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The scriptures repeatedly speak of holy places. For example, the Old 
Testament frequently uses the term to refer to the tabernacle or later 

the temple, including designating a portion of both structures as “the holy 
place” and “the most holy place” (see Exodus 26:33–34; 1 Kings 6:16; Ezekiel 
41:4).1 New Testament passages generally adopt the same usage, with the 
book of Acts twice recording when Jewish leaders accused Stephen and later 
Paul of corrupting the “holy place” by their teaching about Jesus of Nazareth 
(see Acts 6:13; 21:28). Foretelling when “the end [would] come,” the Savior 
himself cautioned followers in his Olivet discourse to “stand in the holy place” 
(Matthew 24:14–15). 

Beyond temples, examples abound in scripture of places where memorials 
were raised to commemorate the location of significant events. For example, 
after crossing the River Jordan into the promised land, the Lord instructed 
Joshua to take from the river “out of the place where the priests’ feet stood 
firm” twelve stones to create “a memorial unto the children of Israel for ever” 
( Joshua 4:3, 7; see also Joshua 24:26). Similarly, Samuel raised a stone to com-
memorate God’s help in delivering his people from the Philistines (1 Samuel 
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7:12). Furthermore, the Book of Mormon speaks of the Waters of Mormon 
and even “the place of Mormon” as “beautiful . . . to the eyes of them who 
there came to the knowledge of their Redeemer” (Mosiah 18:30). In our day, 
as a part of the gathering of Israel (Doctrine and Covenants 101:64), the Lord 
has repeated the injunction to “stand in holy places,” making the term “places” 
plural in each instance (see Doctrine and Covenants 45:32; 87:8; 101:22, 64; 
124:39). Accordingly, modern prophets have clarified that our temples, our 
meetinghouses, our homes, and even our bodies are among the places that we 
should make and preserve as “holy.”2

While members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints may 
readily think of dedicated places of worship as holy, we can benefit from 
expanding our vision to include sacred sites of the Restoration as holy places 
as well. Including historic sites alongside temples, chapels, and homes, Elder 
Dennis B. Neuenschwander taught, “Holy places have always been essential 
to the proper worship of God. For Latter-day Saints, such holy places include 
venues of historic significance, our homes, sacrament meetings, and temples. 
Much of what we reverence, and what we teach our children to reverence as 
holy and sacred, is reflected in these places.”3 Over the years, Church histori-
cal sites have been integrated into the hierarchy of sacred places within the 
Church. Michael Madsen suggests that these sites have undergone what he 
refers to as “sanctification,”4 referring to the increasing interest in and impor-
tance of these sites in both Church history and collective consciousness. 
These locations “serve as reminders of God’s hand in guiding the Church to 
its present state.”5

The purpose of this paper is to discuss how Church historical sites can 
be integrated into gospel teaching. After discussing religious pilgrimage and 
sacred space, the paper focuses on Church practices relating to the develop-
ment of historic sites and how teachers can help students learn from and 
appreciate historic space.

Religious Pilgrimage and Sacred Space
The act of visiting a holy place for a religious or spiritual purpose is as old 
as humanity itself. Every year, millions of people engage in pilgrimage travel 
to “journey to a distant sacred goal.”6 The United Nations World Tourism 
Organization suggests that religious sites of all faith traditions receive 
between 300 and 600 million visitors annually.7 Indeed, some of the world’s 
largest gatherings are religious in nature, such as the Kumbh Mela pilgrim-
age in India, where 120 million people participate in bathing rituals along 
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the Ganges River, and the Aberdeen pilgrimage in Iran, which averages 20 
million participants.8 Pilgrimage as a formal religious ritual exists in many 
of the world’s major religions, including Islam, Christianity, Buddhism, and 
Hinduism among others. In Islam, participation in the Hajj at least once in a 
lifetime is a requirement of all able-bodied Muslims, while Roman Catholics 
are strongly encouraged to frequent religious shrines and other sites for pen-
ance, healing, initiatory, and other religiously motivated purposes. Buddhists 
visit sites related to the life and teachings of the Buddha as well as other nota-
ble Buddhists, and while not formally required in Hinduism, Hindus travel 
along various pilgrimage circuits to sacred sites for spiritual purposes and to 
strengthen collective cultural and religious identities.9

While advances in transportation, information, and communication 
technologies have led to an increase in people who travel to religious sites, the 
idea of what types of journeys constitute a pilgrimage has also expanded to 
include any journey “undertaken by a person in quest of a place or a state that 
he or she believes to embody a valued ideal.”10 As such, some might consider 
trips to sites of civic religion in Washington, DC, visits to war memorials, or 
even attending sporting events a pilgrimage if the person deems the trip as 
such.11 However, this metaphorical expansion and watering down of the term 
does not take away from the fact that the etymology of pilgrimage is religious 
in nature, and that pilgrimage is a centuries-old act of people in search of 
meaning and religious and spiritual fulfillment in their lives.

