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Richard Sleegers

Praxis Makes Perfect
Christian Perfection and Imitatio Christi 

in Joseph Smith’s Temple Pedagogy

It is necessary in the ushering in of the dispensation of the 
fulness of times, which dispensation is now beginning to 
usher in, that a whole and complete and perfect union, and 
welding together of dispensations, and keys, and powers, and 
glories should take place, and be revealed from the days of 
Adam even to the present time. And not only this, but those 
things which never have been revealed from the foundation of 
the world, but have been kept hid from the wise and prudent, 
shall be revealed unto babes and sucklings in this, the dispen-
sation of the fulness of times.1

The Nauvoo period in Latter-day Saint history was a time of 
welding for Joseph Smith: bringing together previous revela-

tory teachings and actively shaping rituals into “a whole and com-
plete and perfect union.”2 He believed he was opening a dispensation, 
or a pouring out of knowledge and authority from heaven, and was 
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anxious to finish it. He had a vision—at least in the down-to-earth 
sense of a goal—of all Saints being educated in the knowledge pre-
requisite for a salvation he coined exaltation. 

This exaltation can be seen as a unique form of Christian 
perfection,3 as the end goal toward which followers of Christ 
strive—in this life or the next—to achieve a wholeness or degree of 
refinement that would bring them salvation. Most early nineteenth-
century Christian denominations were seeking after salvation, dif-
fering in forms and degrees, but united in their desire for certainty. 
Denominations based on Calvinism found surety of salvation in 
God-given grace to a select few, while Arminian-based theologies, 
such as that found in Methodism, believed that all who chose Christ 
as their Savior could be saved. Universalists, like Joseph Smith’s 
grandfather,4 believed that Christ would (eventually) save all. The 
basic premise of Christian theology—forgiveness of sins through 
Christ’s Atonement—seemed undebated, though. Each acknowl-
edged that a power went forth from the atoning sacrifice of Christ. 
The debate centered on how to access that power—how one could be 
certain that power was manifest, and hence whether salvation was 
sure. 

Joseph Smith revolutionized the idea of and prerequisites for sal-
vific surety into a perfectionism that was both concrete and attain-
able but to most people was quite unfathomable: becoming as God, 
or becoming gods.5 The rationale is that to be certain one can reenter 
the presence of God, one should strive to know or see God and prog-
ress to be like him.6 In other words, Joseph saw theophany (encoun-
ter with God) as a precursor to theosis (becoming like God). This 
is imitatio Christi in its purest form: striving to become as Christ as 
a means to become godlike, by “receiv[ing] his image in [our] coun-
tenances” (Alma 5:14), and by “becom[ing] sons [and daughters] of 
God; [so] that when he shall appear we shall be like him [theosis], for 
we shall see him [theophany]” (Moroni 7:48). 

Some of Joseph’s teachings during the Nauvoo period indicate that 
spiritual education and personal development were a prerequisite to 
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meeting/seeing God (theophany) and to becoming like him (theosis). 
How were these teachings to be transposed into praxis and what was 
the place to prepare to meet God?— in God’s temple through sacred 
ordinances. But what was Joseph Smith’s pedagogy? How should a 
Latter-day Saint progress as it were “from grace to grace”7 toward this 
exaltation? What educational means or pedagogic devices did Smith 
and his contemporaries in the Church devise to make this perfection-
ism comprehensible and tangible? And how were these dispensed?

In this chapter I will answer these questions by first sketching 
the cultural religious context within which Joseph’s view on salvation 
as exaltation took shape. Next I will draw from Joseph’s teachings 
about gaining certainty of exaltation found in his revelations, public 
sermons, and more private teachings. Then I will examine the peda-
gogy, the modes of teaching, and the associated (temple) ordinances 
and how Joseph Smith planned to dispense these, first to the Twelve 
Apostles and then to all the Saints. I will conclude by applying these 
findings to Latter-day Saints seeking surety of salvation as exaltation 
in our time.

Historical Context: Protestant Perfectionism 
and the Search for Certainty of Salvation

Joseph Smith’s contemporary religious teachers and reformers were 
united in their search for salvific certainty8 and taught various ver-
sions of Christian perfectionism to achieve it.9 One could say that, 
as Protestants, they had left the security of Catholic sacramentalism 
behind and had all proposed different substitute doctrines to achieve 
perfection and salvation.10 Joseph himself describes the Methodists, 
Presbyterians, and Baptists as three of the main sects he and his fam-
ily were in contact with. He said he “attended their several meetings 
as occasion would permit” and that his “mind became somewhat 
partial to the Methodist sect.”11 Christopher Jones documents fur-
ther that Methodism was one of the most expansive and influential 
sects in antebellum America.12 Many early converts to the Church, as 
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Jones shows, came from a Methodist background, such as Brigham 
Young, John Taylor, and Thomas B. Marsh. Many of them stayed 
sympathetic toward the Methodist founder John Wesley and—
while engaged in missionary activities—saw Methodist teachings as 
a sound basis upon which converts could add in their conversion to 
the restored Church. Even Joseph Smith reportedly said that “if the 
Methodists would only advance a step or two further, they would 
take the world. We Latter-day Saints are Methodists, as far as they 
have gone, only we have advanced further.”13 This begs the question: 
how much did the soteriology and perfectionism of the Methodists 
(and others) influence or even shape Smith’s own search for a per-
sonal and later doctrinal surety of salvation? 

