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As we have seen, ritual is often an ordinary act made special, yet every now and then a rit-
ual is based on an uncommon act. Such is the case with the laying on of hands. Arguably 
the earliest ritual performed in this dispensation (see Joseph Smith—History 1:68), this act 
may be underappreciated because it is performed so often. The rite itself is found in at 
least three ritual settings: ordination of priesthood, the bestowal of priesthood blessings, 
and the setting apart of individuals in their ecclesiastical callings. The fact that all three 
are associated with the priesthood reveals the integral nature of this rite in our Church 
and is the subject of this study by Aaron Reeves. —DB

Joseph Smith Jr. was preoccupied with dissolution, and this sensi-
tivity can be witnessed early in his life. Truman G. Madsen has noted 

that the religious tension in the Smith family was intensely felt by Joseph 
and that the contradiction he observed between the order of the heav-
ens and the disorder in his own family propelled him into the grove in 
1820.1 The possibility of the dissolution of family and filial relationships 
through death was particularly abhorrent, as demonstrated in his deep 
grief at the death of various family members.2 For Joseph, death not only 
dissolved the physical association between individuals but also intensi-
fied the heavenly risk associated with intrafamilial religious differences. 
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Death seemed to provoke “carful and pondurous and solom though[ts],”3 
and it is not accidental that some of his most significant religious rev-
elations were received in response to death among friends or family.4 
Alvin’s death in particular5 had a profound impact upon Joseph’s religious 
imagination,6 which was the foundation for a number of revelations that 
established a theology of redemption allowing earthly relationships to 
persist beyond into the eternities.7

This paper explores this theology through one Mormon ritual, namely 
priesthood ordination. Though a ritually simple, routine act, it embodies 
principles of belonging that counteract potential dissolution, which in 
turn reveals the true nature of salvation.

Theodicy and the Chain of Belonging

Because ordination obviously concerns priesthood, it would be instruc-
tive to understand how Joseph understood priesthood and its place in 
the cosmos. In his book Joseph Smith, Jesus, and Satanic Opposition, 
Douglas Davies teases out the constellation of doctrines that formed 
Mormonism’s “orientation to the world” and argues that Mormonism’s 
force as a religion is in part derived from the narrative quality of its 
story of redemption.8 This narrative centers upon interactions between 
three key actors—Jesus, Satan, and Joseph Smith—and three paradig-
matic scenes—the Grand Council, Gethsemane, and the Sacred Grove. 
According to Davies, within each of these scenes the protagonists can be 
understood to represent certain principles, in particular the principles of 
fidelity or apostasy, with their interaction within each scene confronting 
the nature and problem of evil. Because theodicies speak to how God’s 
divine attributes can be maintained in the face of the existence of evil, 
they imply a narrative of the origin and the end of that evil. Thus, by 
locating the origins of evil within the framework of apostasy from fidelity 
to God and other people, Davies develops part of what is unique in the 
Mormon approach to the problem of evil.9

While Davies states that his study on Mormon theodicy is not con-
cerned with the “ritual expression” of these motifs, within the faith such 
ritual expression does in fact encompass the Mormon problem of evil.10 
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Jonathan Z. Smith has written that rituals (or ordinances) enact “the way 
things ought to be”11 and are very often a response to the evil that is 
perceived in the world. Thus ritual becomes one solution to the problem 
of evil when it is acted out in various settings. Similarly, Bryan Turner 
argues that rituals affirm a community’s response to the problem of dis-
order, dissolution, and death.12 In this sense, as Turner observes, religion 
is a form of social theodicy which is an “inevitable consequence of the 
universalistic feature of human embodiment.”13

For Turner, being embodied involves pain, reproduction, and mortal-
ity, and these characteristics are almost universal across human societ-
ies. Consequently, religions can be understood as responses to these 
characteristics of having a body. Thus Turner argues that “the body 
and theodicy are intimately connected, because the central features of 
theodicy are . . . responses to the problem of human pain, the nature of 
sexuality and the moral problems of death,” which suggests that ritu-
als, bodily actions, are particularly suited to address these problems.14 
It appears that Smith saw the intersection between suffering, evil, and 
death, which pushed him to seek for divine guidance regarding how 
he might preserve life and family relationships. Dissolution therefore 
was a central concern in Mormonism’s theodicy and, not surprisingly, 
is reflected in its ritual corpus.15

This impulse in Joseph Smith appears to have been part of a wider 
project which, as described by Terryl Givens, involved both a restora-
tion of specific keys of authority by embodied individuals and a restora-
tion of truths through a particular prophetic process.16 This restoration 
process consisted of gathering together all truth (and the attendant 
rituals) from any available source and combining them into a coherent 
and properly ordered unity. According to Givens, Joseph believed that 
truth was already present in the world but that it had been disorga-
nized through apostasy and consequently was fragmented and scat-
tered. The Prophet’s mission was to glean all truth and forge it into 
one great whole.17 Hence the confluence of these lines of authority is a 
product of Smith’s vision of the “great whole” into which all truth could 
be organized.
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Recently, Samuel Brown explored this impulse by describing how 
Joseph Smith transformed the “chain of being” into what Brown calls a 
“chain of belonging.”18 The “chain of being” was an attempt to organize 
all forms of life (including God, humankind, plants, and animals) into a 
series of hierarchical relationships. In reconfiguring this chain, Joseph 
anchored these hierarchies in a specific conception of priesthood which 
connected different types of beings (telestial, terrestrial, and celestial) 
across not only space but also time, from the premortal life into the after-
life. This crossing of time was represented by priesthood transferal from 
one individual to another (often within families).

