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Of all the Mormon historical sites that ended up in the hands of 
the RLDS Church (today known as the Community of Christ), none 
is more signifi cant for the LDS Church than the Kirtland Temple. 
Despite its contrast, both in form and function, with all other LDS 
temples, the Kirtland Temple is still claimed by the LDS Church 
as the fi rst temple of this dispensation and the setting of glorious 
visitations that form a crucial part of Mormon history, ritual, and 
doctrine. Although the building is not owned by the LDS Church, 
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over 90 percent of visitors are LDS. This means that members of the 
Community of Christ, acting as hosts and guides, fi nd themselves 
sharing this space with visitors who may interpret it differently 
than they do. LDS visitors are sometimes baffl ed that their church 
doesn’t own this sacred site, and some are confused by the differ-
ences between current LDS temples and their Kirtland precursor, 
which doesn’t even have a baptismal font.

How is it that the RLDS Church ended up owning the Kirtland Temple?

The ownership goes back to a broken chain of title in the 1830s. 
Over the course of the 1840s and 1850s, many different Latter Day 
Saint denominations occupied the Kirtland Temple. By 1862, the 
Kirtland Temple was auctioned off to settle outstanding debts of 
the early Church in the area, and it was bought by a man named 
Russell Huntley for $150. Huntley put a new roof on the temple, he 
painted it, re-stuccoed it, and re-plastered it. If he hadn’t done that, 
the temple would have fallen into ruin. By 1874, Huntley had associ-
ated himself with the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter 
Day Saints, and he sold the temple to Joseph Smith III for $150—the 
same price that he had paid in 1862.

Because of the broken chain of title, Joseph Smith III was ad-
vised to simply wait until 1883, when Ohio law would grant legal 
possession after having used a property for twenty years. Joseph 
Smith III, however, wanted to get the Reorganized Church recog-
nized as the true successor of his father’s church in a court of law. 
So in February 1880, the Reorganized Church fi led a lawsuit in a 
small county court over the possession of the temple and named 
John Taylor as one of the defendants. Of course John Taylor was 
not going to show up—he was in hiding and never even heard about 
the case. The RLDS Church got the judge to say almost everything 
they wanted him to say—that the Reorganized Church was the true 
church because of its continuation of the original Mormon doc-
trines, etc. The judge’s statement was published in The Saints Her-
ald—except for the last two sentences, which actually threw out the 
case!

So for over 100 years RLDS historians in good faith thought of 
the 1880 lawsuit as the reason why the RLDS Church owned the 
Kirtland Temple. Then in the early 2000s, Kim Loving, president 
of the then Kirtland Stake of the Community of Christ, conducted 
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research for his master’s thesis and discovered that the process had 
been more or less propaganda by Joseph Smith III, and that the 
lawsuit had been thrown out.1

So the real reason the Community of Christ today owns the 
Kirtland Temple is what is called “adverse possession”: They were 
here for the longest period of time as the continual possessor of the 
temple, having a local congregation and meeting in the building.

I’m sure the LDS Church, and possibly other branches of the Latter Day 
Saint movement, would like to be seen not only as the legitimate successor 
of Joseph’s church but also as the owner of the Kirtland Temple.

For nineteenth-century Community of Christ members, the Kirt-
land Temple legitimized them in their own eyes and, they hoped, in the 
eyes of other Americans. By the 1880s, there was a sign on the second 
fl oor of the temple which literally said, “We are not the Mormons.” 
“We, 30,000 [members of the RLDS Church], are not associated with 
that Utah group whose doctrines are an abomination to us, working all 
manner of iniquity,” and went on and on distancing the RLDS Church 
from Utah Mormons. Then by 1899, the RLDS painted an inscription 
on the front of the temple that said, “HOUSE OF THE LORD—BUILT BY 

THE CHURCH OF JESUS CHRIST OF LATTER DAY SAINTS, 1834.” They add-
ed: “REORGANIZED CHURCH OF JESUS CHRIST OF LATTER DAY SAINTS IN 

SUCCESSION BY DECISION OF COURT, FEB. 1880.” That same sign stayed 
on the Kirtland Temple until 1986.

Let’s talk about what the early Reorganized Church did in the Kirtland 
Temple. What would they use the building for?

They used it a variety of purposes. By the 1880s, there was a 
congregation that met every Sunday and on Wednesdays for prayer 
meeting. This went on until 1959. There were also conferences. In 
1883, for example, there was a general conference, during the peri-
od when the RLDS were holding general conferences once a year. 
Priesthood conferences were also held at different times, all the way 
to the present.