Despite the doctrinal differences of these Christian sects, there 
was some consensus on the idea that humanity’s fallen and sinful 
state had to be overcome through the mediation and power of Jesus 
Christ’s atoning sacrifice. As mentioned earlier, the debate focused 
on how to access that power and how one could be certain that power 
was manifest and hence that salvation was sure. The sectarian land-
scape was also divided over the question of individual choice in salva-
tion. For Calvinistic Presbyterians, there was no choice: God had to 
elect you and make it known in a spiritual outpouring of grace. For 
Arminian-Wesleyan Methodists, individuals could choose to accept 
Christ’s Atonement and exercise faith to bring about good works 
and confirming spiritual experiences. For Universalists, the choice to 
believe in Christ was relevant only for the moment you were saved, 
for eventually—at the last judgment—all were saved. The divide 
was present in Joseph Smith’s own family, where mother, brothers, 
and older sister joined the Presbyterian Church and father turned 
from a Universalist to a more neutral standpoint and did not adhere 
then to a particular church.14 Joseph’s quest, most likely sparked by 
a Methodist camp meeting,15 was an individual endeavor to gain cer-
tainty of forgiveness for his sins, an endeavor that hinged on decid-
ing which church to join in this pursuit of justification. He attended 
meetings but did not seem to have the same level of excitement, nor 
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experience the physical sensations that others had.16 This set Joseph 
in dire need of a different confirmation or source of certainty.17

Methodists looked for certainty through scripture,18 full devotion 
to a Christian life, and spiritual manifestations, or what they called 
works of grace. These were commonly sought after and celebrated 
when received, confirming to faithful seekers that God corroborated 
their efforts with an “outpouring” of his power. The most well-known 
spiritual manifestations, mainly derived from biblical reports, were 
speaking in tongues, healings, dreams, and visions. Also, very physi-
cal effects were seen, like “people [who] went into trances, jerked, 
rolled and crawled on the ground,” or were, in Joseph Smith’s time, at 
least “crying, mourning, and sighing.”19 The feeling of being “touched 
upon” or “recognized” or “accepted” by God was mostly a communal 
experience. Among the Methodists, camp meetings were predomi-
nant in bringing about this communal excitement, aimed at a spiri-
tual “revival” or a bringing of souls “from darkness to light.”20

This begs the question: once such an “acceptance” took place, did 
those in the congregation who were part of this group experience feel 
secure about their standing before God; did they feel they were “for-
given of their sins”? If so, this must have been more of an individual 
certainty, for not all present experienced it. The ecclesiastical coun-
terpart of that experience was the power or authority of a church to 
extend the right doctrines and means whereby its adherents could 
have these reviving experiences.21 If false doctrine were preached or 
one adhered to a corrupt faith, there was danger of damnation, or 
at least—as Joseph Smiths portrayed it—such things were being 
preached in an effort to dissuade converts from one sect to another.22

Christopher Jones also points out that Methodists were very 
likely to accept dreams and visions, like Joseph Smith’s First Vision, 
to be authoritative revelations from God.23 Joseph’s vision, seen 
through a Methodist lens, can be seen as a conversion experience 
whereby God answers a prayer by an apparition of sorts, invoking 
spiritual gifts and/or forgiving sins. Brigham Young’s older brother 
Phineas, also a Methodist who later converted to the Church of 



162  Richard Sleegers

Jesus Christ, had a similar experience as Joseph when he prayed to be 
“made holy” to fulfill his recent calling.24 From the earliest account of 
Joseph Smith’s First Vision we learn that his initial effort was indeed 
a search for confirmation of forgiveness of personal sin. His prayer, 
he writes, was answered by God appearing and saying, “Joseph, my 
son, thy sins are forgiven thee.”25 This was the first certainty Joseph 
longed to experience.

Pertaining to authority as a church, Joseph sought additional cer-
tainty about which church to join, a church that would be “accepted of 
God.” Wesleyan teachings on power derived from “spiritual witness” 
were indicative of the certainty needed to be a “living church.” When 
denied, Wesley taught, “there is a danger lest our religion degenerate 
into mere formality; lest, ‘having a form of godliness,’ we neglect if 
not ‘deny, the power of it.’”26 This resembles a statement of the Lord 
in Joseph Smith’s 1838 account of his First Vision and was part of the 
answer and instruction Joseph received to join none of the churches 
he was in contact with.27 What was truly remarkable and very deci-
sive for his later perfectionism—as we will see below—is that Joseph 
professed to receive these confirmations from God the Father and 
Jesus Christ in person. The accompanying conclusion, one that up to 
this day continues to make many other Christian denominations feel 
uneasy, is that Joseph claimed that the church he was asked to orga-
nize was not his own, but the Lord’s, and the gospel he proclaimed 
was not his own, but restored by the Lord himself.

With regard to perfectionism among Methodists, John Wesley 
wrote three works with “perfection” prominent in their title.28 In his 
treatise on perfection he defines it as 

that habitual disposition of the soul which, in the sacred writ-
ings, is termed holiness; and which directly implies being 
cleansed from sin, “from all filthiness both of flesh and spirit”; 
and, by consequence, being endued with those virtues which 
were in Christ Jesus; being so “renewed in the image of our 
mind,” as to be “perfect as our Father in heaven is perfect.”29 
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Wesley describes perfection in another sermon as 

a restoration not only to the favour, but likewise to the image 
of God, implying not barely deliverance from sin, but the 
being filled with the fullness of God.30

