-
nary defined “soul” as “that vital, immaterial, active substance, or
principle in man, whereby he perceives, remembers, reasons and
wills”—clearly something outside of and separate to the material
body.19 Joseph Smith’s revelation—implying that it was only
through the combination of the spirit and body that the soul
could be complete—held promising possibilities for a theology of
embodiment. A divine communication received several months
later repeated this idea, claiming that, when the spirit and the
body are separated, “man cannot receive a fulness of joy.”20 How-
ever, like many other theological seeds found in Joseph Smith’s
revelations, this idea lay fallow, and most early Mormon writings
retained the traditional Cartesian dualism.21

Part of Joseph Smith’s religious quest for perfection—his
“Zion” project—included a focus on things temporal as much as
things spiritual. He understood his prophethood to grant him au-
thority to regulate matters concerning everyday life and living, in-
cluding controversial and ecclesiastically risky economic ven-
tures.22 His revelations also began to explicitly address bodily
matters, from practical guidance on when to retire to bed to sani-
tary counsel in preparation for temple participation.23 A divine
commandment concerning the priesthood promised diligent
Saints that they would be “sanctifyed by the Spirit unto the renew-
ing of their bodies,” while another revelation promised them that
their tabernacles would be “filled with light.”24 The most impor-
tant revelation regarding the body in the early Church, however,
occurred during the School of the Prophets in the winter of
1833–34.

Perhaps inf luenced by his wife Emma who, tradition holds,
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was disgusted by the stains that resulted from the school’s tobacco
use, the Mormon prophet recorded a revelation specifically de-
voted to the refinement of the body. Titled the “Word of Wis-
dom,” it countermanded the use of tobacco, liquor, and other
harmful substances while recommending vegetables, fruits, and
healthful grains. Following this divine counsel, the text promised,
would result not only in “health in the navel and marrow in the
bones” but also “wisdom and great treasures of knowledge.”25 In
short, spiritual growth must be accompanied by bodily ministra-
tion. Though obedience to this counsel ebbed and f lowed for al-
most a century, that a revelation focused on the treatment of the
body was found in Mormonism’s canon implied special attention
to the tabernacle for the spirit.

The revelation itself did not eliminate the classical body/
spirit dualism; indeed, it still presented the body as something
that required refinement for the spirit to be edified. However, the
text did present the human tabernacle as a necessary tool in a
spirit’s progression: The body was not to be overcome in order to
reach spiritual fulfillment, but perfected. The earlier revelation
that called for a combination of the body and spirit also desig-
nated a “natural body” as the apex of human development and
the culminating reward for the soul’s purification. Other move-
ments, both religious and secular, participated in various “tem-
perance” movements, yet few grounded it in the divine and in-
nately spiritual framework that Mormonism did.26

Early Mormonism also paid attention to the body in the con-
text of healing. Following the New Testament injunction about
the necessity of spiritual gifts, Mormon apostles and missionaries
saw divine healing as a necessary part of their message and au-
thority.27 This practice assumed an intimate connection between
body and spirit, implying that bodily elements would respond to
ecclesiastical authority and religious faith. It also assumed that re-
ligion and spirituality dealt with corporality as much as meta-
physics, leading to what one scholar has labeled a “collapse of the
sacred” and an expansion of what is classified as religious.28 Be-
yond just the possibility of divine healings of the body, however,
Smith saw control over embodiment as crucial to the Mormon
message of authority. When Lydia Carter, wife of early missionary
Jared Carter, fell sick, the Prophet promised her that “she need
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not have any more pain” because the Mormon priesthood pos-
sessed power to overcome it.29 Indeed, early Mormonism’s charis-
matic claims revolved around the extension of spiritual power into
the physical realm, placing bodily healings at the center of what
they understood to be biblical evidences and blessings.

Further, the developing Mormon temple rites in Kirtland also
involved the body. In preparation, the Saints mixed bodily cleanli-
ness and anointing with spiritual refinement. William Wine
Phelps wrote his wife, Sally, in January 1836: “Our meeting[s] will
grow more and more solemn, and will continue till the great sol-
emn assembly when the house is finished! We are preparing to
make ourselves clean, by first cleansing our hearts, forsaking our
sins, forgiving every body; putting on clean decent clothes, by
anointing our heads and by keeping all the commandments.”30

This mingling of the physical with the spiritual hints at the atten-
tion paid to their bodies. The Kirtland Temple experience, an an-
tecedent to the later Nauvoo rites, involved bodily purification as
much as mental and spiritual preparation. In the meeting where
Joseph Smith claimed a vision of the celestial kingdom, the partic-
ipants “washed [their] bodies with pure water before the Lord,”
after which they were “perfumed with a sweet smelling oderous
wash.”31 After the dedication of the temple, the culmination of
the Kirtland rituals was the ordinance of the washing of feet, first
performed by the leading councils, and then by the entire priest-
hood body in the area.32 This ritual, echoing the New Testament
pattern, reveals the close connection between body and spirit, at-
taching corporeal cleanliness to unity, purification, and sacred
authority. This ritual also followed Old Testament patterns, echo-
ing the explicitly physical nature of early Judaism.33

A final aspect to consider when engaging 1830s Mormonism
is the conferral of the priesthood itself. Priesthood power, Mor-
mons believed, was physically transferred by the officiator’s
hands laid on the recipient’s head. It was not acquired merely
through metaphysical belief or knowledge. As Joseph Smith
spoke of his priesthood ordinations by angels, he described tangi-
ble beings with resurrected bodies who ordained him with physi-
cal touch.34 There was something about f leshy tabernacles, this
reasoning implied, that made it impossible for ordination to be
done any other way. Similarly, the gift of the Holy Ghost was be-
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stowed by physical confirmation, following what Mormons inter-
preted as scriptural precedent.35 This thinking found its climax
several decades later when Parley and Orson Pratt, brothers and
apostles, wrote that these physical ordinations literally trans-
ferred a materialistic spirit, similar to the “laws and operations of
electricity. . . . It is imparted by the contact of two bodies, through
the channel of the nerves.”36

Many of these theological developments, however, were not
significantly different from the tenets of other contemporaneous
religious movements. Indeed, none of these specific beliefs or
practices placed the early Church far outside the boundaries of
antebellum Protestantism, even if they pulled Mormons toward
the more optimistic side of the spectrum of belief about corp-
orality. However, this paradigm would be severely challenged (if
not shattered) in the next decade, as an expanded and ultimately
radical new theology developed in Nauvoo, centered primarily on
a daring and, to many, heretical, ontological framework, all of
which led to a redefinition of embodiment. It took a combination
of these early beliefs about the body and their later theological
developments to lead Mormons out of mainstream belief.