Starting at least in the 1910s, continuing into the 1950s, tradi-
tional RLDS “reunions” or “family camps” were held on the tem-
ple’s property. This is a tradition that LDS don’t have. The origins 
go back to the 1880s, out of a desire to have general conference 
twice instead of once a year. These reunions were regional confer-
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ences that functioned similarly to a week-long revival: There was 
preaching, praying, and testifying all day long, with services in the 
evening. By the early twentieth century, it took on more of a recre-
ational feel. Imagine the Kirtland Temple, by 1911, surrounded by 
people camping out in tents—that’s the scene you would have seen 
in the summer. Worship services were held during the day in the 
temple, and the cooking was done in the yard. Eventually the re-
unions lost some of their rural feel when showers were built across 
the street, in a building that is today part of the local congregation. 

I like the image of the temple surrounded by tents. Yet I assume the RLDS 
Church never saw Kirtland as the central place of the church?

It was seen as it was in the 1830s: a stake of Zion, but not as 
Zion itself or its capital. Kirtland was a center for the people of 
this particular region, but not the center to which people would 
be encouraged to gather. The RLDS followed the LDS doctrine of 
gathering into the 1970s, and for many families even into the 1980s. 
The RLDS were encouraged to gather in Independence, Missouri, 
because that was the place for the New Jerusalem.

That meant moving your family to Independence?

For twentieth-century RLDS, it meant exactly that.  For nine-
teenth-century RLDS, it may have meant moving to Lamoni, Iowa, 
which was seen as “on the edge of Zion” because it’s near the border 
between Iowa and Missouri. Then in the 1880s, RLDS started slowly 
moving back into Independence itself. The Church of Christ (Tem-
ple Lot) had been the fi rst group to gather back to Zion, but they 
were so small that they did not make a major impact. The RLDS 
were the fi rst ones to make a major impact in terms of numbers. By 
the early twentieth century, they were by far the largest church in 
Independence, and that continued all the way into the 1980s.

Who were some of the early Utah visitors who toured the Kirtland Temple?

One of the most famous Mormon visits in the early twentieth 
century was a group of LDS leaders who came through in Decem-
ber 1905. They had been to Sharon, Vermont, to dedicate a granite 
obelisk to Joseph Smith Jr. on the centennial of his birthday, and 
on the way back they stopped in Kirtland and took a tour of the 
temple.2 And since they kept journals, there are at least four or fi ve 
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accounts that I’ve read of what they experienced on their tour.
The visitors showed different levels of politeness as they de-

scribed what happened on that visit. I think they had a good time, 
but there was defi nitely tension. They visited the unheated temple 
on December 27, and Edith A. Smith said that it was evident there 
were two types of coldness in the building: “One the result of the 
temperature and the other a lack of [God’s] Spirit.”3 There was al-
ready tension when Edith walked in, and I think she was looking 
in part to be offended. At the same time, they felt that the RLDS 
guide, who was an RLDS apostle, was a jovial individual, and they 
seemed to get along fi ne with him. They tried to get pictures in the 
temple with their Kodak Brownies, and their guide asked them to 
desist. But “before Brother B had been discovered,” Edith writes, 
“the Kodak had already got its work.” So even then there was ten-
sion about the control of that space and what happened inside the 
temple as the RLDS tour guides were taking you through.

The LDS guests who went through in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth century had the notion that this temple was used much 
as they understood their temples. So as they listened to the RLDS 
guide explain the use of the temple in the 1830s, they thought he 
had no idea what he was talking about. “To hear their [RLDS] expla-
nations,” wrote Anthon H. Lund in his journal, “it was easily under-
stood that they had no conception of the real uses of a Temple.”4 
Actually, what LDS visitors didn’t understand was the evolution of 
the temple space. So there was that misunderstanding as they were 
going through the tour. They were polite about it, but there was 
defi nitely this sense of ecclesiastical rivalry between the two groups.  
That had happened throughout the nineteenth century as well.

And as the twentieth century progressed, more and more LDS 
guests would visit the temple—not just leaders. By the 1930s, there 
were groups of average LDS people coming to the Kirtland Temple 
in big tours. And that really increased after World War II, when the 
number of people coming on bus tours and with their families on 
family vacations just exploded.

It seems to me that generations of Mormons have visited the Kirtland Tem-
ple wondering, “Where the heck is the baptismal font?”

I think any person who has guided tours through the Kirtland 
Temple has been asked that at a certain point. LDS temples have 
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baptismal fonts to perform proxy baptisms for the dead, and this 
is something which was done in Nauvoo in the 1840s, i.e., after the 
Kirtland period. In the 1830s, this was not yet part of their theology.

An increasing number of guests, though, are informed enough 
to realize that didn’t happen here. In part they know that because 
since the 1980s the LDS Church canonized a vision that Joseph 
Smith had in the temple of his brother Alvin, who died in the 1820s 
(D&C 137). In the vision, Joseph sees Alvin in resurrected glory in 
the celestial kingdom and wonders how this could be, given the fact 
that his brother hadn’t been baptized. Joseph is told that those who 
would have received the gospel, had they been given a chance to 
hear it, will be heirs of the celestial kingdom.