In The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, there is no formal 
theology of pilgrimage where Church members are required to travel for 
religious purposes, with the exception of visiting temples to perform their 
own endowments and to help redeem the dead.12 Members are not prom-
ised salvific rewards for pilgrimage, nor are religious visits to historic sites 
an expectation or pillar of belief.13 As Elder Bruce R. McConkie once wrote, 

“Neither shrines nor pilgrimages are a part of true worship as practiced by the 
true Saints. . . . There is no thought that some special virtue will attach to wori-
ship by performing [pilgrimage to sacred sites].”14 

However, interest in and support for preserving Church history is strongly 
rooted in Latter-day Saint beliefs and practices. For the Church and its mem-
bers, Professor Sara M. Patterson concludes that “place, material objects, and 
theological claims . . . [are] inextricably tied to one another.”15 Indeed, “it is . . . 
through history-telling that Latter-day Saints often communicate their theo-
logical claims.”16 As historians Douglas F. Tobler and S. George Ellsworth 
note, “History plays a vital role in [Latter-day Saint] thought, where it joins 
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with theology and practical religion to answer many of life’s questions and to 
make daily life meaningful, intelligible, and worthwhile.”17 The beliefs of the 
Church are entwined with the veracity of its founding historical events.18 As a 
result, every year thousands of Church members visit historical sites related to 
the Restoration, take cruises to possible Book of Mormon lands, book tours 
to visit the Holy Land, participate in or watch Church pageants, and per-
form pioneer treks. As such, Church members engage in what Daniel Olsen 
has called “informal pilgrimages,” where they engage in religiously motivated 
or “pilgrimage-like” travel for educational, spiritual, and identity- and faith-
building purposes.19 

While some pilgrims engage in the act of pilgrimage with no predeter-
mined endpoint, most pilgrims travel with a specific sacred endpoint or place 
in mind. These sacred spaces and places revolve around what is referred to as 

“poetic” or “substantive” sacred space as promoted by Mircea Eliade, in which 
it is an “ontological given”20 that the “divine” or the “holy” has irrupted in 
that location.21 It is in these spaces where people can potentially encounter 
or enter into the presence of divinity. As such, many religious groups, both 
past and present, build religious edifices over these spaces to maintain their 
sanctity in the face of a secularizing and profane world.22 

In his book Why Old Places Matter, Thompson Mayes forwards several 
arguments for the preservation and development of historic sites. These 
include their abilities to facilitate continuity, create identity, engender learn-
ing, and foster community. Mayes argue that “These places spur our memory, 
delight us with beauty, help us understand others, give us a deep sense of 
belonging, and, perhaps most fundamentally, remind us who we are. . . . Old 
places are important for people to define who they are through memory, con-
tinuity, and identity.”23 Stephanie Meeks, former president of the National 
Trust for Historic Preservation, suggested, “Old places . . . [bring] to life, 
across millennia, the long continuity of the past. . . . They give us the chance 
to feel a connection to the broad community of human experience, a com-
munity that exists across time. . . . Historic places connect us to the striving 
and struggles of earlier generations and of generations to come. They tell us 
who we are. And they help us understand that, though we ourselves may be 
mortal, our actions will echo on after we are gone, just as those of previous 
generations inform our world today.”24

As noted, there are many places such as our homes and temples where the 
Spirit of the Lord resides and thus are considered holy or sacred by Latter-
day Saints.25 Church historical sites are also holy sites in the sense that they 
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represent and embody examples of instances where God played either a direct 
(e.g., the Sacred Grove) or indirect (e.g., sites of revelation) role in the estab-
lishment and development of the Church in the last days. As such, Church 
historical sites are places that serve as tangible reminders of the divine nature 
of the Restoration. Indeed, as Steven Olsen has pointed out, even if no one 
came to visit these historical sites, the Church would be obligated to mark 
and manage these sites because of the covenants Church members make each 
week to serve as “witnesses” and to “remember Him.”26 Therefore, Latter-day 
Saints take the view of sacred space seriously—the idea that God does mani-
fest himself either in person or through the Holy Ghost in particular spaces 
and places.27