Mormonism’s later theology of the body came as a result of
the appearance of several corresponding theological ideas, each
contributing to its redefinition of human corporality. First was
the belief that material elements were eternal—a progressive rejec-
tion of traditional dualism that had placed spirit above mat-
ter—that led the early Saints to a radical materialist view. Another
was Mormonism’s belief in the preexistence and the accompany-
ing need and power that came with the reception of an earthly
body. And third—the culmination of the previous two doctrinal
innovations—was the embodiment of God himself with a physical
tabernacle of f lesh and bones, thereby setting a precedent for
what embodied humankind may achieve. Further, these theologi-
cal developments led to a redefinition of natural affections and
bodily impulses, positing the “natural man” as pure and capable
of cultivation. And finally, these ideas were solidified and rein-
forced by the introduction of Nauvoo Temple ceremonies, lead-
ing to a domestic heaven based on materiality, domesticity, and
embodiment.

When approaching the topic of embodiment in the 1840s,
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two figures take center stage. Obviously, Joseph Smith must al-
ways be engaged because of his position as prophet and the rever-
ence his colleagues gave to his revelations and teachings. How-
ever, Smith’s eclectic style and early death left many of his ideas
and theological innovations fragmented, unfulfilled, and incho-
ate.37 Thus, it was left to others, most notably Parley P. Pratt, to
systematize, expand, and publish these doctrines. This is espe-
cially the case in embodiment theologies, as Parley Pratt wrote
more on “material salvation” than anyone else in the late-Nauvoo
period and immediately afterward. It was the ideas presented by
both men—introduction by Joseph Smith and refinement by Par-
ley Pratt—by which, as one scholar put it, “Mormonism estab-
lished the human body as the key religious and ritual focus of life
in a much more accentuated way than any other western form of
Christianity.”38

Eternalizing Matter and Materializing Spirit

Mormonism’s redefinition of matter as an eternal element,
coupled with its rejection of any difference between material and
spiritual, completely revised LDS theology, and was the center of
its developed belief in embodiment.39 The timeline of this doc-
trinal development is difficult to determine, and several signifi-
cant and related events in 1835–36 that played an important role
are chronologically problematic. First was Joseph Smith’s expo-
sure to an Egyptian text that he identified as the book of Abra-
ham. This text presented a significant shift in the Genesis story,
claiming that God “organized” the world out of already existent
elements as opposed to a creation out of nothing. This text, how-
ever, was not published until 1842, and I argue that Smith proba-
bly did not produce the new creation account until Nauvoo.40

Another development was Smith’s participation in learning
Hebrew during the winter of 1835–36.41 Tutored by Jewish schol-
ar Joshua Seixas, the Mormon prophet delved into a deeper study
of ancient Biblical texts. Using Seixas’s manual on Hebrew Gram-
mar, Smith was exposed to alternative interpretations of the Bi-
ble, interpretations that inf luenced his later teachings, including
a divine council of Gods.42 Part of the textbook’s “exercises in
translating” involved the creation account in Genesis 1.43 This ex-
posure is important, for Smith’s later defense of matter’s eternal
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nature depended on his reinterpretation of the Hebrew text of
Genesis.44 While his later use of Hebrew, made famous in his
April 1844 King Follett Discourse, may have been more inf lu-
enced by Alexander Neibaur in Nauvoo, his dedication to work-
ing from the original Hebrew began in Kirtland, and this inf lu-
ence may have led to his rewriting of the creation account that in-
troduced the concept of matter as eternal.45

A more concrete inf luence that can be traced in regard to
materialism was the Saints’ exposure to the Scottish lay philoso-
pher Thomas Dick. Dick was an amateur astronomer who made it
his mission to reconcile science and religion.46 His Philosophy of a
Future State, first published in 1829, made only a moderate splash
in Britain but was quickly embraced by antebellum America. This
text argued that matter could not be created or destroyed47—the
same anti-annihilation argument that later writers, most notably
Joseph Smith and Parley Pratt, would employ.48 Dick’s work was
twice quoted in the Mormon periodical Messenger and Advocate,
thus demonstrating considerable familiarity with the text.49

While these excerpts were quoted as support for the Saints’ belief
in the immortality of the human spirit, the sections also argued
that matter could never be destroyed or annihilated. Determining
intellectual inf luence is always a risky venture, yet at the very least
it could be argued that familiarity with Dick’s writing could have
strengthened, expanded, or even provided a respectable frame-
work and defense for Mormonism’s developing materialism.50

The earliest published writing on the eternal nature of matter
came from Parley Pratt in an 1839 essay, “The Regeneration and
Eternal Duration of Matter.” While Pratt was not yet teaching that
there was no difference between spirit and matter, he argued that
both elements were of eternal duration. “Matter and Spirit are the
two great principles of all existence,” he explained, and “every
thing animate and inanimate is composed of one or the other, or
both of these eternal principles.” Pratt’s pamphlet also rejected
the idea that God had created the world out of nothing, reasoning
that it is as “impossible for a mechanic to make any thing whatever
without materials [as] it is equally impossible for God to bring
forth matter from nonentity, or to originate element from noth-
ing, because this would contradict the law of truth, and destroy
himself.” Thus, all physical elements cannot be created or de-
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stroyed but will be redeemed and purified through the salvation
of Christ—a redemption of the entire physical world.51

This redemption also included human corporality, he rea-
soned, for “the body and spirit will be reunited; the whole will be-
come immortal, no more to be separated, or to undergo dissolu-
tion,” language clearly relying on Joseph Smith’s earlier revela-
tions and the epistles of Paul. Then, turning to the example of Je-
sus Christ, Pratt explained that his resurrected body was “the
same f lesh, the same bones, the same joints,” and all other charac-
teristics of the “physical features” that composed his earthly ta-
bernacle, only quickened from its mortal state to an immortal
condition. The only difference, he reasoned, was the presence of
“spirit” in his veins rather than blood. Indeed, Pratt argued that
human embodiment—including the forthcoming redemption and
resurrection—was the fundamental reason for the earth’s exis-
tence and must be experienced by all those wishing to take part in
God’s glory and receive their heavenly inheritance.52