Phrases such as “holy,” “cleansed from sin,” “endued with 
Christlike virtues,” and “renewed in mind” all imply a change brought 
about by the exercise of faith and the working of grace, but which 
make the human believer only “as to be” perfect as God. Receiving 
the image of God or being filled with his fullness seems to point more 
to imitatio Christi in the form of a refinement of Christian charac-
ter, but not leading to eventual achievement of godhood in the more 
literal sense Joseph Smith later adopted. Methodist perfection can 
more readily be incorporated with its teaching of entire sanctifica-
tion, as shown in two other quotes from Wesley, stating that perfec-
tion is “deliverance from inward as well as from outward sin” and 
“a Christian is so far perfect as not to commit sin.”31 Joseph clearly 
also taught about the need to be cleansed from sin but added that 
we then need to move forward—even beyond the grave—to attain 
godlike qualities that would enable us to inherit the kind of life God 
lives.32 We see here that Smith’s teachings—drawing upon both 
his Protestant heritage, study of the Bible, and his continuing rev-
elations—employ similar language but pointed toward different or 
added meanings. Joseph’s understanding of perfection and salvation 
as exaltation, as already explained, developed over many years. As 
these doctrines of exaltation became clearer, Joseph gathered ele-
ments of temple ritual (literally and spiritually cleansing our bodies 
as a preparation to enter the temple or God’s presence) leading up to 
the Nauvoo era, where doctrine and ritual came together.

A lesser-known influence on Joseph Smith was that of the 
Universalist Society, originating in Boston but present in most 
of New England, a movement to which Joseph’s grandfather and 
father adhered.33 Asael Smith had moved away from orthodox 
Congregationalism to the Universalist teachings of John Murray.34 
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Murray rejected the Calvinist idea of election and damnation and 
universalized the idea that Jesus was “from everlasting ordained 
to be the savior of all.” Through unity with Christ, everyone could 
be justified through his vicarious Atonement.35 Similar teachings 
on perfection can be found with the related Unitarians. William 
Ellery Channing, the latter movement’s dominant minister, taught 
that “likeness to God is a good so unutterably surpassing all other 
good, that whoever admits it as attainable, must acknowledge it to 
be the chief aim of life.”36 He even talks about exaltation but in a 
broader sense of a God who cares for his children so much that he 
does everything for their “recovery and exaltation.” Channing also 
strongly believes that God and all of his attributes can be known 
because man himself carries the knowledge of God in his own soul, 
and that through the influence of the Holy Ghost and a Christian life 
of service, these godly attributes can be brought to perfection.37 It is 
unclear how much Universalist or Unitarian teachings passed from 
Joseph’s grandfather and father to him. One Universalist idea Asael 
Smith certainly taught, which can be recognized in Joseph’s soteriol-
ogy, is its anti-Calvinistic conception of God’s universal salvific love: 
a desire to save all his children.38 It is likely that Joseph accepted this 
desire that God could save all, while also adhering to the Methodist 
requirements of agency and exercise of faith to bring about saving 
grace. Having established this context, we will now investigate how 
Joseph situated this reciprocal desire for human and God to reunite 
in perfect unity in an almost Catholic sacramental covenant theology 
with accompanying temple ordinances.

Joseph Smith’s Own View on Salvific Surety 
through Perfection: The Pinnacle of Salvation

If you wish to go where God is, you must be like God, or pos-
sess the principles which God possesses. . . . A man is saved no 
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faster than he gets knowledge, . . . Hence [we] need revelation 
to assist us, and give us knowledge of the things of God.39

Notwithstanding his historical background and surroundings, 
Joseph took a different course—guided by the revelations he re-
ceived—in restoring teachings on what salvation meant and how it 
was to be achieved. Starting from the earliest period, while translat-
ing the Book of Mormon, and moving into the Kirtland/Missouri 
period and on to the Nauvoo period, this process can be described 
as a process of consolidation and dissemination. By consolidation and 
dissemination, I mean the bringing together (con) of principles of sal-
vation into tangible (solid) ordinances that can be experienced and 
teaching them to more and more of the Saints (dis) to eventually bear 
much fruit (seminate). Teaching the Quorum of the Twelve, building 
the Kirtland Temple, later teaching a Quorum of the Anointed, and 
building the Nauvoo Temple all illustrate these purposes.

I argue that the two forms of certainty Joseph sought after, as 
explained earlier as doctrinal (ecclesiastical) and personal certainty, 
also came together as (1) the presence of God’s power, acceptance by 
God, authority, and (2) surety of salvation. 

First, the presence of God’s power and authority took form in 
the priesthood, which had to accompany all performed ordinances. 
While translating the Book of Mormon, Joseph Smith and Oliver 
Cowdery explained, they had received the Aaronic Priesthood from 
John the Baptist. At a later time they also claimed to have received the 
Melchizedek Priesthood from Peter, James, and John. Several revela-
tions on Church and priesthood organization (for example, Doctrine 
and Covenants 20, 84, 88, 107, 110, 131, 132) gradually explained and 
clarified the different offices and uses of those priesthoods. Even 
before any temple ordinances were revealed, people were baptized 
and confirmed and received the sacrament, drawing upon these two 
priesthoods to perform such acts with authority. 