Preserving and Developing Latter-day Saint Historic Sites
Interest in and visits to sites important to Latter-day Saint history devel-
oped early in the Restoration. While there were no official memorials in a 
formal sense during the first generation of the Church, there was lingering 
awareness of the sites sacred to the Restoration story.28 For example, both the 
believing and the curious continued to be attracted to western New York’s 
Hill Cumorah, of which William W. Phelps wrote from Kirtland in 1835, 

“Cumorah . . . is well calculated to stand in this generation, as a monument of 
marvelous works and wonders.”29 Likewise, Church members, including mis-
sionaries traveling throughout the eastern United States, repeatedly stopped 
to visit the Kirtland Temple, where a congregation continued to meet follow-
ing the Church’s relocation to Missouri and later Illinois.30 Similarly, after the 
deaths of Joseph and Hyrum Smith, Carthage Jail achieved significant noto-
riety.31 For example, in 1845 a party of as many as fifty prominent leaders and 
members including Apostles Brigham Young, Heber C. Kimball, Parley P. 
Pratt, and George A. Smith visited the jail, where they listened as John Taylor 
and Willard Richards recounted details of the Martyrdom. Interested in 
historical artifacts from the tragedy, the group reported that “the blood of 
Hyrum still stained the floor where he fell and breathed his last; the walls 
were marked with bullet holes.”32 

Relocation of the Church to Salt Lake City prevented many early Latter-
day Saints from readily visiting historic sites across New York, Pennsylvania, 
Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois. Leaving the City of Joseph on May 22, 1846, 
Wilford Woodruff recorded in his journal, “I left Nauvoo for the last time 
perhaps in this life. I looked upon the Temple & City of Nauvoo as I retired 
from it & felt to ask the Lord to preserve it as a monument of the sacrifice of 



Religious Educator  ·  VOL. 22 NO. 2 · 2021120

his Saints.”33 However, like the children of Israel by the rivers of Babylon who 
“remembered Zion” (Psalm 137:1), Latter-day Saint memories were continu-
ally drawn to their former homes, and visitors continued to frequent historic 
sites across the nineteenth century as circumstances allowed. Famously, 
Church history missionaries Andrew Jenson, Edward Stevenson, and 
Joseph S. Black conducted a five-week fact-finding tour of historic sites across 
Missouri, Illinois, New York, Ohio, and Iowa in the fall of 1888, delighting 
newspaper readers in Utah with their descriptions.34 Furthermore, in theo-
logical language stronger than merely the foreshadowing of family vacations, 
Church President John Taylor boldly predicted a dramatic repossession of the 
Church’s abandoned historic sites:

As a people or community, we can abide our time, but I will say to you Latter-day 
Saints, that there is nothing of which you have been despoiled by oppressive acts or 
mobocratic rule, but that you will again possess, or your children after you. Your 
rights in Ohio, your rights in Jackson, Clay, Caldwell and Davies [Daviess] coun-
ties in Missouri, will yet be restored to you. Your possessions, of which you have 
been fraudulently despoiled in Missouri and Illinois, you will again possess, and 
that without force, or fraud or violence. The Lord has a way of His own in regulat-
ing such matters.35

The twentieth century brought the fulfillment of President Taylor’s 
words. The end of the practice of plural marriage, coupled with decreased 
regional isolation, opened the door to reshape the Church’s relationship 
with the outside world. As historian Kathleen Flake summarized, “Desiring 
a better forum for the church’s message, Joseph F. Smith was committed to 
doing what was necessary to heal the breach between his people and the rest 
of America. He wanted to end Mormonism’s Rocky Mountain isolation.”36 
In addition, the commemoration of Church history was centered on living 
pioneers, not places.37 However, as the original pioneer generation passed 
on, there was a need to replace this “living history.”38 One way the Church 
did this was through the acquisition and development of historic sites, which 

“signaled the church’s intent to come out from behind its mountain barrier 
and claim a place in America at large.”39 Through its historic sites, the Church 
created “a new future out of the Mormon past.”40

The first foray into historical site acquisition was the purchase of the 
Mount Pisgah burial site in central Iowa in the mid-1880s, followed by the 
placement of an obelisk on the property in 1888.41 Fifteen years later, Church 
President Joseph F. Smith authorized the purchase of the first historic struc-
ture, the Carthage Jail, in 1903.42 Subsequent acquisitions soon followed, 
including a portion of the temple lot in Independence, Missouri (1904), the 
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Church historical sites are places that serve as tangible reminders  
of the divine nature of the Restoration.