While not completely destroying the concept of Cartesian du-
alism, placing spirit and matter on an equal level was an impor-
tant step toward a corporeal deity. The Puritan theologian Ste-
phen Charnock argued that God must be immaterial because he
could not be infinite if “he should be a massy, heavy body, and
have eyes and ears, feet and hands, as we have.” Since matter is not
eternal, Charnock reasoned, materiality would limit God’s om-
nipotence.53 At the heart of the spirit/matter dualism was the pla-
tonic implication that spirit was of a higher order than mat-
ter—that the “physical” was merely a temporary status that does
not exist before or after the soul or spirit. Therefore, traditional
Christianity argued, physical “matter” was to be contrasted with
spiritual elements, the latter of which was the only principle con-
sidered eternal. However, if matter were to be eternal in scope, as
Pratt was arguing, then a body could not be dismissed as being a
barrier to divinity.

Joseph Smith went even further than Pratt in closing the dis-
tance between the spiritual and material. By 1841, the Mormon
prophet also rejected creation ex nihilo, arguing that “this earth
was organized or formed out of other planets which were broke
up and remodelled and made into the one on which we live.” Us-
ing an analogy of a ring, he described matter as eternal: “That
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which has a beginning will surely have an end.”54 An editorial
published in April 1842 under his name claimed: “The spirit, by
many, is thought to be immaterial, without substance. With this
latter statement we should beg leave to differ, and state the spirit is
a substance; that it is material, but that it is more pure, elastic and
refined matter than the body.”55 A year later, the Mormon proph-
et famously asserted that “all spirit is matter but is more fine or
pure and can only be discerned by purer eyes,”56 officially dis-
missing any difference between the two elements. Once this dis-
tinction was gone, Parley Pratt boldly proclaimed that all theolo-
gies based on traditional dualism were “mere relics of mysticism
and superstition, riveted upon the mind by ignorance and tradi-
tion.” He went so far as to say that “all persons except materialists
must be infidels, so far at least [as] belief in the scriptures is con-
cerned.”57 Parley’s brother Orson later claimed that believing in
an immaterial God was nothing more than “religious atheism,”
feigning a belief in God yet refusing Him any substance.58

This development toward materialism was crucial to Mor-
monism’s redefinition of embodiment. Mormons could not be-
lieve in the supremacy of spirit over matter, because there was no
longer any significant difference; the body and the spirit were
made up of the same elements and had to be enmeshed. It also
meant that the next life would also be based on materiality be-
cause there was no other kind of existence. In short, monism, or
the belief that everything was made out of one substance, un-
locked the body from being seen as occupying an inferior and
temporary status, instead redefining it as just one form of the sin-
gle, universal element expanding throughout the entire cosmos.

Viewing the body as an eternal element also provided a con-
ceptual framework for conquering death.59 Like many of his con-
temporaries, Smith worried about what would happen to both his
physical tabernacle and his personal relationships after this life.
“More painful to me [are] the thoughts of anhilitation [annihila-
tion] than death,” he exclaimed in an 1843 discourse. “If I had no
expectation of seeing my mother, brother[s], and Sisters and
friends again my heart would burst in a moment and I should go
down to my grave.” However, if this separation could be overcome
by the resurrection of a physical body, then death has lost its
sting: “The expectation of seeing my friends in the morning of
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the resurrection cheers my soul,” Smith mused, “and make[s] me
bear up against the evils of life.”60 His vision of Christ’s second
coming was as much about the physicality of renewed relation-
ships as it was about glorifying God:

In the morn of the resurrection [the Saints] may come forth in a
body. & come right up out of their graves, & strike hands immedi-
ately in eternal glory & felicity rather than to be scattered thousands
of miles apart. There is something good & sacred to me. in this thing
. . . I will tell you what I want, if to morrow I shall to lay in yonder
tomb. in the morning of the resurrection, let me strike hands with
my father, & cry, my father, & he will say my son, my son,—as soon as
the rock rends. & before we come out of our graves.61

Indeed, the eternalizing of matter was not only a step toward di-
vine embodiment but also a step toward Mormonism’s domestic
heaven, both of which revolved around the physicality of their
growing theology and the growing importance of embodiment.

The Preexistence and the Embodiment of Power

One of the slow-developing yet highly potent beliefs of early
Mormonism was the preexistence, or the idea that the soul had a
life before its earthly sojourn.62 An 1833 revelation boldly pro-
claimed that the human spirit “was in the beginning with the Fa-
ther” and that “intelligence . . . was not created or made, neither
indeed can be.”63 When Joseph Smith was working on the Egyp-
tian papyri, arguably as late as the Nauvoo period, he translated
portions that clearly spoke of premortal counsels and preor-
dained appointments. While this doctrine was not emphasized
early on, several Saints believed and taught it. For instance, W. W.
Phelps editorialized in the Messenger and Advocate in 1835 that
among the “new light . . . occasionally bursting into our minds”
was that “we were with God in another world, before the founda-
tion of the world, and had our agency.”64 Similarly, Parley Pratt
wrote a poem on his birthday in 1839:

This is the day that gave me birth
In eighteen hundred seven;
From worlds unseen I came to earth,
Far from my native heaven.65
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Beyond these few intimations, however, the idea of preexistence
was quiet throughout the first decade of the Church.

It would not stay silent for long, however. In 1842, Presbyte-
rian minister J. B. Turner felt that this doctrine was at the center
of Mormonism’s theology but that the Church was hiding it from
the public. “Their sublime faith teaches them,” he explained,
“that their action and destiny here are the result, and can be ex-
plained only upon admission, of their existence and action before
they inhabited their present bodies. This notion, however, does
not distinctly appear in their published revelations. It was at one
time promulgated, but from its unpopularity, their leaders sup-
pressed the full development of their peculiar scheme of preexist-
ence until faith on the earth should increase.”66 This public si-
lence soon ended as Joseph Smith began preaching increasingly
radical doctrines in Nauvoo. He repeatedly taught the eternal na-
ture of the spirit, often emphasizing its independent nature: “The
Spirit of Man is not a created being; it existed from Eternity & will
exist to eternity,” he announced in 1839.67 “The spirit or the
inteligence [sic] of men are self Existant principles,” he pro-
claimed less than two years later.68 Indeed, Joseph Smith’s theol-
ogy laid out an origin for human souls that described them as
co-eternal with God, differing only in progress along an eternal
spectrum rather than making humans a separate ontological
species.