In Kirtland, however, a new priesthood was installed—after the 
order of the ancients—namely the “High Priesthood.”40 Within a 
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few months of ordaining elders to this priesthood for the first time, 
Joseph taught that “the order of the High priesthood is that they 
have power given them to seal up the Saints unto eternal life.”41 As 
David Buerger suggests, Joseph was teaching what “strict Calvinists 
reserved solely to God.”42 Subsequently, he introduced accompany-
ing ordinances that were later incorporated into the temple endow-
ment.43 Sealing is another word connoting certainty and can be seen 
in connection with the sealing or binding power Peter and Nephi 
received “to bind on earth as in heaven” and later in the reception of 
the sealing keys of Elijah in the Kirtland Temple.44 Zebedee Coltrin 
in 1831, Jared Carter in 1832, and Orson Pratt in 1833 all testified of 
the outpourings of the Spirit, not only on individuals, but on entire 
groups that Joseph gathered in his School of the Prophets to “seal 
them up” “to the Lord” “unto eternal life” “by the power of the Holy 
Ghost.”45 These greatly resembled Methodist communal outpourings 
but in a completely new doctrinal context of apostles and prophets 
(see Doctrine and Covenants 88:127–38) called to the ministry (see 
Doctrine and Covenants 95:4–5). Authority thus came from being 
called and then receiving the(se) priesthood(s).46

Second, Joseph Smith’s first quest for personal salvation was 
answered by a personal visitation47 of the Father and the Son, 
which is exactly the theophany that he later posed as the end goal 
of temple practice. I say “practice” because Joseph merged gaining 
knowledge, exercising faith, and producing works in a development 
toward perfection or godhood. The temple was to be a place to 
meet God and a place of learning in preparation for that.48 These 
can be seen as original additions to the Methodist faith and works 
required for spiritual approval from God—searching for the mys-
teries of god(liness) by study and by faith made education into a 
mode of worship. We could redefine the word worship now as “a 
mode to approach God,” a reciprocal act to return to him.49 God 
had asked Joseph and the early Saints to build a temple to be able 
to receive the knowledge requisite for salvation, and now they had 
to respond. Joseph started first by organizing (on divine command) 
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the previously mentioned School of the Prophets in Kirtland. 
It was in this school, and later—upon its completion—in the 
Kirtland Temple, that Joseph started preparing others to meet the 
Lord, preparatory for their missions as literal witnesses of Christ. 
In this school they taught one another by posing and answering 
questions (almost in a Socratic manner): 

How do men obtain a knowledge of the glory of God, his per-

fections and attributes? By devoting themselves to his service, 

through prayer and supplication incessantly strengthening 

their faith in him, until, like Enoch, the Brother of Jared, and 

Moses, they obtain a manifestation of God to themselves.50

This resembles the Methodist method of receiving entire sanctifica-
tion up to the point when the word until appears, after which Joseph 
refers to other prophets in the scriptures who were called by God in 
person. 

To make that viable, the Kirtland Temple needed to be built. 
The twelve apostles were charged “not to go to other nations . . . [but 
to] tarry at Kirtland until [they were] endowed with power from on 
high.”51 Oliver Cowdery gave them this charge:

The ancients passed through the same. They had this testi-

mony, that they had seen the Saviour after he rose from the 

dead. . . . You must bear the same testimony, that there is  but 

one God and one Mediator; he that has seen him will know 

him and testify of him. . . . You have been indebted to other 

men in the first instance for evidence, on that you have acted. 

But . . .  you will, therefore see the necessity of getting this tes-

timony from Heaven. Never cease striving until you have seen 

God, face to face. Strengthen your faith, cast off your doubts, 

your sins and all your unbelief and nothing can prevent you 

from coming to God. Your ordination is not full and complete 

till God has laid his hand upon you. 52 
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This ordination refers to their calling as apostles to be witnesses, 
which flows from having seen God. In other words, the Twelve had 
to make their calling and election as apostles sure. Here we witness 
another shift in meaning of the word calling and the added election. 
Apostles needed to be called and elected to their ministry through 
the laying on of hands (literally or symbolically) by the Lord him-
self in a theophany that resembled Joseph’s First Vision. The event 
of seeing God the Father and his Son occurred (at least for most of 
the Twelve)53 “at one of these meetings after the organization of the 
school (the school being organized on the 23rd of January, 1833).”54 
Afterwards the prophet Joseph said: “Brethren, now you are pre-
pared to be the apostles of Jesus Christ, for you have seen both the 
Father and the Son and know that they exist and that they are two 
separate personages.”55 Similar to the vision and calling he personally 
received in Palmyra, Joseph also deemed such a witness necessary for 
the Twelve and others sent out to the ministry from Kirtland. It is 
interesting to see that many also received a blessing by the laying on 
of hands whereby their “sins were forgiven them.”56 

Here we see a complete unity of the two lines of authority in 
Joseph’s search for salvific surety: (1) priesthoods were restored, 
including the sealing power, and (2) the “most sure” way of getting sal-
vation is by meeting God, but this was also a way of having the apos-
tles’ calling and election made sure—to enable them to teach with 
authority as witnesses of Christ. Nevertheless, this theophany to the 
Twelve in preparation of their ministry was only a precursor to what 
was about to come. Their calling and election did not deal explicitly 
with surety of salvation. They were still learning and repenting, con-
fessing their sins to one another, bearing one another up. Theophany 
as a means whereby one could be sure of salvation, being sealed unto 
eternal life or exaltation, is something Joseph would start teaching in 
Nauvoo. 

In a sermon delivered at the Nauvoo Temple grounds on 12 May 
1844, Joseph pleaded with all Saints present there: “I am going on in 
my progress for eternal life. . . . Oh! I beseech you to go forward, go 
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forward and make your calling and election sure.”57 Surely Joseph had 
been adamant in his search for knowledge: the inspired or explana-
tory translation of the Old and New Testaments, the discussions in 
the School of the Prophets, the ongoing revelations, receiving the 
sealing keys of Elijah, the discovery of the Abraham papyri, and join-
ing the Masonic Lodge were all sources of knowledge—ancient and 
new—that Joseph employed to construct his theology of exaltation. 
All were being consolidated, brought together: the knowledge and 
principles needed to guide all Saints to meet God in his holy house, 
the temple, and thus to become sure of salvation. 