So Joseph Smith is assured that you don’t need baptism, which 
kind of undercuts the whole reason for this ordinance of the bap-
tism for the dead. But it is re-interpreted, of course, in contempo-
rary LDS belief, as meaning that Joseph Smith was coming to un-
derstand that there would be a future time in which these ordinanc-
es could be administered. So Mormons have this idea that Joseph 
had this experience early on as an intimation of something that 
would come later. To that extent, they may be aware that there were 
not baptisms for the dead in the 1830s in the Kirtland Temple.

In terms of contemporary LDS temple rituals, my understanding is that there 
was a hint of starting washings and anointings in the Kirtland Temple. 

That is correct. Washings and anointings are part of LDS temple 
rituals today, and there is a hint of that in what these early Saints 
were doing in Kirtland. They didn’t anoint different parts of the 
body and say prayers or blessings over them—that wasn’t happening 
in the same way as in LDS temples today, as a liturgical or set form. 
The Kirtland washings and anointing were less structured. Here 
they were washing feet, and they were washing their bodies with 
whiskey mixed with cinnamon, to give some aromatic scent to it, 
and the feel of the whiskey evaporating from the body produced 
a bodily sensation, too. The Holy Spirit was in that way felt, expe-
rienced, and ritually mimicked. Mormons felt they were re-living 
the ancient order of things, so they were trying to re-create priestly 
anointings described in the book of Exodus.

Even before the temple was fi nished, they performed these wash-
ings and anointings in the print shop, which was close to the temple. 
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And when the temple was completed, the washings and anointings 
became part of the Kirtland endowment ceremony, which was not a 
secret ceremony. There were no parts of that ceremony which any-
one took a covenant not to reveal, and they didn’t regard these rites 
as something they couldn’t talk about. They certainly talked and 
even sang about them! In the hymn “The Spirit of God like a Fire Is 
Burning,” one of the verses says,

We’ll wash, and be wash’d, and with oil be anointed,

Withal not omitting the washing of feet.

For he that receiveth his penny appointed

Must surely be clean at the harvest of wheat.5

What was the Kirtland endowment? 

In the broadest sense, it seems to me that the Kirtland endow-
ment was a recapitulation or reenactment of the Passion narrative 
and Pentecost.6 So during the ceremony you had the washing of 
feet, as Jesus did with his disciples, and you had communion, which 
was a reenactment of the Last Supper. 

This ceremony, by the way, was for priesthood holders, and it 
happened between the Sunday dedication and the second dedica-
tion that happened the following Thursday, so probably March 29–
30, 1836. Leaders went through it fi rst, and then all the priesthood 
holders who were in Kirtland went through it. It consisted of a kind 
of mass revival meeting where they prayed and prophesied. During 
the day they performed the rituals of washing of feet, anointing 
with oil, and laying on of hands to bless people, to “seal” them, as 
they used to say. The older notion of sealing was the salvation of the 
assured, but now there’s this assurance that you have this extra gift 
of power from the Holy Spirit.

For the Kirtland Saints, this endowment was what other Protes-
tants would have called a second work of grace—something beyond 
baptism, what Methodists would have called sanctifi cation. The 
Saints were looking for something similar. They felt that as priest-
hood, as ministers, they needed more of the Holy Spirit to go out to 
preach with power and authority, evangelize the entire world, and 
redeem the kingdom of God on earth into these gathered communi-
ties that they would create with just relationships, and bring to pass 
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the wrapping up of the world before the Second Coming, which 
they whole-heartedly believed would happen in their lifetimes.

Tell me more about what happened during the Kirtland endowment.

The ceremony mimicked the high point of Christian redemp-
tion. It even included the Methodist-like practice of a “watch night” 
or vigil: they stayed up all night on the third fl oor of the Kirtland 
Temple. Staying awake all night in prayer and resisting sleep is, in 
a sense, a re-enactment of Gethsemane. They had been up already 
twenty-four hours when the gathering ended at four or fi ve in the 
morning. And as they were in prayer, they spoke in tongues and felt 
that they had this Pentecostal power. They did the Hosanna Shout, 
which now LDS do at the dedication of all their temples. The early 
Saints performed it frequently in the Kirtland Temple, both around 
the dedication and in the Kirtland endowment. “Sealing up a cove-
nant with Hosanna and Amen,” they would say.