The idea of a premortal existence, however, was a platonic
conception in itself and not foreign to many Christian thinkers.69

It required a specific reformulation and unique framework of
premortality to set a foundation for Mormonism’s embodiment
and revised ontology. Once Smith granted human souls a new
eternal origin, he provided a divine reason—and accompanying
power—for their reception of earthly tabernacles. Starting in
1841, Smith depicted a council of Gods that had decided on hu-
man embodiment as a way to receive glory and power: “Joseph
said that before [the] foundation of the Earth in the Grand Coun-
sel,” recorded one of his listeners, “that the Spirits of all Men ware
subject to opression & the express purpose of God in Giving it a
tabernicle was to arm it against the power of Darkness.”70 The re-
ception of a body, in Joseph Smith’s theology, was not a “prison”
or even a temporary vehicle for spiritual progression, but rather a
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symbol and receptacle of power intricately involved in human pro-
gression. In a work of speculative fiction, Phelps wrote that
preexistent spirits “agreed to take upon them bodies of f lesh, and
work out a more exceeding and eternal crown of glory.”71 In his
description of spirits, Parley Pratt defined them as “men in
embrio—Intelligences waiting to come into the natural world and
take upon them f lesh and bones, that through birth, death, and
the resurection [sic] they may also be perfected in the material or-
ganization.”72 Even the Holy Ghost, Smith reasoned, would be re-
quired at some point to possess a physical tabernacle.73

Smith later expounded on this concept and clarified how a
spirit’s possession of a body was a tool of empowerment against
others. In the premortal realm, he explained, “God saw that those
intelegences had Not power to Defend themselves against those
that had a tabernicle therefore the Lord Calls them together in
Counsel & agrees to form them tabernicles so that he might
[en]Gender the Spirit & the tabernicle together so as to create
sympathy for their fellowman—for it is a Natureal thing with those
spirits that has the most power to bore down on those of Lesser
power.”74 Indeed, the expanding role of a premortal council sol-
idified the importance of the earthly tabernacle. The body was
not merely an accompanying aspect of humankind’s telestial ex-
perience, but was the reason for that experience. Embodiment
was a prearranged circumstance that God had designed as a way
for His surrounding and inferior intelligences to gain similar
glory, power, and dominion. In the eternal quest to overcome evil
and fallen spirits, embodiment was the necessary step in the prog-
ress toward supremacy over other spirits. Smith claimed that it
was “the design of God before the foundation of the world . . . that
we should take tabernacles that through faithfulness we should
overcome,” because this was the sole way to “obtain glory honor
power and dominion.” It was only by gaining a tabernacle that
one could bring “other Spirits in Subjection unto them,” for “He
who rules in the heavens” is He who has bodily power and author-
ity over the lesser beings.75 In the Prophet’s great chain of exis-
tence and dynastic view of heaven, the only difference between
classes are the nature and state of their embodiment.76

Smith’s teachings presented embodiment as a way to combat
and control the devil and his dominions. In this battle between
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good and evil spirits, he taught, “all beings who have bodies have
power over those who have not.” Part of the devil’s punishment
was that he would forever remain unembodied and therefore “has
no power over us” because we have a decisive bodily advantage.77

Because of this, the devil and his minions often sought to take
possession of human tabernacles as an attempt to displace human
power and build their own:

The greatness of [the devil’s] punishment is that he shall not have a
tabernacle this is his punishment[.] So the devil thinking to thwart
the decree of God by going up & down in the earth seeking whome
he may destroy any person that he can find that will yield to him he
will bind him & take possession of the body & reign there glorying in
it mightily not thinking that he had got a stolen tabernacle & by & by
some one of Authority will come along & cast him out & restore the
tabernacle to his rightful owner but the devil steals a tabernacle be-
cause he has not one of his own but if he steals one he is liable to be
turned out of doors[.]78

The possession of a body was thus not only seen as an advan-
tage for the spirits who obeyed God in the primordial realm but
as a point of jealousy for those who did not. In contrast to the Pla-
tonic view of the body as a prison or Lorenzo Dow’s position that
it is an anchor, dragging down the soul, Smith posited it as a re-
ward for obedience, a receptacle of power, and the only vehicle
for eternal exaltation. Thus, evil spirits acknowledged it as such
and plotted to capture what they otherwise could not possess. The
body was the only advantage humans had against these fallen
nemeses, and it was their job to cultivate and improve it. “The
great principle of happiness consists in having a body,” Smith ar-
gued, emphasizing humankind’s superiority over the devil.79

At the center of this optimistic perspective on embodiment
was a highly biblical and literalist imitatio Christi. Mormons felt
that the reason they had to take on a body was because Christ had
done the same thing. In his King Follett Discourse, the Mormon
prophet reasoned that just as Christ and the Father had received a
body, laid it down, and then raised it from the dead, so human be-
ings lay down their bodies in order to “take them up again,” imi-
tating their now-embodied God.80 When Parley Pratt wrote of the
path that all human beings must take in possessing and resurrect-
ing a body, he turned to Christ as juxtaposition against what he
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understood to be the “spiritualizing” theologies of his contempo-
raries, particularly Swedenborg and the Methodists. After quot-
ing the passage in Luke describing Christ’s resurrected body, he
exulted: “Here was an end of mysticism; here was a material salva-
tion; here was f lesh and bones, immortal, and celestial, prepared
for eternal bloom in the mansions of glory; and this demon-
strated by the sense of seeing, feeling, and hearing.”81 All human
beings must follow this divinely instituted pattern, and possess
the same material body Christ did after the resurrection.