Joseph named this surety of salvation after Peter’s “calling and 
election made sure” (see 2 Peter 1:10, 19). He explained on 17 May 
1843, “The more sure word of prophecy means a man’s knowing 
that he is sealed up unto eternal life, by revelation and the spirit of 
prophecy, through the power of the Holy Priesthood” (Doctrine and 
Covenants 131:5). The Protestants around him used these scriptures 
too. For example, Calvinists talked about them, using scriptures on 
sealing to corroborate their doctrine of predestination. Methodists, 
like John Wesley, as we saw above, had teachings on sanctification 
and even perfection. But none went as far in teaching perfection as 
reaching a point in spiritual development where God—in person—
seals a person unto eternal life. Moreover, Smith also devised temple 
ordinances to mediate these sealings, through one holding the priest-
hood power to seal both on earth and in heaven.58 What Calvinists 
could only assume based on professed faith and Methodists hoped 
to derive from spiritual witness, Latter-day Saints could obtain by 
revealed knowledge coupled with a priesthood ordinance.

Joseph made one more addition unique to Latter-day Saint the-
ology to his concept of exaltation—eternal marriage, and for some 
plural marriage. One day before his 17 May explanation on the more 
sure word of prophecy, Joseph taught:

In the celestial glory there are three heavens or degrees; and in 
order to obtain the highest, a man must enter into this order 
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of the priesthood [meaning the new and everlasting covenant 
of marriage]; and if he does not, he cannot obtain it. He may 
enter into the other, but that is the end of his kingdom: he 
cannot have an increase.59

Joseph’s February 1832 vision already showed him that heaven was 
divided into three kingdoms of glory (see Doctrine and Covenants 76). 
The celestial kingdom now had three degrees. The eternal increase 
mentioned points to similar blessings Abraham received pertaining 
to his posterity, “both in the world and out of the world” (Doctrine 
and Covenants 132:30; see Abraham 2:11). This revelation on both 
the sealing power and the covenant of eternal (and plural) marriage, 
made exaltation and perfection—becoming gods—more explicit: all 
gods are married—or sealed to one another—and continue in pro-
creation in the eternities. Any lesser form of salvation (a “saved state” 
or obtaining a place in (one) heaven, as most Christian sects would 
see it), would be a limitation to eternal progression: 

For these angels did not abide my law; therefore, they cannot 
be enlarged, but remain separately and singly, without exalta-
tion, in their saved condition, to all eternity; and from hence-
forth are not gods, but are angels of God forever and ever. 
(Doctrine and Covenants 132:17)

Later on this revelation shows that exaltation entails knowing who 
God is and being able to live where and how he lives:

For strait is the gate, and narrow the way that leadeth unto 
the exaltation and continuation of the lives, and few there be 
that find it, because ye receive me not in the world neither do 
ye know me. But if ye receive me in the world, then shall ye 
know me, and shall receive your exaltation; that where I am ye 
shall be also. (Doctrine and Covenants 132:22–23; emphasis 
added) 
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Joseph was now doctrinally prepared to make these highest 
blessings available to all who were “spiritual[ly] minded” and “pre-
pared to receive” them.60 This spiritual preparation was of course the 
purpose of the Church in general and of the priesthood quorums and 
the newly established Female Relief Society of Nauvoo as well. In 
preparing the Saints, Joseph wanted to make haste, as he expected 
to be taken from this world and felt the need “to instruct the [Relief] 
Society and point out the way for them to conduct, that they might 
act according to the will of God . . . delivering the keys to this society 
and the church.”61 This sermon reflected the need for the women to 
be instructed in the same knowledge as the men. This anticipated 
Smith’s presentation of the endowment a few days later and the 
emergence of the Quorum of the Anointed, in which—logically—
women played an equal part. This Quorum of the Anointed was dif-
ferent in the sense that it focused on couples preparing for the newly 
completed temple rituals. There Joseph eventually revealed all these 
ordinances of exaltation (keys), which were later to be disseminated 
to the entire church. Joseph started with the initiation of a select few, 
twenty-four couples and seventeen others to be exact,62 but with a 
broader view ahead:

In this Council [Quorum] was instituted the Ancient order 
of things for the first time in these last days. . . . and there was 
nothing made known to these men, but what will be made 
known to all <the> Saints of the last days, so soon as they are 
prepared to receive, and a proper place is prepared to commu-
nicate them, even to the weakest of the Saints.63

That proper place was the (Nauvoo) temple, but it was still under 
construction, so Joseph went ahead and set up the upper room of his 
red brick store to serve as an ordinance room. Two more essential 
elements were part of the ordinance: marriage and generations. By 
adding marriage, the gospel of Adam and Eve one could say, the full 
meaning of the word sealing was established: this sealing of couples 
to one another and to God now extended—through the Abrahamic 



172  Richard Sleegers

covenant and the keys of the sealing power of Elijah (see Doctrine and 
Covenants 110:13–16)—to all progenitors and progeny, both living 
and dead, so that the entire human family could be bound together 
on earth and in heaven. This bonding of generations ties in to an ele-
ment of perfection Joseph had already introduced in 1840 and further 
developed in 1842: that “neither can we without our dead be made 
perfect” (Doctrine and Covenants 128:15; see Hebrews 11:40). Hence, 
all the ordinances that Joseph had instituted would eventually also be 
performed by proxy for ancestors. This adds a small Universalist ele-
ment—namely, that God’s salvific love extends to the entire human 
family, back to Adam and Eve, and that he gives a chance to all who 
have lived to accept his covenant. And here we find the complete fit-
ting together of all aspects of salvation as exaltation as are now found 
and taught in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