Joseph Smith birthplace in Sharon, Vermont (1905), the Smith Farm and the 
Sacred Grove in Palmyra, New York (1907), and the Far West, Missouri, tem-
ple site (1909).43 Frequently with the assistance and mediation of generous 
benefactors, ensuing decades brought other sites under Church ownership, 
including the Hill Cumorah (1923–28), Whitmer Farm (1926), Nauvoo 
Temple Lot (1937–62), Liberty Jail (1939), Adam-ondi-Ahman (1944), Isaac 
Hale and Joseph Smith lots in Harmony (1946–48), John Johnson Home 
(1956), Newel K. Whitney Store (1965), Grandin Print Building (1978), and 
Winter Quarters Cemetery (1999).44 In Nauvoo itself, officials conducted 
numerous transactions to acquire historic structures across several decades, 
including, among others, the John Taylor Home and Times and Seasons 
building (1938), Heber C. Kimball Home (1954), Masonic Hall (1967), 
Wilford Woodruff Home (1970), Brigham Young Home (1973), Browning 
Gunsmith Shop (1973), and pioneer burial ground (1989).45 More recently, 
in 2012 the Church acquired Hawn’s Mill, Far West burial ground, and Smith 
homes in Kirtland.46

Purchasing these sites was one thing, but developing them and attracting 
visitors was another. Jennifer Lund, director of the Historic Sites Division of 
the Church History Department, noted that “during this initial era of historic 
site ownership, the Church rented the sites primarily to non–Latter-day Saint 
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tenants who gave occasional tours or at least tolerated visitors.”47 Exceptions to 
this included the Joseph Smith Birthplace and Temple Square, where formal 
site programs were developed. With these sites owned by the Church, visitors 
steadily increased, including several prominent visits by Church leaders and 
groups. Eventually, site interpretation by tenants and later formally called mis-
sionaries took over most locations.48 “While the primary rationale for these 
sites looked outward” to non-members, Lund observed, “there was also an 
imperative to teach the membership as well.”49 Lund also noted the dual charge 
outlined by President John R. Winder, who in 1904 proposed a monument to 
Joseph and Hyrum Smith on Salt Lake’s Temple Square. Winder declared, “I 
would like to see something erected to these martyrs that would be an object 
lesson to our children and our children’s children throughout all generations, 
and also to the thousands of people who visit us.”50

Members visit these historic sites for a variety of reasons. A sampling 
of entries from the 1940 “Register of Visitors to ‘Old’ Carthage Jail” cap-
tures this diversity: “A wonderful place,” wrote one Illinois resident; “A 
Dream Come True!,” exclaimed a man from California; “Another Calvary,” 
remarked a gentleman from Minneapolis; and “Wonderfully sacred sanc-
tuary,” commented Relief Society General President Amy Brown Lyman.51 

“For Latter-day Saints,” Lund stressed, “visits to locations associated with the 
events of the Restoration were not solely motivated by curiosity; rather, they 
were religious pilgrimages wherein the faithful sought to experience firsthand 
the places of sacred events.” As Richard Jackson observed, “Church members 
commonly visit these sites as tourists and, in the process, gain greater per-
sonal understanding of the history of the Church and its beliefs.”52 Michael 
MacKay suggested that Church members “today study the history [of ] and 
visit the Restoration sites, which enable individual members to envision their 
sacred history within the geography where the events took place, as if they 
had found the Church’s Garden of Eden.”53