Divine Embodiment
Intertwined with this increasingly literalistic imitatio Christi

was the Mormon belief in a corporeal deity. For the first decade
of the Church’s existence, most Mormons shared a belief in a God
the Father who was a personage of spirit.82 The Lectures on Faith,
which Smith endorsed even if he didn’t write, described God the
Father as “a personage of spirit, glory, and power,” demonstrating
the Church’s Kirtland period position of a spiritually, not physi-
cally, embodied God. In an 1840 pamphlet outlining Mormon be-
liefs, future apostle Erastus Snow quoted this passage and expli-
cated the difference between a “natural body” of f lesh and bones,
and the “spiritual body” that God also possessed but which was
based more in “form” than in materiality.83 As Mormon historian
Grant Underwood has persuasively shown, early Mormonism
took part in “communities of discourse,” largely with other anti-
Trinitarian writers, and used terms like “personage” and “body”
according to their contemporary definitions; in this case, Snow
used “body” in a spiritual sense, not yet attributing f lesh and
bones to God.84

In Parley Pratt’s 1838 polemical book Mormonism Unveiled, he
wrote that Mormons “worship a God who has both body and
parts: who has eyes, mouth, and ears”85—a statement that appears
to support a view of God as possessing a body of f lesh, yet such
descriptions were fairly common among contemporary anti-Trini-
tarians who still believed in a spiritual God. One defender of tra-
ditional Trinitarianism wrote that many modern “Arians” preach-
ed about a God with a literal body, including one who taught that
“God has a body, eyes, ears, hands, feet, &c., just as we have.”86 In-
deed, while on his mission in England in 1840, Pratt published a
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pamphlet denying the accusation that Mormonism believed in a
God with f lesh and bones and clearly explained the difference be-
tween a physical body (which humans have) and a spiritual body
(which God has): “Whoever reads our books, or hears us preach,
knows that we believe in the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, as one
God. That the Son has f lesh and bones, and that the Father is a
spirit. . . . [A] personage of spirit has its organized formation, its
body and parts, its individual identity, its eyes, mouth, ears, &c.,
and . . . is in the image or likeness of the temporal body, although
not composed of such gross materials as f lesh and bones.”87

But once again, Joseph Smith began expounding new theol-
ogy during the Nauvoo period. “There is no other God in heaven
but that God who has f lesh and bones,” the Mormon prophet
boldly proclaimed in January 1841.88 Making tangible what Mor-
mons up until this point were holding as spiritual, divine corpor-
ality was the culmination of Smith’s literal reading of the Bible,
developing materialist thought, and the disintegrating distinction
between human beings and God.89 Laid out most clearly in his
King Follett Discourse, the Mormon prophet exegetically used
Christ’s New Testament statement that “the Son can do nothing
of himself, but what he seeth the Father do” (John 5:19) to prove
that the Father must have a physical, resurrected body exactly like
Christ’s.90 The God of Mormonism was not an ontologically for-
eign phenomenon; He was an intelligence co-eternal with human-
kind but merely further advanced along an infinite spectrum.
This divine anthropomorphism of God came to be viewed as the
defining feature of Mormon theology and stands in deep contrast
to the views of many contemporary religious thinkers.

Throughout religious history, as one critic has written, it has
been natural for people to “represent objects and events in our
environments anthropomorphically, i.e. in terms of human fea-
tures and attributes.”91 According to religious historian Michael
McClymond, Jonathan Edwards anthropomorphized God by por-
traying him with humanlike desires and characteristics,92 yet not
all American religionists were willing to ascribe to Deity even that
much similarity to humanity. In responding to the Transcenden-
talist preacher Theodore Parker’s humanizing of Christ, Orestes
Brownson, a Transcendentalist turned Catholic, claimed that “to
anthropomorphize the Deity is not to ascribe to him personality;
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but the limitations of our personality.”93 Indeed, Brownson’s con-
cern over his fellow Transcendentalists’ habit of making God
more human was one factor that led him out of the movement and
into Catholicism.94

Even those who were comfortable with ascribing human at-
tributes to God had a growing fear of confining God to a human
form. Anti-Trinitarians especially feared that traditional Chris-
tianity, and particularly doctrines of the Trinity, limited the power
of God the Father. William Ellery Channing, a proto-Unitarian
preacher and important early figure for liberal Christianity, fear-
ed that the Trinity “entangled God in a material body,” a “fatal
f law” for a paradigm set on spirit/matter dualism.95 Many ante-
bellum anti-Trinitarians reasoned that separating God the Father
from the Trinity and thus distancing him from Christ’s resur-
rected body was the only way to imagine a God with the omnipo-
tence described in the Bible.

This point was where Joseph Smith parted company with
anti-Trinitarians. He argued that the only possible God must be a
corporeal one. “That which is without body or parts is nothing,”
Smith reasoned.96 His theology required materiality for existence
and thus required God to take up physical space in the material
universe. God was not outside time and space but had a tangible,
glorified body, differentiated from an earthly body only in that
spirit replaced blood. “Blood,” he explained, “is the part of the
body that causes corruption.” Once the body is glorified, the
blood “vanish[es] away” and “the Spirit of god [is] f lowing in the
vains in Sted of the blood,” thereby making a tabernacle worthy of
exaltation.97 By identifying blood as the only “corrupting” factor
associated with an earthly body, Smith set a precedent for perfect-
ion in a materialistic world.

And with that precedent, the Prophet set a path for human-
kind to follow. Building on a sacred mimesis of Christ, the re-
moval of the body as a barrier for exaltation opened the way for
human deification. Smith audaciously counseled the Saints to
“make yourselves Gods in order to save yourselves . . . the same as
all Gods have done.”98 Lorenzo Snow later summarized the teach-
ing in his famous couplet: “As man now is, God once was / As God
now is, man may become.”99 Thus, receiving a physical body had
become one of several important markers along an infinite jour-
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ney. Indeed, the body was of such importance to exaltation,
Smith taught, that children were governing worlds “with not one
cubit added to their stature,” implying that mere possession of an
undeveloped tabernacle was enough for future exaltation.100