Praxis: Joseph Smith’s Search for Fitting 
Ordinances, A Pedagogy of Perfection

And without the ordinances thereof, and the authority of the 
priesthood, the power of godliness is not manifest unto men 
in the flesh; for without this no man can see the face of God, 
even the Father, and live. (Doctrine and Covenants 84:21–22) 

The question is frequently asked: Can we not be saved with-
out going through with all these ordinances &c. I would 
answer: No, not the fullness of Salvation, . . . any person who 
is exalted to the highest mansion has to abide a Celestial law 
& the whole law to.64

Now that the doctrines were in place, or consolidated, they were 
ready to be passed on, or disseminated. How? Orally and performa-
tively. An oral canon of scripture was about to be opened, expounded 
upon, clothed in symbolic scenes and acts, all fitted to the envisioned 
purpose that every Saint who was prepared to receive the temple 
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endowment should receive it in preparation to meet God in person 
and be assured of exaltation. Oral and performative transmissions of 
sacred truths, which were “not to be riten,”65 serve several important 
purposes, as we will see below. This mode of ritual transmission was 
performed by the Jews, Egyptians, Masons, and as far as we can infer 
from the limited canon of the New Testament, also in the days of the 
early apostles.66 

Joseph considered many plain and precious things from the gos-
pel to have been lost,67 mostly from scripture, but much, he believed, 
had been preserved through these other traditions. Through his 
study and “inspired translation” of the Old and New Testaments, 
Joseph learned (among other things) about priesthood and the nature 
of salvation. Joseph’s discovery of the Egyptian papyri brought back 
teachings (among others) on the premortal life and the Abrahamic 
covenant. His involvement in the Masonic temple and his own revela-
tions concerning the rituals there helped him discover precious parts 
of that (lost) ritual tradition. Although it is very hard to trace back 
exactly and chronologically each of the building blocks that formed 
the Nauvoo temple ceremony, one could accept the idea that ofttimes 
information precedes inspiration. Gathering all these pieces of knowl-
edge and tradition and seeking revelation about their meaning and 
purpose led at least to certain clear doctrines and covenants, around 
which the much more culturally or even biographically infused ritual 
forms and language took shape.68 Following his pattern of dissemina-
tion, he introduced them to the Twelve Apostles as well as to others 
and expounded on them in his public sermons. In Nauvoo he urged 
the apostles and hundreds of Church members to join the Masonic 
lodge69 to learn what he had learned and help him bring it into one 
revealed whole.

The next step Joseph took was to fit all these saving principles 
into a mode of teaching that would, on the one hand, be instrumental 
in revealing unto the participant all knowledge necessary to reenter 
God’s presence. On the other hand, since it was sacred knowledge, 
he had to safeguard it. This put Joseph in a delicate position, and the 
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way he went about it was to create a tradition of knowledge by initia-
tion. The Masonic temple rites are the most exemplary for this mode 
of teaching.70 The important point about this teaching approach is 
how Joseph Smith envisioned it and its purposes. This method of 
teaching resembles Jesus’s use of parables—to communicate hidden 
knowledge to those who had “ears to hear” (Matthew 13:9) but con-
ceal at the same time the pearls from the swine (see Matthew 7:6). 
Masons would express the principle as being hidden in plain sight. 
This approach requires a specific form of pedagogy between a master 
or mentor and a learner.

Education71 and pedagogy72 are in their Latin and Greek roots 
almost interchangeable. Educare (“leading out”) is mostly associated 
with training the powers of the mind, oriented more toward the trans-
mittal and sharing of knowledge. Παιδαγογία, or paidagōgía (“lead-
ing a child”), is more relational, associated with mentoring and aiding 
in the development of a child. By combining these concepts, we per-
ceive the need for teaching both principles and knowledge and for the 
leading, guiding, or mentoring that is part of initiation and provid-
ing certain experiences necessary for development. This method also 
resembles the way Jesus taught his disciples. As a rabbi he explained 
to them the scriptures, taught them principles, and expanded their 
knowledge. But he also wanted the apostles to experience certain 
things, so as a Master he gave them assignments and performed ritu-
als with them like the Last Supper and the washing of feet.

Hidden knowledge of principles, and the experiences necessary 
to internalize these principles “deeply into the bone,”73 are made 
into a whole by initiation into rituals or ordinances. Ordinances are 
not only tools in teaching, but—like Catholic sacraments—are also 
binding rituals. A ritual can be defined as a symbolic act meant to 
bridge a distance, to initiate a passage, or to symbolize a relationship 
of belonging.74 In a Christian context, binding or sealing both refer 
to a covenant relationship between humans and God that is meant 
to bridge the gap between them: the gap in refinement of character 
(perfection) and the gap between earth and heaven (salvation) or 
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between the mortal life we live now and the eternal life that gods 
enjoy (exaltation). One can view the temple ritual in both Methodist 
and Calvinist senses of surety of salvation: it can be instrumental 
both in receiving spiritual outpourings and in confirming one’s holi-
ness or standing before God. Another Methodist or Arminian ele-
ment, one could say, is that the relationship is entered into of one’s 
own free will and choice. 