Helping Students Appreciate Sacred Space
With a better understanding of pilgrimage and sacred space in Latter-day 
Saint tradition, along with a more nuanced understanding of the history of 
the acquisition and development of Latter-day Saint historic sites, how can 
gospel teachers help students benefit from an understanding of places in 
Church history? This section will examine ways in which a familiarity with 
sacred space can help build student testimonies as well as provide practical 
ideas for how teachers can integrate church historic sites into their classes.
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Connecting to the Past Creates Confidence in Sharing Church History
For some students, it is a challenge to recall and share the myriad of details of 
Church history that they learn. In the Doctrine and Covenants alone, there 
are more than one hundred characters named in the text as well as dozens 
of places. While the chronological order of the revelations generally keeps 
the sections geographically connected, the travels of Joseph Smith to vari-
ous locations in New York, Ohio, Missouri, Illinois, and Upper Canada also 
cause the revelations to occasionally jump from place to place. As such, stu-
dents, especially those who are spatial or visual learners, may benefit from 
knowing the major events and an approximate period for each prominent 
historic site.54 “Places serve as mnemonic aids,” Thompson Mayes concludes. 

“They remind us of our memories, both individual . . . and collective. . . . They 
also spur people to investigate broader societal memories they don’t yet fully 
know.”55

President Spencer W. Kimball challenged students to do the hard work 
of learning the places and individuals associated with Church history. He 
counseled, “This year should be a time of learning. At the end of the year you 
should be familiar with what happened in places like Palmyra, New York; 
Kirtland, Ohio; Independence, Missouri; Nauvoo, Illinois; Winter Quarters, 
Nebraska; and Salt Lake City, Utah. You should be well acquainted with the 
great spirit and contributions of such remarkable individuals as Joseph and 
Hyrum Smith. . . . Names like Emma Smith, Mary Fielding Smith, Eliza R. 
Snow, and others of the remarkable women of the Church should not be 
strange to you.” Explaining why historical details regarding people and places 
matter, President Kimball continued, “Though facts are not important by 
themselves, they can bring great confidence to you as you explain and testify 
of the Restoration. So learn and remember as much as you can.”56 Implicit in 
President Kimball’s statement is not just learning about what happened in 
these places, but also about the places themselves.

In addition to learning about the locations of specific events, the Church 
seeks to reinforce the authenticity of its historical sites in both its interpre-
tation of the events that occurred therein and reconstruction of the sites 
themselves. At these sites, Sara Patterson argues, members “come to experience 
their history and theology under the umbrella of authenticity.”57 As Jennifer 
Lund explained, “We’re interested in commemoration, but we’re more inter-
ested in restoration, to taking you back to the place and time. When people 
can walk into a space that was the way it looked when Joseph lived there, they 
have a much more profound connection. They understand sometimes the 
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scriptures better. All of a sudden, they understand the history better when 
they can be in not just the place, which you see in the commemoration model, 
but in the place and the time, and the event that you really see most effectively 
in the restoration model.”58 While it is important as teachers to try and take 
students back in time to understand the nuances of the Restoration, teachers 
must also be as authentic as possible in how they teach the scriptures and 
the history of the Restoration by reinforcing accurate historical truths rather 
than perpetuating popular myths or personal assumptions of how historical 
participants may have acted or how life may have been during an earlier era.

Inspiring Faith and Motivating Toward Righteousness 
A second benefit accruing from the study of historic sites is the blessings that 
come from sacred spaces more generally. People visit religious heritage sites 
for obligatory, devotional, educational, and curiosity reasons, and to petition 
for health or otherworldly help.59 Freeman Tilden, an early leader in heri-
tage interpretation, opined, “‘To pay a personal visit to a historic shrine is to 
receive a concept such as no book can supply,’ someone has said; and surely 
to stand at the rim of the Grand Canyon of the Colorado is to experience a 
spiritual elevation that could come from no human description of the colos-
sal chasm.”60 At sites, and especially sacred religious sites, there is a spirit of 
place that impacts the visitor. 

Visitors to Latter-day Saint historic sites “come for a variety of reasons,” 
observed former Church historian and recorder Elder Steven E. Snow, “but 
two of the main reasons are to remember what took place there and to rein-
force faith. Parents bring their children so they feel the spirit of these sacred 
places. It is one thing to read about a handcart, but quite another to pull a 
handcart. Being in the Sacred Grove is a much more powerful experience 
than being taught about the Sacred Grove. Families want to feel the spirit 
of the places, and parents want their children to remember what others did 
who went before. So in my view it really is about remembering.”61 In this vein, 
Daniel Olsen has noted that Church historical sites are in part preserved and 
maintained to fulfill the Church’s objective to “perfect the Saints” through 
spiritual experiences that help Church members strengthen their individual 
testimonies of the restored gospel.62