These covenants were not the set promises that would develop 
later in Nauvoo, but were more informal. For instance, one of the 
darker things that they promised was to avenge themselves on their 
enemies in Jackson County if anyone should come against them 
again. This is biblical vengeance, Psalms-like vengeance; this, too, 
was part of the Kirtland endowment. I’m not sure if this carried 
over as they repeated the endowment subsequently, but it was cer-
tainly part of the 1836 ceremony.

The chorus of “The Spirit of God like a Fire Is Burning” was 
an approximation of the Hosanna Shout: “Hosanna, Hosanna to 
God and the Lamb.” And that’s an intimation of Jesus coming into 
Jerusalem, riding in, and the people greeted him with, “Hosanna, 
blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.”7

More radical Methodists shouted Hosanna when the Holy Spir-
it fell upon them. A radical Methodist thought that, any time the 
Spirit was present, a person couldn’t be quiet and had to shout Ho-
sanna. So this was part of the worship experience that many of the 
Kirtland Saints were already familiar with, since maybe half of them 
had been Methodists at one point in their life. And this in a way is 
ritualized in the new Kirtland Temple.

In our day, when someone gets sick, we anoint them with oil 
and pray for them. In the Community of Christ we call this an ad-
ministration, and in the LDS Church you may call it a blessing. And 
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that began to occur with much more frequency after the Kirtland 
endowment, which included so much washing and anointing. So a 
whole sacrament in the Community of Christ, or an ordinance in 
the LDS Church, was born out of this experience. After the Kirt-
land endowment, elders everywhere were anointing the sick with 
oil and praying. So it became routinized, a regular part of their 
worship life. 

A lot came out of the Kirtland endowment in terms of ritual. 
Some parts evolved in some inchoate form into the fi rst part of the 
LDS endowment as administered in Nauvoo, but other parts were 
never performed again in the same exact way.

Was the Kirtland endowment performed only once?

At fi rst they intended to do it once. But then they realized that 
not everyone was there, so they repeated the endowment several 
times in 1836. And by 1837 they realized that they had new people 
who weren’t around in 1836, or who weren’t yet part of the Church, 
so they went through this endowment again. Wilford Woodruff, 
who was at that time ordained to be a Seventy, wrote in his journal 
that the Kirtland endowment was to be practiced every April 6 until 
the Second Coming of Jesus.8 So they anticipated doing this over 
and over again, almost like an annual revival meeting.

Christopher Jones has done some great work in comparing the 
Kirtland endowment to what Methodist ministers experienced in 
revival meetings.9 Methodist ministers would often go to revival 
meetings to be themselves renewed, and in some ways the Kirtland 
endowment was a rough equivalent to that: priesthood holders 
could come to be renewed again through this ceremony. So what 
the early Saints did was to take the Methodist revival meeting and 
add a heavy ritual emphasis,  in this way making it their own.

Let’s move forward to the history of Kirtland since the 1950s. What are 
some of the developments worth mentioning?

As the number of LDS traveling to historic sites increased, the 
LDS Church started thinking about buying sites in Ohio. They fi rst 
purchased the John Johnson Farm, which is about thirty miles from 
Kirtland. With that purchase, they were slowly re-establishing their 
historical presence. Then in the 1960s a private LDS investor, Wil-
ford Wood, bought the Newel K. Whitney store, located about a 
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quarter of a mile north from the temple. Wood kept that property 
in trust for the LDS Church until a certain point in time when they 
wanted to interpret Kirtland as a historic site.

The RLDS Church also moved toward expanding its interpreta-
tive center in Kirtland. In the late 1960s, the RLDS Church built its 
fi rst visitors center. It was tiny, but it meant that they could show a 
fi lm and display some artifacts. They were trying to mimic what you 
see across America. Visitors centers were growing everywhere. With 
the expansion of the interstate system, many middle-class families 
who owned automobiles were going on vacations. All of these fac-
tors set Kirtland as a destination not only for Latter Day Saints, but 
also for people interested in Ohio history.

So people continued to fl ock to Kirtland. By the 1970s LDS 
members had established a presence in Cleveland, with probably 
several thousands in the Greater Cleveland metropolitan area, and 
they decided that they wanted an LDS visitors center in Kirtland. 
That started a process that eventually resulted in Historic Kirtland, 
an LDS campus around the Newel K. Whitney Store, which was 
dedicated in 2003.

It was a fascinating case: The impetus started with local mem-
bers clamoring for a visitors center, rather than top-down instruc-
tions from the hierarchy. The hierarchy had to agree, of course, 
but it was the local people who convinced the hierarchy that the 
Church needed a presence in Kirtland. 

What is the “Kirtland Curse”?