All these functions can be applied to the temple ordinances, which 
for Joseph Smith and the early leaders were seen as parts of one ritual. 
Perhaps with the exception of baptism for the living—the first initia-
tion rite to become a member of the Church—all other ordinances 
were done in the temple setting: sacrament,75 washings and anoint-
ings, endowment, marriage sealing, washing of feet, and so forth (see 
Doctrine and Covenants 88:75, 138–41). The new (Nauvoo) additions 
to the endowment and marriage ordinances were introduced in the 
upper room of Joseph’s red brick store. He had asked five men who 
were Masons to prepare the room according to his instructions. Eight 
people were the first to receive this improvised endowment on 4 May 
1842. It is illustrative to consider how Joseph later apologized for the 
improvised quarters, saying to Brigham Young:

This is not arranged right, but, we have done the best we could 
under the circumstances in which we are placed, and I wish 
you take this matter in hand . . . organize and systematize 
all these ceremonies . . . [Brigham Young:] We performed 
the ordinances under Joseph’s supervision numerous times 
and each time I got something more so that when we went 
through the Temple at Nauvoo I understood and knew how 
to place them there. We had our ceremonies pretty correct.76

It was an evolving ceremony, and frankly, it has been evolving 
ever since,77 which tells us something about its instrumental nature. 
Symbols, by their metaphorical nature, are meant to “carry over” 
(μετα-φέρειν) from one realm of reality to another. For example, the 
story of Adam and Eve can have meaning within the context of their 
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dealings with God but at the same time can carry over meaning for 
all men and women going through mortal life. The portrayal of the 
stories and symbols—with the exception of some key elements—
does not have to be exact every time. There is constant interpreta-
tion: some (though little) by the persons portraying the symbols (live 
performance) and even more by the persons receiving them. In fact, 
every individual receiving them can make his or her own interpreta-
tions and apply them in his or her life.

These new temple ordinances bring initiates into higher knowl-
edge and ritual experiences and prepare them for meeting God and 
becoming like God. They can be seen as steps on a ladder, a pedagogy 
toward perfection, as Joseph explained:

Here then is eternal life, to know the only wise and true God. 
You have got to learn how to be Gods yourselves; to be kings 
and priests to God, the same as all Gods have done; by going 
from a small degree to another, from grace to grace, from exal-
tation to exaltation, until you are able to sit in glory as doth 
those who sit enthroned in everlasting power; . . . When you 
climb a ladder, you must begin at the bottom and go on until 
you learn the last principle; it will be a great while before you 
have learned the last. It is not all to be comprehended in this 
world; it is a great thing to learn salvation beyond the grave.78

Joseph Smith seemed eager to prepare the Saints to meet God in this 
life and have the promised blessings sealed upon them. All his temple 
instructions point to that.

Washings and anointings were among the first temple ordi-
nances to be performed in this dispensation. An important part of 
these rituals are the references to our own bodies and the blessings 
connected to them. So, one’s own body becomes an instrument in 
sanctification by overcoming the natural tendencies of the flesh and 
instead by using the body to acquire these spiritual blessings. One 
could say the Methodist sense of perfection, becoming entirely clean 
of (the blood and) sins (of this generation), took on this sacramental 
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form in Joseph’s perfectionism. Again, internalization through the 
ritual is very prominent, as these blessings are memorized and one’s 
own body—and the symbolic garment it is clothed with—serve as 
daily reminders. It also has a communal aspect of great trust since the 
washings and anointings are performed by a brother or sister, who 
symbolically touches the parts of the body being blessed, thus provid-
ing the experience that internalizes the ritual.

The endowment is even closer to a ladder of sanctification, as the 
initiate is literally taken from one phase to the other, symbolized by 
the different rooms one passes through, the increasing brightness of 
light, and the ever deeper commitments entered into. Deeper com-
mitments also lead to a closer connection with the divine in antici-
pation of reuniting with God at the end of the ceremony, where one 
ritually steps into God’s presence by passing through a veil (see Ether 
3:20).

Temple marriage is, of course, a direct symbol of uniting man 
and woman in God and having these relationships sealed beyond 
the grave. Children of parents who have been sealed are born in the 
covenant, and covenant relationships can be extended vicariously to 
ancestors. Blessings pertaining to offspring in this world and the next 
are pronounced and are found in symbolic representations of fertil
ity.79 Unity in marriage as a way to grow nearer to Heavenly Father 
and Mother sets up family life as a learning environment as well, one 
that allows us to practice becoming gods and to have an “increase” 
(Doctrine and Covenants 131:4). 

We could go on expanding on the symbolism of these ordi-
nances, but I noted only some that had relation to the perfectionism 
Joseph taught. The Latter-day Saint temple ritual is deeply pedagogi-
cal: anyone can learn new things relevant to one’s current phase of 
development and as the Holy Spirit may direct. This, one can say, 
is the perfect mode of learning: tailored, deeply spiritual, and expe-
riential. On the one hand it brings personal revelation to the indi-
vidual by communal symbolic rites and experiences, and on the other 
hand the sacredness of these teachings is safeguarded by the principle 
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of initiation and the promises entered into. I identify this mode of 
teaching with Joseph’s pedagogy of perfection. In essence this model 
allows all Saints, of their own free will and choice, to participate in 
ordinances as a means to experience spiritual maturation, to the end 
purpose of meeting and becoming like God.

The early Saints who first received these ordinances were still 
innovating and learning to apply this new mode of teaching to their 
development and spiritual life. I would like to show, from their own 
experiences, how they thought these teachings were to be applied and 
disseminated. Just as Joseph had openly preached many of the prin-
ciples pertaining to exaltation and making one’s calling and election 
sure, partakers of the ordinances discussed their experiences in the 
temple. Helen Mar Whitney recorded Amasa Lyman’s insights and 
experiences of the temple ordinances he received on 21 December 1845, 
which reveal some keys to the perceived purposes of temple pedagogy:

These things [are] to put you in possession of the means of sal-
vation, and be brought into a proper relationship to God. . . . It 
is the key by which you approach God. No impression which 
you receive here should be lost. It was to rivet the recollections 
of these things in your memory, like a nail in a sure place never 
to be forgotten. The scenery through which you have passed 
is actually laying before you a picture or map, by which you 
are to travel through life and obtain entrance into the celestial 
Kingdom hereafter.80

According to this statement, the ritual accomplishes three 
things: First, it is meant to bridge the gap between humans and God, 
to establish a “covenant relation.” Second, it provides a specific goal to 
internalize the oral scripture by memorizing the proceedings of the 
ordinances and even to imprint them in our bodies through gestures. 
Third, there is a close relation between our symbolic journey through 
the temple and our everyday travel through life. 