Characterizing the value of these historic spaces, Elder Dennis B. 
Neuenschwander taught, “The faith and reverence associated with them and 
the respect we have for what transpires or has transpired in them make them 
holy. The importance of holy places and sacred space in our worship can hardly 
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be overestimated.”63 Describing the impact a visit to the Sacred Grove had on 
him personally, he continued, “Some months ago on a beautiful late fall day, 
my wife and I sat in that grove. It was indeed beautiful, and we did enjoy the 
solitary peace we found there. However, it was significantly more than that, 
for we sat in the immediate vicinity where God the Father and His Son, Jesus 
Christ, appeared to the young Prophet Joseph Smith. Our faith in, and our 
reverence for, their visit and the personal sacrifice that ensued because of it, 
both in the Prophet’s life as well as in the lives of our own ancestors, trans-
formed this beautiful spot into sacred space and a holy place.” Applying those 
feelings to other historic sites, Elder Neuenschwander continued, “Similar 
deep and reverent feelings are aroused by other sacred places across the earth 
relating to the history and establishment of this Church. These sacred places 
inspire our faith and give us encouragement to be true to that faith and to move 
forward, despite the challenges that may cross our path.”64

Of course, not all visitors to religious heritage sites will have the same 
experience. While the authors have many cherished memories from visiting 
holy places around the world, including the Sacred Grove, an important les-
son they have learned is that one cannot force spiritual experiences. Indeed, 
many people do not have the expected religious or spiritual experiences they 
seek when they go on a pilgrimage.65 As with any revelatory experience, God 
promises he will answer, but “it shall be in his own time, and in his own way, 
and according to his own will” (Doctrine and Covenants 88:68). Teachers 
might remind students that God sets the conditions of revelation and they 
must do their part.

For example, while many like Elder Neuenschwander find the Sacred 
Grove “simply beautiful and peaceful,” not all experiences may be as positive. 
On one trip to Palmyra with my (Scott Esplin’s) young family, my wife and I 
wanted desperately for our children to have a meaningful experience in the 
Sacred Grove. Hoping to capture a memory of the visit, we decided to take a 
family picture upon entering the grove. As our family was being arranged for 
a picture, one child complained about where they were asked to stand, won-
dering why they always had to be next to a particular sibling. Another stood 
on their tiptoes, upsetting the others because now they were taller than the 
older ones. A third, tired of having to pose by what felt like every historical 
marker along the trip, whined about the need for a picture in the first place. 
Frustrated by the quickly deteriorating situation, I lost my temper. That day, 
the Sacred Grove was certainly far from sacred for my little family. To this day, 
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my children’s primary memory of their trip to the Sacred Grove is of when 
their dad got mad about a picture.

While people long for spiritual experiences in sacred spaces, teachers 
might also teach their youth, as Elder Neuenschwander concluded, that sites 
like the Sacred Grove are “sacred because of the faith and reverence we bring 
to it and the depth of sacrifice it represents.”66 If visitors fail to bring the requi-
site faith and reverence with them as they visit or learn about these sites, they 
cannot expect the desired result to be achieved.

Sites Bear Witness of Historical Truths
Closely related to the above point is that Church historic sites can help stu-
dents gain a witness of the truth of the events that occurred there. “Historic 
places have powerful [and] provocative stories to tell,” a National Park Service 
website maintains. “As witnesses to the past, they recall the events that shaped 
history and the people who faced those situations and issues. Places make con-
nections across time that give them a special ability to create an empathetic 
understanding of what happened and why.”67 The empathetic connections 
made through the power of place can lead to revelation. 

President Boyd K. Packer related a story where he visited a specific loca-
tion because he wanted revelation. He shared, “President Harold B. Lee told 
me once that inspiration comes easier when you can set foot on the site related 
to the need for it.” Speaking to his audience at Brigham Young University, 
President Packer continued, “With a very sincere desire to be guided in pre-
paring what I should say to you, early Sunday morning, before you were about, 
I stood in the Maeser Building [on the campus of BYU], and I found that 
President Lee was right!”68