It’s a complicated story. By the 1970s, key LDS local leaders 
began believing that Kirtland had been cursed in the 1840s by the 
Lord. This group included Karl Anderson, a well-known local LDS 
leader who became stake president. They based this belief on state-
ments by Joseph and Hyrum Smith. One of the statements by Jo-
seph Smith is in the current LDS Doctrine and Covenants (D&C 
124:82–83). It was canonized by the LDS Church in 1876, so it’s not 
part of the Community of Christ’s Doctrine and Covenants. Verse 
83 declares that the Lord has “a scourge prepared for the inhabi-
tants” of Kirtland.

Hyrum Smith’s statement is an 1841 letter that he wrote to the 
Saints who were living in Kirtland. British converts stopping in Kirt-
land were being persuaded by local Saints that Kirtland was a great 
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place to live. So they were settling there, instead of going to Nau-
voo. The problem was that the Church at the time had invested an 
enormous amount of money in land in Nauvoo, and if they were 
not going to default on their loans, they needed Church members 
to buy that land. So Hyrum Smith issued a “thus saith the Lord” 
statement in which he commanded all the Saints living in Kirtland 
to go to Nauvoo, adding that their Kirtland properties would “be 
scourged with a sore scourge” and that many days would pass before 
they could possess them again in peace.10 

The Saints in Kirtland wrote back and said to Hyrum, “Actually, 
we’ve organized ourselves quite well here. We’re taking care of the 
poor. We’d like to continue on here in Kirtland.” Hyrum wrote back 
and said “O.K., you can stay, but don’t expect Kirtland to rise on the 
ruins of Nauvoo.”11 So the matter was at the time more or less set-
tled. But if you don’t have the rest of the story, if all you have is the 
Hyrum Smith letter, and if you think that it was literally a revelation 
from God, instead of being part of this drama of trying to convince 
the Saints to move to Nauvoo, then you’re going to look back and 
read that letter and say, “Kirtland is cursed!” 

In 1974 Karl Anderson read these and other Mormon writings 
and became convinced that Kirtland was cursed. I think for local 
LDS members this worked as an explanation as to why the LDS 
Church didn’t own the Kirtland Temple, i.e., because the Lord 
cursed it in the 1840s. And they thought, “If the temple is cursed, 
but we will possess it in the future, maybe then we are part of re-
deeming Kirtland.” So suddenly these Mormons felt they were an 
important part of God’s redemptive action in the world.

What did Karl Anderson and other Mormons do to “redeem Kirtland”?

Karl Anderson came up with a three-fold solution for how to re-
deem Kirtland from the curse. First, they would bring missionaries 
so that the gospel would be preached in Kirtland for the fi rst time 
since the 1840s (which of course was an insult for the RLDS be-
cause they had been there continually). Second, they decided that 
they needed to establish a ward and a stake in Kirtland. Third, they 
concluded that they needed to establish a visitors center. Karl be-
lieved that this plan would be an integral part of lifting the curse on 
Kirtland—helping God reclaim the place and, if you read between 
the lines, eventually redeem and get back the Kirtland Temple for 
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the LDS Church, with everything in its own order and in its own 
due time. 

This story of the curse was not widely known by LDS mem-
bers, but Karl began talking a lot about it. In 1976, Donald Brewer, 
president of the LDS Cleveland Ohio Mission, arrived here, heard 
Karl talk, and got really worried. He read and prayed about it, and 
he was convinced! “There’s a curse, there’s a scourge here in Kirt-
land, and we need to lift it.” So he was totally on board, and Karl 
and President Brewer worked together to try to lift the curse. They 
got missionaries to walk around Kirtland, evangelizing again. And 
when they got an RLDS family to convert, they were ecstatic and 
believed that the curse was indeed lifting!

When LDS General Authorities were in the area, Karl would 
take them to Kirtland on tours, show them around, and if they 
hadn’t known about the scourge before coming to Kirtland, they 
certainly knew by the time they left. By 1979, Karl and other local 
LDS members had a local architect draw plans for a visitors center, 
and they printed a brochure about it that looked very professional. 
But it got lost in the bureaucracy of Salt Lake and never got the 
attention of the apostles. 

Did they eventually get the attention of Salt Lake leaders?

Because of his unique access to General Authorities, Karl even-
tually managed to get the proposal on the desk of the right apostle, 
who then brought it to the Quorum of the Twelve. Some of the apos-
tles were opposed. “We’ve already put so much money into Historic 
Nauvoo,” they complained. “We should be spending more money 
on the missionary program—not historic sites and buildings.”12 But 
Ezra Taft Benson, who was at that time president of the Quorum of 
the Twelve, had become a great advocate for the project and broke 
the deadlock. “We will not have another Nauvoo,” he said, “but we 
will have a Kirtland, and it will be as it should be.” And that’s how 
they authorized the construction of the visitors center.