Parley Pratt quickly adopted these new theological develop-
ments after he returned from his British mission in 1843 and,
within a year, argued that belief in a non-corporeal deity was “one
of the foundational errors of modern times.” Furthermore, a God
without a physical body could never be “an object of veneration,
fear, or love.”101 The belief also bridged the gap between Pratt’s
earlier “Doctrine of Equality”—in which redeemed humankind
shared in God’s knowledge and glory—and the doctrine of exalta-
tion that human beings would become all-powerful Gods like the
one they presently worshipped.102 Pratt closed his essay on the
immortality of the body by claiming that man, once redeemed,
will no longer “be confined, or limited in his sphere of actions to
his small planet” but rather “will wing his way, like the risen Sav-
iour, from world to world, with all the ease of communication.”
And in the final act of sublime imitation—or perhaps, divine
transfusion—“immortal man” will have placed upon him the very
same “prediction” that was placed upon the Jehovah of the Old
Testament: “OF THE INCREASE OF HIS KINGDOM AND GOV-
ERNMENT THERE SHALL BE NO END.”103

Later, in his theological magnum opus, The Key to the Science of
Theology, Pratt formulated these ideas into one grand synthesis.
The Father was “a God not only possessing body and parts, but
f lesh and bones, and sinews, and all the attributes, organs, senses,
and affections of a perfect man.” Logically, he argued, “beings
which have no passions, have no soul.” The way to fully under-
stand God was to picture humankind glorified, recognizing that
“facts in our own existence” are also “true, in a higher sense, in re-
lation to the Godhead.” Reading the Bible literally depicts the res-
urrected body, passions, and actions of Christ as representative of
everyone else, including His Father. “Every man who is eventually
made perfect,” he concluded, “will become like [Christ and his Fa-
ther] in every respect, physically, and in intellect, attributes or
powers.”104

Solidified during the last year of Joseph Smith’s life, the doc-
trine of divine embodiment and its accompanying theosis were
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the capstones of his prophetic career. A combination of staunch
materialism, biblical literalism, and yearning for a familiarity in
heaven led to an anthropomorphized God beyond what any other
contemporary had urged. By believing in a corporeal God and
human beings’ infinite potential, Smith demolished the distance
between the human and the divine; the only difference was one
of progress, not of being. A body was not only worthy of celestial
glory but essential for it. This divine anthropology was the theo-
logical climax of LDS embodiment, placing corporality at the
center of the Mormon cosmos.

The Cultivation and Exaltation of Human Affections

With this radical exaltation of the body came the need to re-
define bodily affections and impulses. Following the New Testa-
ment injunction that “the f lesh lusts against the spirit and the
spirit against the f lesh” (Gal. 5:17), Christianity, with notable ex-
ceptions, often rhetorically held that bodily desires and spiritual
promptings were always at odds.105 Indeed, as “nuanced” as West-
ern thought has been toward the body, bodily desires have often
been dismissed as temptations and distractions during the hu-
man sojourn and even as the antithesis of the spirit and spiritual
impulses. “The notions of both mind and body,” writes English
moral philosopher Mary Midgley, “have . . . been shaped, from
the start, by their roles as opponents” in the drama of life.106 The
body, while it could serve as the vehicle by which to experience re-
ligion, had its downside by introducing carnal desires that could
tempt the soul to detour from its religious path. Even in vastly di-
verging embodiment theologies, this theme seemed to remain
constant, according to Bryan Turner: “At least in the West (during
the classical and Christian eras) the body has been seen to be a
threatening and dangerous phenomenon, if not adequately con-
trolled and regulated by cultural process. The body has been re-
garded as the vehicle or vessel of unruly, ungovernable, and irra-
tional passions, desires, and emotions. The necessity to control
the body (its locations, its excretions, and its reproduction) is an
enduring theme within Western philosophy, religion, and art.”107

Such defamation of bodily passions led to many examples of
reactionary extremes, most famously the myth of Origen’s self-
castration or the celibacy seen as required for priests in the Cath-
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olic Church. While Martin Luther would change this extremist
course for the Protestant movement he founded, he still placed
the body as third in importance behind the mental and the spiri-
tual. According to Luther critic David Tripp, Luther believed
that, as “bodily beings,” humans are enslaved to their surround-
ings, but as “spiritual beings” they are free and have dominion
over all things.108 In America, most religionists accepted, as one
writer put it, “the always vulnerable Christian body” where hu-
man senses were the “weak points,” always a danger of distraction
from the inner spiritual light.109 “But blessed is that man,” wrote
Thomas � Kempis in his highly inf luential Imitation of Christ, who
“violently resisteth nature, and through fervour of spirit cruc-
ifieth the lusts of the f lesh” in order to be purified and “admitted
into the angelical choirs.”110 Even Ralph Waldo Emerson, the
Transcendentalist who spent his life fighting against orthodoxy
and tradition, wrote that “our senses barbarize us” and that it is
“the savage [who] surrenders to his senses; he is subject to parox-
ysms of joy and fear; he is lewd and a drunkard.”111 While tradi-
tional Christianity did not advocate completely rejecting the
senses, it was held that they must be controlled and were only
desirable when redeemed.

These concepts faced challenges during the Early Republic.
Especially concerning sexuality, the “spirit and disruptive impact
of the American Revolution” led to a revolt against America’s
heretofore sexually restrictive climate.112 Rebelling against the
strict boundaries set for bodily desires established by early Puri-
tans—even if those boundaries were more embracing than Puri-
tanism’s Victorian descendents—Americans reappraised tradi-
tional morals. Coupled with the increasing Romantic tensions of
the argument that humanity was innately good, early Americans
wanted freedom from traditional cultural mores.113 These liber-
ating beliefs, however, remained at the folk level and were often
denounced by the clergy. Even if an increasing number of people
yearned in private to follow their bodily impulses, public dis-
course continued to emphasize control and restraint.