The same may be true as we encourage youth to visit historic sites. 
Thompson Mayes argued, “History can be understood at the real place where 
history actually happened in a way that it can’t be understood through docu-
ments and books alone.”69 As Mark Staker, a curator with the Historic Sites 
Division of the Church History Department, explained, “Every time I go to 
the Sacred Grove—and I can’t even tell you how many times I’ve been there—
but every time I go to the Sacred Grove, I feel the Spirit. I feel a witness of 
the things that happened on that property and that Sacred Grove has come 
to represent that powerfully, that it’s the symbol of that moment when God 
spoke again to man. And it’s not a specific location in the grove, but it’s the 
fact that that grove is that symbol, and it tells us in a visual way of the setting 
where those events took place. I think that is so powerful and bears witness in 
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and of itself that those events happened.”70 Jennifer Lund further explained 
that her department’s hope is that visitors will have a sacred experience during 
their visit. “The Sacred Grove, of course, is probably our most significant his-
toric site, and so we have given a great deal of attention to restoring that grove. 
We don’t usually talk about preservation, when it comes to a grove because 
trees die. It’s a living thing, and so we’re less [about] preserving individual 
trees as we are about preserving or restoring the living organism of this grove 
so that people today can have a similar experience to what Joseph Smith had 
in the 1820s.”71

Practical Ways to Incorporate Historic Sites into the Curriculum
As teachers, most of us cannot easily travel with our students to Church 
curated historic sites like Palmyra, Kirtland, or Nauvoo. However, there are 
many ways in which teachers can incorporate the Church’s historical sites 
into their curriculum. One simple way to do so is to take advantage of stu-
dents in a class who might have visited these locations who can share their 
experiences and the lessons they learned from their previous visits. As they 
do so, the Spirit can confirm the truthfulness of the Restoration to the other 
students in the classroom. Pictures and videos produced by the Church or 
those shared by students from their own visits to the sites can also be a power-
ful tool for visualizing historical and sacred space. 

However, even if teachers wanted to take their students to these historic 
sites, the present COVID-19 pandemic would make this all but impossible. 
Indeed, the COVID-19 pandemic and its associated restrictions on travel 
have significantly impacted religious tourism and pilgrimage, with most reli-
gious heritage sites and religious gatherings in all faith traditions being forced 
to close or be canceled by government and health officials. These closures have 
led to many religious sites suffering great economic losses, particularly those 
that are heavily reliant on pilgrim and tourist donations. Faith communities 
have also struggled to find opportunities to “gather” together and strengthen 
communal religious identities.72

As scholars of the history of pilgrimage note, pilgrims have always found 
new and novel ways of performing pilgrimages in times of war and plagues.73 
In the same way, the closing of these sites has led these faith communities 
today to find new and novel ways of reaching out to the faithful and to help 
people maintain and increase faith during trying times. Indeed, the travel 
restrictions associated with the pandemic have spurred the proliferation of 
new forms of religious tourism and pilgrimage, including virtual visits to 
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religious sites. For example, there has been a strong digital response to the lack 
of religious mobility, where many religious sites have broadcasted their sacred 
rituals and ceremonies over the internet. Other religious sites have led virtual 
reality tours of their sites for pilgrims and tourists who could not visit.74 Some 
pilgrim organizations created apps that allowed pilgrims to walk in the safety 
of their hometown while tracking how far along their chosen pilgrimage trail 
they would have walked if they had been allowed to travel.75

As Latter-day Saint historic sites closed to the public during the pan-
demic, site directors and missionaries likewise explored ways to connect 
virtually with those interested in Church history. Directors of historic 
sites—from the Sacred Grove to the Mormon Battalion Historic Site in San 
Diego—introduced missionary-led virtual tours to family and friends on 
social media. These virtual tours “spread like wildfire around the world.” This 
led to live tours being scheduled by seminary and institute classes, ward youth 
and adult groups, individuals, and families.76 The success of virtual technol-
ogy led Gary Boatright, operations manager of historic sites for the Church 
History Department, to note, “When you think about what we were plan-
ning for 2020 to be like and what it’s turned out to be, in a real sense, we 
have a much more successful year this year in getting the story of these sacred 
places to the world.”77

The proliferation of virtual Church history tours has expanded the reach 
of these sacred spaces of the Church around the globe. Estimating that less 
than 1 percent of the Church population might be able to visit many Church 
history sites, historic sites curator Benjamin C. Pykles noted, “We’re cer-
tainly hitting people that have never been able to experience these places in 
any way or in any fashion before. . . . There’s so much potential here. We’re 
just scratching the surface, and we’re excited to keep working towards those 
goals.”78 Gary Boatright concurred: “The Spirit can transcend technology 
and space and time and testify to someone who’s sitting in the Philippines 
watching the missionaries give a tour just as powerfully as they can to some-
one who’s standing in the Sacred Grove.”79