By October 1979, the last part of Karl’s plan to lift the curse 
was in place: they broke ground in Kirtland for a new LDS chapel 
that would become a stake center. Ezra Taft Benson attended the 
ceremony. “The curse that the Lord placed on Kirtland,” he told 
the congregation during his speech, “is being lifted today.” And 
during his prayer, he formally lifted the scourge that was on Kirt-
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land. Latter-day Saints saw this as a redemptive process of remaking 
Kirtland. 

By 1984, the Whitney Store was restored and re-dedicated, be-
coming a more prominent historic site for the LDS Church. Ezra 
Taft Benson and Gordon B. Hinckley attended the dedication, and 
they talked about the spiritual visions and dreams that happened 
there: John Murdock seeing Jesus in the Whitney Store, and Joseph 
Smith organizing the School of the Prophets.13 Thus Church lead-
ers were starting to assure LDS that they may not have the temple, 
but they did have a place where Jesus appeared in Kirtland.

I think this was part of the greater narrative in which people 
believed that the curse was being lifted. It wasn’t just Karl Ander-
son who believed that this was happening—it was widespread at 
that time among Cleveland LDS members who had heard Karl talk 
about this and now felt part of God’s redemptive plan in Kirtland. 
The RLDS were vaguely aware that LDS held this belief, and yes—
the notion that their own activities were part of a curse was mildly 
insulting to them. It implied that they were on the wrong side of 
God! But it seems to me that this was a way for LDS to attempt to 
explain why they were not in control of the temple.

And then as time went on, I believe Karl himself began think-
ing, “Maybe also the RLDS have been part of lifting the scourge on 
this place.” So he eventually included them as part of this process 
by which God was redeeming Kirtland and making it into a holy 
place again, thus creating a more generous narrative of curse and 
redemption.

Could another factor have been the process by which the RLDS Church has 
become less obsessed with its past?

I think that happened only in the 1990s. Through the 1980s, the 
RLDS focused heavily on its past. And then in the 2000s there was a 
reinvigorated emphasis on Church history in Community of Christ. 
As much as LDS would like to think that Community of Christ no 
longer values Church history (and at least some LDS believe that), 
if you look on the ground, people are still interested in the history 
of their church, and there was even a greater emphasis in the 2000s. 
This visitors center in Kirtland, where we’re having this interview 
at, is one of the results of that—it was built in 2007 after a long pro-
cess of raising money. Community of Christ is small, it’s not even 
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as large or fi nancially powerful as it was in the 1970s, so I think this 
visitors center is a statement that they still value the heritage—in a 
different way. They can’t value it in the same way—no one ever does!

So there’s a renewed emphasis on history in Community of 
Christ. If Nauvoo represents a problematic, uncomfortable time pe-
riod for Community of Christ—because of issues such as militarism, 
theocracy, and plural marriage—Kirtland, even with the confl icts 
that happened here, with the breakup of the bank and arguments 
around that,14 is seen much more positively. People can still ral-
ly around and think of the dedication of the fi rst worship build-
ing, the fi rst temple in Community of Christ tradition, and what it 
means to them, and almost universally they have a positive image of 
Kirtland. And that’s true whether you’re talking about Saints in In-
dependence, Missouri, or Saints in Manihi, French Polynesia. They 
universally think of the Kirtland Temple as a sacred place.

In 1994, the Community of Christ dedicated a temple in Independence. 
How does that edifi ce relate to the historic Kirtland Temple?

The modern temple in Independence was built on a portion of 
the land dedicated by Joseph Smith Jr. in Missouri in the 1830s for 
a temple site. When they drew up the plat for the City of Zion in 
1833, they placed twenty-four temples in that plat—they drew up the 
plans right here, in Kirtland, probably only a few yards away from 
where we’re having this interview. And the Independence Temple 
is on the footprint of at least three of those planned temples, so it’s 
literally on land that was intended for temples in the 1830s, for that 
redeemed city of New Jerusalem.

The Independence Temple functions in some ways like its Kirt-
land ancestor. For instance, the Kirtland Temple had Church ad-
ministrative space—an offi ce for the Church president. The Inde-
pendence Temple has the offi ces for the president and the apostles 
who live in that area. (Some apostles now live in their fi elds, which 
could be as far away as Honduras, French Polynesia, or Zambia.) 
The Independence Temple, like the Kirtland Temple, also has a 
space for education: the Community of Christ Graduate Seminary, 
which amounts to a Masters of Arts and Religion, where people 
gather for classes. And we also have the Peace Colloquy, which hap-
pens every October in Independence.

The Independence Temple is also a place of worship. The Dai-
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ly Prayer for Peace happens in the Independence Temple. (By the 
way, we also do the Daily Prayer for Peace in Kirtland, but we do 
it in this visitors center, instead of the temple, in part because we 
light candles and we don’t want to create a fi re hazard in the his-
toric temple.) So doing the Daily Prayer for Peace in the Indepen-
dence Temple is a continuation of the notion that the temple is a 
special worship space. Also from the Independence Temple, Steve 
Veazey, Community of Christ prophet, gives an annual address to 
the Church that is then broadcast via the web.