Nowhere in any ordinance or covenant is there such a clear con-
nection with the everyday, or Christian, life. We are to imitate Christ, 
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we put on Christ, we become as Christ as we advance in his priest-
hood, we take his name upon us and we even pass through him—
which symbolically sanctifies us to be ready to meet him—so that we, 
as “true followers of his Son, Jesus Christ; . . . may become the sons of 
God; that when he shall appear we shall be like him, for we shall see 
him as he is; that we may have this hope; that we may be purified even 
as he is pure” (Moroni 7:48).

Easily overlooked, but to me very poignant, is the fact that 
Amasa Lyman’s experience quoted above comes from minutes of 
meetings held just after the performance of the ordinances. This was 
like a temple testimony meeting, with seventy-five brothers and sis-
ters present and where several shared their views on what they had 
just experienced. These early Saints, under the direction of Heber C. 
Kimball, helped each other understand and get a testimony of these 
important saving ordinances. They were actively making that connec-
tion with real life and following and becoming like Christ, and that is 
what Saints today are asked to do.

Conclusion: Teaching Joseph’s Perfectionism 
and Temple Pedagogy in Our Time

God’s earthly kingdom is a school in which the saints learn 
the doctrines of salvation. Some members of the Church 
are being taught elementary courses; others are approaching 
graduation and can do independent research where the deep 
and hidden things are concerned. All must learn line upon 
line and precept upon precept.81

As in Joseph’s time, we too hope to progress—and help fellow mem-
bers progress—and to be initiated further and further into the pre-
requisite knowledge, moving from grace to grace in our lives, onto 
exaltation and making our calling and election sure. But are all the 
modes of teaching that the early Saints had at their disposal still 
present and intact? We have some institutionalized ways to prepare, 
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initiate, and perform temple ordinances for members who are ready 
to receive them. There is an official temple preparation class, and up 
until 1990 there was a summary at the conclusion of the endowment 
ceremony that provided some explanation about the symbolism in-
volved. Systematic teaching and mentoring about the temple cer-
emony, as in the School of the Prophets or like the temple testimony 
meetings of 1845, have been discontinued. 

Education is still the most dominant form of worship in Latter-
day Saint Church meetings and homes, with Church members being 
encouraged to keep rereading the standard works of scripture, aided 
by Sunday School and seminary and institute classes. But does this 
bring about sufficient development? If one is to learn line upon line, 
ascending Joseph’s ladder, advancing from the preparatory gospel to 
the temple university, one needs constant hints leading to new and 
deeper meanings and insights82 into knowledge beyond one’s current 
understanding. I argue that the same goes for the oral scripture hid-
den in the proceedings and performances of the temple. Progress 
without mentoring is difficult.

Just recently Elder Bednar stressed the importance of teaching 
about the temple in the home and announced the release of a new 
specialized website about temples. He reiterated President Benson’s 
guidelines to speak about the temple with care and reverence, but he 
underscored the need to indeed teach about it.83 And the home is a 
fitting place, closely connected to the temple, both to teach about the 
principles and covenants of the temple and to share experiences or 
even revelations received in the temple. But are other more communal 
schools of prophets outside the home imaginable?

True, Joseph’s pedagogy of perfection is quite a unique form of 
salvation theology, adding elements that Joseph deemed to be lost in 
most traditional Christian theologies he was surrounded with and 
that he thus sought to restore. It made the restored Church, with its 
emphasis on temple praxis, stand out more than it blended in. This 
gave rise to a paradox,84 even in Joseph’s time, of stressing the newly 
revealed points of doctrine (including premortal existence, eternal 
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marriage, and exaltation as theosis) on the one hand and wanting to 
be accepted as a Christian religion on the other. But this now seems 
to have changed as the temple—and all that it stands for—is moved 
more to the forefront, for example, in the Church’s message of has-
tening the work of salvation on “both sides of the veil.”85 The tem-
ple offers a tangible and achievable way to prepare faithful believers 
in Christ to the point where they are ready to meet him. We could 
take the same pride in these teachings as did the early Saints who 
announced it in bold terms:

These teachings of the Savior [in 1 John 3:2–3; 1 Peter 1:15–
16; Matthew 5:48; John 14:12; 17:20–24] most clearly show 
unto us the nature of salvation, and what He proposed unto 
the human family when He proposed to save them—that He 
proposed to make them like unto himself, and He was like 
the Father, the great prototype of all saved beings; and for any 
portion of the human family to be assimilated into their like-
ness is to be saved.86

And we could recognize, as did Bruce R. McConkie, that to con-
tinually advance toward God is an innate human desire: 

Among those who have received the gospel, and who are seek-
ing diligently to live its laws and gain eternal life, there is an 
instinctive and determined desire to make their calling and elec-
tion sure. Because they have tasted the good things of God 
and sipped from the fountain of eternal truth, they now seek 
the divine presence, where they shall know all things, have all 
power, all might, and all dominion, and in fact be like Him 
who is the great Prototype of all saved beings—God our 
Heavenly Father. (Doctrine and Covenants 132:20.) This is the 
end objective, the chief goal of all the faithful, and there is noth-
ing greater in all eternity, “for there is no gift greater than the 
gift of salvation.” (Doctrine and Covenants 6:13.)87
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