Another way teachers can incorporate historic sites into their curricu-
lum is by cultivating an understanding of and appreciation for local historic 
sites. In 1997 President Gordon B. Hinckley told the Saints of Guatemala, 

“This year we are commemorating the 150th anniversary of the arrival of the 
Mormon pioneers in the Salt Lake Valley. They came a long way in wagons and 
handcarts. They were pioneers. But pioneering continues to go on. All over the 
world we have pioneers, and you are among those pioneers.” Throughout his 
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ministry, he repeated a similar message. “The days of pioneering in the Church 
are still with us. They did not end with covered wagons and handcarts.”80

Teachers might therefore consider helping students learn about the his-
tory of the Church in their own country, region, or city. Under the heading 

“Historic Sites,” the Church website provides extensive information about its 
places across the United States. Additionally, resources like “Pioneers in Every 
Land” or “Global Histories” provide valuable information about the Church 
and its history around the world.81 Furthermore, publications like the Church 
News or the “Sites Registry” of the Ensign Peak Foundation celebrate local 
historic sites, some of which will be in proximity of many students world-
wide.82 By incorporating these sites into lessons and encouraging students to 
visit them, teachers reinforce President Hinckley’s message:

It is good to look to the past to gain appreciation for the present and perspective for 
the future. It is good to look upon the virtues of those who have gone before, to gain 
strength for whatever lies ahead. It is good to reflect upon the work of those who 
labored so hard and gained so little in this world, but out of whose dreams and early 
plans, so well nurtured, has come a great harvest of which we are the beneficiaries. 
Their tremendous example can become a compelling motivation for us all, for each 
of us is a pioneer in his own life, often in his own family, and many of us pioneer 
daily in trying to establish a gospel foothold in distant parts of the world. 

We are still pioneering. We have never ceased pioneering from the time . . . that 
our people left Nauvoo and came . . . eventually into the valley of the Great Salt 
Lake. . . . We are reaching out everywhere, and that takes pioneering.83

Conclusion
Commemoration of historic sites and invitations to visit them have ancient 
scriptural roots. Biblically, the children of Israel were invited to remem-
ber their deliverance from Egypt with “a memorial,” a Passover celebration 

“throughout [their] generations . . . for ever” (Exodus 12:14). Specifically, they 
were to use the occasion to teach their children of the “strength of [the] hand 
[of ] the Lord” that brought them freedom (Exodus 13:14). Centuries later, 
the New Testament powerfully tells the story of the ultimate day of deliv-
erance when, on the morning of Christ’s resurrection, angels appeared to 
women who assembled at the empty tomb. Declaring, “He is not here: for 
he is risen,” the angels invited these witnesses to history to “come, see the place 
where the Lord lay” (Matthew 28:6; emphasis added).

Today, teachers likewise invite students to “come, see the place” where 
miraculous events occurred. As teachers of Church history, we testify of 
places where the heavens were opened, where God, Christ, and angels 
communed with humankind, where additional scripture was revealed and 
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translated, and where priesthood keys were bestowed. Demonstrating the 
significance of these sites, President Russell M. Nelson remarked, “Of all the 
priesthood assignments I’ve received in my life, the opportunity to dedicate 
the Priesthood Restoration Site was perhaps the most important.”84

Gospel teachers can mirror the lengths the Church takes to study and 
preserve historic sites. As Jennifer Lund has summarized, “More than two 
dozen Church-owned sites from Vermont to California and one in England 
celebrate the Restoration of the gospel and the commitment of Latter-day 
Saints to establish God’s kingdom in our day. Numerous historic markers dot 
the landscape, as do historic temples, tabernacles, and meetinghouses. For 
many people, these sites are sacred, evoking a sense of awe, reverence, and 
personal connection.”85 As we help students learn about and reverence sacred 
spaces, we invite their power in our classrooms. Jennifer Lund continues, 

“Seeing the landscapes where key experiences unfolded can cultivate a deep 
sense of gratitude in those of us whose lives have been changed and blessed 
by the Restoration. . . . These sites can help open our eyes to the beauties of 
the principles of salvation and motivate us to embrace them with our whole 
hearts.”86 Indeed, “our Heavenly Father is desirous we remember.”87
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