So I mentioned three areas of correspondence between the 
Kirtland and the Independence temples: administration, educa-
tion, and worship. And even though we don’t do a Kirtland-style 
endowment, all the sacraments of the Church, except for marriage, 
can be performed in the Independence Temple. People may go 
there for their evangelist blessing, which is the equivalent of an LDS 
patriarchal blessing, or an administration (health blessing), or com-
munion, which in the Community of Christ consists of bread and 
“wine” (grape juice).

And the Kirtland Temple here is also used today much as it 
was in the 1830s, minus the Kirtland endowment. In the 1830s the 
temple was a space for public worship, and they also had tours of 
the temple—not only before it was dedicated but also after; at that 
point we did not yet have the notion that only people who have 
made certain covenants should be allowed in. In the 1830s they 
charged 25 cents, which was actually pretty expensive for just a tour! 
And you saw everything in the temple, they took you fl oor by fl oor. 
And on the third fl oor, which is the top fl oor, they had the Egyptian 
mummies associated with the Book of Abraham. By 1837, tourists 
were going through the Kirtland Temple, and some published their 
accounts.

Let’s move to the recent past. What was the process by which Community 
of Christ started to share the Kirtland Temple with the other branches of 
the Restoration?    

That process happened in the 1990s. In the era before that, 
the Kirtland Temple was basically a worship space for the RLDS 
congregation. In 1959 the congregation moved across the street 
to their present space, but even at that era the temple continued 
to be used at Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Easter for community 
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services in which the entire Kirtland community came together in 
ecumenical worship. Through the 1940s, the temple was the center 
and the symbol of the community, and in the 1940s most of that 
community was RLDS—though there were also Catholics, Congre-
gationalists, and other faiths. So at least since the 1940s, all those 
groups traditionally have come together for community services in 
the Kirtland Temple.

Then in the 1990s, the building was opened up for the LDS also 
to have services there. That was in a sense a community outreach by 
the Community of Christ. At fi rst they allowed it on a limited basis, 
but now they allow it a lot more frequently. In the course of a year, 
there might be fi fty services in the Kirtland Temple; a couple dozen 
will be sponsored by the Community of Christ, but another couple 
dozen are going to be LDS. 

We always have staff to accompany LDS groups, and LDS would 
probably use it more if we could schedule more staff to be there. 
LDS can have a sacrament meeting there, but we ask the groups 
not to perform any sacrament or ordinance other than the Lord’s 
Supper. Testimony meetings are very popular—especially with LDS 
youth groups. The temple is scheduled for both local LDS groups 
and cross-country pilgrimages that come through Kirtland by bus 
all the time, especially in the summer.

What percentage of the visitors you receive are LDS?

A realistic estimate is that 90–95 percent of our visitors are LDS. 
The offi cial number is 50 percent, but that’s calculated only from 
those who fi ll out a comment card and indicate their religious affi li-
ation. In any given year we have approximately 25,000 people going 
on a tour of the temple, although the year Historic Kirtland (the 
LDS site) opened, we had close to 40,000. Even in the 1920s, a sig-
nifi cant percentage of visitors, though less than half, were LDS. In 
the 1970s, a larger percentage of visitors were Community of Christ, 
because there were more RLDS in this area and there was an exten-
sive program of weekend retreats which every year would bring as 
many as thirteen RLDS congregations to Kirtland. That ended in 
the mid-1970s, when the local congregation who was sponsoring 
these visits got burned out on the program.

After having been through several tours of the Kirtland Tem-
ple, my perception is that LDS visitors tend to be very gracious 
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guests, but on occasion they cannot help it and they have to ask a 
question that attacks the Community of Christ.

Most people going to historic sites across the country know rel-
atively little about them when they step in the door. At the Kirt-
land Temple, we generally have the opposite. LDS visitors might not 
know the views of current historians, but they know stories about 
the temple, and it’s already part of a narrative that they have of 
their spiritual past and their spiritual ancestors. This makes it a dif-
ferent experience—this is a pilgrimage site for many people. That 
generates a sense of reverence and sometimes discomfort—especial-
ly around the fact that this is a pilgrimage site that they, the LDS, 
don’t own. 

Add the fact that this is not exactly like the tour they would 
experience at an LDS site. Some LDS frankly don’t like LDS his-
toric site tours; some love them. I think the majority love them and 
a growing minority don’t like them. The majority of LDS tourists 
who come have been through an LDS tour where someone is testi-
fying along the lines of “I know this happened, in the name of Jesus 
Christ, Amen.” LDS visitors will notice that this doesn’t happen in 
our tours. So that already creates a sense of tension. Many of them 
may feel that it’s more like a historical tour, so they may not get ex-
actly the religious experience they were looking for.