Parley Pratt, however, took these private beliefs and attempt-
ed to make a theological defense of them. In his 1844 pamphlet
“Intelligence and Affection,” Pratt argued that natural bodily im-
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pulses were to be cultivated and amplified, not restricted or
evaded. He taught that persons who view “our natural affections”
as “the results of a fallen and corrupt nature,” and are “carnal,
sensual, and devilish” and therefore ought to be “resisted, sub-
dued, or overcome as so many evils which prevent our perfection,
or progress in the spiritual life . . . have mistaken the source and
fountain of happiness altogether.” Instead, the apostle claimed
that any attempts to repress natural inclinations “are expressly
and entirely opposed to the spirit, and objects of true religion.”114

Central to Pratt’s claims was differentiating between “natu-
ral” and “unnatural” desires, demonstrating the classification re-
quired when conceptualizing a framework in which to present the
body. When Pratt spoke of “unnatural” desires, he meant lust,
abuse, and perversion, which resulted either from a restriction on
good passions or “the unlawful indulgence of that which is other-
wise good.” The “natural affections,” on the other hand, centered
on the physical and emotional love between a man and woman.
According to Pratt, God planted in people’s bosoms “those affec-
tions which are calculated to promote their happiness and union.”
From these affections, “spring” all other natural desires that
validate the human experience.

By creating these categories of “natural” and “unnatural” de-
sires, Pratt was better equipped to portray corporality as a posi-
tive element of humanity, in contrast to his depiction of what the
rest of Christendom believed. These natural affections, he ar-
gued, were rooted in human nature for all eternity. The “unnatu-
ral affections” to be avoided were only those introduced by cor-
rupt desires and the wickedness of modern Christianity. The true
duty of humankind when it came to bodily affections was to learn
to discern the natural and the unnatural: “Learn to act in unison
with thy true character, nature and attributes; and thus improve
and cultivate the resources within and around thee.” The goal of
life was not to suppress impulses rooted in the f lesh, but to am-
plify them: “Instead of seeking unto God for a mysterious change
to be wrought, or for your affections and attributes to be taken
away and subdued . . . pray to him that every affection, and trib-
ute, power and energy of your body and mind may be cultivated,
increased, enlarged, perfected and exercised for his glory and for
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the glory and happiness of yourself, and of all those whose good
fortune it may be to associate with you.”115

When Pratt wrote his Key to the Science of Theology a decade
later, he returned to this theme in relation to the process of exalta-
tion: “The very germs of these Godlike attributes, being engen-
dered in man, the offspring of Deity,” he reasoned, “only need
cultivating, improving, developing, and advancing by means of a
series of progressive changes, in order to arrive at the fountain
‘Head,’ the standard, the climax of Divine Humanity.”116 Thus,
when our bodies are redeemed and exalted, our natural affec-
tions and affinities are perfected with us, while all unnatural de-
sires are purged. Natural bodily impulses are not carnal tempta-
tions of the f lesh designed to test obedience or self-mastery but
rather are “germs” of “Godlike attributes” that are part of eternal
identity and, eventually, felicity.

This exaltation of human affection is unique among Mormon-
ism’s contemporaries.117 Pratt took Joseph Smith’s teachings con-
cerning the importance of embodiment to unprecedented heights,
claiming that in the physical body was not just power, but the seed
for eternal felicity and glory. When Pratt wrote his autobiography a
decade later, this principle was preeminent among the doctrines he
expanded from Smith: “It is from him that I learned that the wife of
my bosom might be secured to me for time and all eternity; and
that the refined sympathies and affections which endeared us to
each other emanated from the fountain of divine eternal love . . .
that we might cultivate these affections, and grow and increase in
the same to all eternity.”118 He pushed the theology one step fur-
ther and in a slightly different direction from his religious mentor.
For the Mormon prophet, marriage, sealings, and physical connec-
tions were focused on nobility, kinship, and dynasty; for the Mor-
mon apostle, they were about the literal physicality of love, affec-
tions, and even intimacy.119

The Temple and Domestic Heaven

Most likely a major inf luence on Pratt’s redefinition of bodily
impulses was his initiation into Joseph Smith’s Nauvoo Temple
rites.120 Indeed, the temple served as a coronation of the body, a
holy ceremony in which the patrons reenacted all aspects of em-
bodiment: the plan propounded in the premortal council, the ac-
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quisition of a tabernacle on earth, and the eventual exaltation of
human corporality. In these rituals, the body was not overcome,
but hallowed; the apotheosis attained was an imminent exaltation
of both the individual soul and its physical structure. Joseph
Smith’s temple cultus revolved around physicality; only three days
before he first introduced the endowment, Smith claimed that
“there are signs in heaven, earth, and hell. The Elders must know
them all to be endowed with power, to finish their work and pre-
vent imposition. . . . No one can truly say he knows God until he
has handled something, and this can only be in the Holiest of
Holies.”121

Christian rituals had always involved the body, especially in
connection with or in preparation for death. Most of these rites
functioned to cleanse the tabernacle from its bodily sins and
temptations, emphasizing that it was made of “dust and ashes”
and that it required a glorious resurrection to make it worthy for
the eternal soul.122 One common example of this ideology was
the Catholic rite of “extreme unction,” during which the dying is
anointed “with a little oil [on] the chief seat of the five senses,”
meant to represent forgiveness of all carnal desires throughout
life.123 These liturgies pointed to the forthcoming resurrection
at the expense of earthly f lesh, and demonstrated that the body
would have to be completely transformed to inherit a heavenly
glory. While baptism and the Lord’s Supper were important in
terms of a progressive sanctification of the body, these sacra-
ments were still primarily understood as preparatory for the
later resurrection, which was when the body could be purified.

Juxtaposed to this view was Mormonism’s Nauvoo Temple rit-
ual where the exact same senses were anointed, not in repentance
for their bodily functions or impulses, but rather as an act of sanc-
tification and enlargement. For instance, the second anointing
that Brigham Young received under the hands of Heber C. Kim-
ball focused on, among other things, a literal blessing of bodily or-
gans. After being pronounced a “King and a Priest of the Most
High God,” Kimball blessed Young’s individual body parts: “I
anoint thy head, that thy brain may be healthy and active and
quick to think and to understand and to direct thy whole body
and I anoint thy eyes that they may see and perceive . . . and that
thy sight may never fail thee: and I anoint thy ears that they may
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be quick to hear and communicate to thy understanding . . . and I
anoint thy nose that thou may scent, and relish the fragrance of
good things of the earth: and I anoint thy mouth that thou mayest
be enabled to speak the great things of God.”124 These blessings
did not point to a future bodily transformation, but rather to a
continuation of their present functions. The second anointing
was meant to close the gap between a telestial and a celestial body,
demonstrating that, except for “spirit” replacing blood, a heav-
enly tabernacle worked much the same way as an earthly one, with
physical organs amplified rather than transcended.