And at times there’s adversarial tension too, along the lines of, 
“Let’s see if we can trip up the guide.” A few visitors may think, “These 
Community of Christ guides don’t really know Church history—let’s 
see if we can make them look silly.” That occasionally happens. But 
the vast majority are very gracious and very kind. And even if they 
have questions, sometimes they don’t even ask them: they hold back 
or they ask the LDS tour director—and who knows what the tour di-
rector answers! I think it’s a way of being polite and saying, “OK, we 
have our differences, and I won’t try to make my discomfort public 
and make the guides uncomfortable.” So I think there’s a good deal 
of graciousness that happens, too, in these interactions.

I was once touring the temple with an LDS family, and they were all very 
polite—except for the Grandpa! As soon as we sat in the lower court, he 
asked the guide in an accusatory tone, “Why is it that you guys no longer 
tell the story of Jesus Christ appearing to Joseph Smith in the temple?”

Some guests will come out and say that, but the vast majority 
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won’t. When I was a regular temple guide, I sometimes guided ju-
nior high groups. As you know, junior high kids sometimes believe 
they know everything! And some of these kids would treat me harsh-
ly. Maybe that had to do with the way their leaders prepared them, 
too. The entire time they were asking me questions like, “Why don’t 
you believe in the First Article of Faith?” Apparently the intent was 
to rebuke me for not believing that God the Father has a physical 
body, which of course is not what the First Article of Faith says.

And these kids went through all the hot-button social issues 
and made me defend the Community of Christ on women, and 
LGBT issues, and peppered me with questions. So I fi nally said, 
“You know—I’m happy to answer these questions, but I would like 
to talk about the temple, too. So let’s go downstairs and talk about 
the 1836 dedication.” And things ended a lot better on that tour. 
So on occasion we have tours where people want to argue.  And I 
understand that, because when I was a teenager, I was a very conser-
vative RLDS member raised in a very conservative RLDS home, and 
I would go with my youth group friends down to the LDS Visitors 
Center in Independence to argue! So I can be empathetic when 
people sometimes come at me—I can imagine what I was like, too, 
at a certain point in my life.

You describe the Kirtland Temple not only as a place of contestation, but 
also cooperation.

That’s right. Besides the services where LDS worship on their 
own, there are cooperative services through the year. Since the 
1980s, the LDS staff of Historic Kirtland will help out with the 
Christmas and Easter services.

In a few days, we’ll have the Emma Smith Hymn Festival that 
began in 2004, on the 200-year anniversary of Emma’s birth, which 
is July 10. The hymn festival has a little script, and some parts are 
read by sister missionaries from Historic Kirtland. These missionar-
ies are also part of the choir that sings “The Spirit of God like a Fire 
Is Burning” and “Redeemer of Israel.” The congregation, which is 
mostly LDS and local Community of Christ folks, is invited to join 
in singing these hymns. So it’s another example of those ecumen-
ical traditions of cooperation that have grown up at the Kirtland 
Temple.

Certainly the relationship with the LDS has grown less adversar-
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ial over time, and the points of contention have changed over time, 
too. I think that shift refl ects the changes in American denomina-
tions. Some sociologists and religious studies scholars talk about 
religious realignment, not just over denominational differences, but 
differences along a liberal/conservative social divide. And since 
the 1980s, the Community of Christ has been squarely on the pro-
gressive side, and the LDS Church has been on the conservative 
side, so that produces a new set of tensions. I do not think many 
Community of Christ members today care too much about arguing 
over nineteenth-century issues such as presidential succession, but 
they would really care about social issues. This provides a new area 
of contestation on temple tours—although not as frequently as in 
the mid-2000s. 

So there’s still a sense of construction of otherness, not only by 
LDS visitors but also on the part of the Community of Christ guides 
giving the tour. If LDS missionaries go on missions and come back 
converted, a Community of Christ guide who gives tours every day 
in the Kirtland Temple comes back from that experience thinking 
that the Community of Christ is awesome, and probably thinking 
they never want to be LDS! 

After a while, a sense of difference develops in these guides. 
And I’m sure that happens as well to some LDS who go through the 
temple tour. They may end up thinking, “No doubt the Commu-
nity of Christ has lost the authority and gone off on this apostate 
road,” etc. Other LDS visitors come out thinking, “These guys are 
our friends.” So it’s a way for them to make kinship with the group, 
or extend a more limited notion of ecumenical encounter, even if 
brief. And I think, for a lot of LDS, the Kirtland Temple tour expe-
rience is a combination of both—a way of making friendship while 
at the same time establishing difference.
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