The temple was also a venue in which Latter-day Saints per-
formed salvific rituals for the dead, adding another layer to the
importance of embodiment. That it was necessary for these ordi-
nances to be performed by people possessing a physical taberna-
cle suggests the crucial nature of corporality. Temple rituals,
Smith taught, were necessary to cleanse individuals from deeds
done in the body.125 Thus, those who died outside the faith
lacked these essential ordinances. Baptisms for the dead bridged
this divide, providing disembodied spirits with a way to obtain
these bodily covenants. “This Doctrine,” Smith exulted, “pre-
sented in a clear light, the wisdom and mercy of God, in preparing
an ordinance for the salvation of the dead, being baptized by
proxy, their names recorded in heaven, and they judged accord-
ing to the deeds done in the body.”126 Just as human beings would
be judged and punished for bodily actions, so must they be
cleansed by bodily rituals.127 Even the unpardonable sin, the only
sin that prevents an individual’s salvation, could be performed
only while in an earthly tabernacle.128

Smith later expanded the idea of proxy work in 1844, utilizing
an obscure passage from Obadiah to emphasize the importance
of these bodily temple ordinances. “Those who are baptised for
their dead are the Saviours on mount Zion,” he proclaimed, be-
cause the dead “must receave their washings and their anointings
for their dead the same as for themselves.” It required a joint work
between angels who “preach to the [deceased] Spirits” and living
saints who “minister for them in the f lesh” to perform salvific
work for the dead and create the eternal familial chain necessary
for joint redemption.129 Salvation for the dead, an important as-
pect of Smith’s novel heavenly society, revolved around embodi-
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ment, for these ordinances had to be performed by one possess-
ing an earthly tabernacle. Mormon theology held that embodi-
ment was not only instrumental for spiritual progression, or even
for power over unembodied spirits but was the only occasion on
which individuals could make binding covenants that had eternal
implications. Those who missed that opportunity before death
were dependent on proxy ordinances performed by those who
still had corporeal bodies.

Building on these new temple rituals, Parley Pratt and others
developed an extremely literal domestic heaven. Even during Jo-
seph Smith’s life, Mormonism predated similar theological devel-
opments by rejecting the largely theocentric view of antebellum
America.130 Exalted human beings would not be limited to prais-
ing God at the expense of their own glory but would be progress-
ing from glory to glory while adding kingdoms, thrones, and do-
minions.131 Further, Mormonism’s later teachings concerning ex-
altation were closely linked with marital relations and bodily re-
production, and in Nauvoo Smith made marriage a necessary sac-
rament for one’s salvation; not entering this celestial covenant
meant a literal end to progenitive increase,132 and that continua-
tion was what Smith saw as the acme of exaltation.133 Indeed, po-
lygamy, especially when viewed from an eternal perspective, dra-
matically multiplied the body’s potential for affection and repro-
duction, offering a domestic heaven based on familial and tangi-
ble connections.134

Parley Pratt adopted and then expanded this domestic heav-
en, viewing the next life as a continuation of the present. When
writing about the future state of human beings and the nature of
the celestial kingdom, Pratt wrote of a physical heaven, whose lit-
eralness was unique for its time. His vision of resurrected persons
was based on materiality and many things often considered inti-
mately connected to a body:

In the resurrection, and the life to come, men that are prepared will
actually possess a material inheritance on the earth. They will pos-
sess houses, and cities, and villages, and gold and silver, and pre-
cious stones, and food, and raiment, and they will eat, drink, con-
verse, think, walk, taste, smell and enjoy. They will also sing and
preach, and teach, and learn, and investigate; and play on musical in-
struments, and enjoy all the pure delights of affection, love, and do-
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mestic felicity. While each, like the risen Jesus can take his friend by
the hand and say: “Handle me and see; for a spirit hath not flesh and
bones, as ye see me have.”135

Others had taught of a physical resurrection, yet few taught about
a heaven so firmly based on physicality and corporality as Parley
Pratt.

Pratt later presented a similar cosmos where all beings were
merely a universal group of intelligences differentiated only in
progression along an infinite spectrum, all of which centered
around and pointed to an earthly embodiment. Indeed, he ar-
gued that the contemporary understanding of Christ as being
both fully God and fully man was “an error by reason of not know-
ing ourselves,” because all beings—Gods, angels, and men—are of
“one species, one race, [and] one great family.” The only “great
distinguishing difference between one portion of this race and
another” was the nature and state of their current embodiment.
Thus, not only was the possession of a body central to all aspects
of this eternal spectrum, but it served as a form of identity to dif-
ferentiate among beings of varying status: God and other exalted
beings had glorified bodies of f lesh and bones, angels possessed
bodies with “a lesser degree of glory,” and humans merely held
“mortal tabernacle[s].”136 Embodiment, then, played a central
role in Pratt’s domestic heaven, serving as the hallmark of and
only distinctions among an eternally expanding celestial race.
Progress was centered on the body. Each intelligence’s gradua-
tion from one stage to another involved a modified, redeemed,
and eventually exalted tabernacle, modeled after that of their
all-powerful God.

Conclusion

As this article began with the Mormon apostle Parley Pratt en-
gaging the Greek philosopher Socrates, it ends the same way. A
decade after first citing Socrates, Pratt once again invoked the
founder of Western thought—but this time used his philosophy as
half of an eternal formulation based on Joseph Smith’s 1832
revelation:

The Greek Philosopher’s immortal mind,
Again with f lesh and bone and nerve combined;
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Immortal brain and heart—immortal whole,

Will make, as at the first, a living soul.

It was through this combination—and only through this combina-

tion—of the immortal soul and immortal body that humankind’s

purpose could be fulfilled; the celestial kingdom was to be one of

physical pleasures as well as spiritual fulfillment. “Man, thus

adapted to all the enjoyments of life and love,” Pratt continued,

“will possess the means of gratifying his organs of sight, hearing,

taste, &c., and will possess, improve and enjoy [all] the riches of

the eternal elements.”137 This physicality epitomized not only

Parley Pratt’s theological vision (and, for that matter, Joseph

Smith’s), but was also the apex and culmination of the possibili-

ties provided by early Mormon theologies of embodiment.
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