This transformation of the chain of being into the chain of belong-
ing is an important feature of Smith’s developing theology. Beginning in 
1832 Joseph Smith’s revelations began to reflect his efforts to elaborate a 
theology of priesthood which served to reconfigure the order of the cos-
mos. Smith and Rigdon’s vision of the degrees of glory, even an “infinite 
hierarchy of glories,” expanded the conception of heaven, where previous 
religious traditions had seen only one divine kingdom.19 In December 
of the same year, the Olive Leaf revelation reiterated the multiplicity 
of kingdoms and reaffirmed that these hierarchies were determined by 
whether recipients had celestial, terrestrial, or telestial bodies. Likewise, 
Smith’s early revelations on priesthood distinguished between higher 
and lesser orders which also mapped onto these heavenly organiza-
tions. Thus the bonding nature of the priesthood, across both time and 
space, structured the cosmic hierarchies that determined the powers 
and glories available to those in the worlds to come. By receiving this 
priesthood, recipients were given a place within the hierarchy of existing 
things (“being”) whilst simultaneously belonging to a specific sociality 
of priesthood holders.

A few years later, the translation of the Book of Abraham concretely 
tied the social priesthood organization with the physical cosmos,20 and 
with the introduction of the temple and its attendant rites in 1836, these 
connections now affected the Church membership directly. The Nauvoo 
period, with its greatly expanded temple ordinances, including marriage 
sealings (particularly for polygamy) and baptisms for the dead, were the 
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culmination of Smith’s attempts to give ritualized expression to this 
lineal priesthood and the chain of belonging into which people were 
initiated.21

Each of these developments forged new forms of association with 
the heavenly bodies, deceased ancestors, marriage partners, and friends. 
Smith’s chain of belonging was clearly complex and multifaceted. Baptism 
for the dead, for example, was a method for adopting ancestors into this 
new family of God despite the fact that they had never heard the mes-
sage of the Restoration. Priesthood became the channel through which 
members of the Church (both biological and nonbiological) were bound 
together into one great family of God, a lineage that went back to Adam.22 
And for Brown, these revelations show that “priesthood offered a meta-
physical substitute for blood,” a substitute that was also more secure and 
which could preserve relationships beyond death and the ever-present 
threat of dissolution.23

Hutch and the Laws of the Mortal Body

In light of the above discussion, it appears that for Joseph, the soul was, 
in part, constituted through earthly and premortal relationships with 
others and therefore salvation was a social endeavor. Richard Hutch has 
explored a similar understanding of self and has provided “laws of the 
mortal body” that may be useful in understanding Joseph’s theodicy and 
the role of the priesthood in that theodicy.24 For Hutch, the self is derived 
through narratives; in other words, we are defined primarily by the stories 
that we have inherited and taken for our own.25 These stories emerge from 
the culture into which we have been immersed since birth but are then 
refined and revised by our own individual experiences and as such can 
be retold in various ways. Joseph Smith’s different accounts of the First 
Vision26 and President David O. McKay’s varied iterations of the “Prayer 
under a Pepper Tree”27 both illustrate that stories are told and understood 
in the broader context of the narratives that we use to define our lives. 
Moreover, extending the example of the First Vision, Joseph’s different 
accounts reflect a shifting (and, to some extent, expanding) sense of his 
own mission.28 Stories shape how people think of themselves, but they 
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also shape how we think about the world, and they are certainly social, for 
it is in the telling and retelling that the definitions of self are actualized.

Hutch further suggests that the body is an integral component in the 
constructions of these narratives and that there are two primary laws 
that govern the manner in which the body affects these self-defining nar-
ratives. The first of these laws, designated by Hutch as “the turnover of 
generations,” describes the manner in which the body governs the nature 
of time within a given narrative, particularly the narratives of birth and 
death. For Hutch, “the turnover of generations .  .  . is grounded .  .  . in 
the need to make way for the next generation.”29 In self-narratives, the 
body can be understood as “an idiom of the past and the future, through 
which the young are linked with ancestors and the elderly are linked 
to progeny.”30 Thus our bodies become a way of expressing the lives of 
ancestors and progenitors both in terms of genetics and, more impor-
tantly, in terms of action. Our actions can be the storybook by which we 
define ourselves, either by being faithful to the lives of our ancestors or 
by disregarding their legacy.

The second law is what Hutch calls “active biological/gender comple-
mentarity.” Here Hutch is referring to the necessity of sexual reproduc-
tion in the turnover of generations, and like the first law, this second law 
also describes the role of the body in designating time within a given 
narrative of self. Narratives governed by this second law would include 
marriage and courtship narratives, gender roles, and so on. But because 
these also reflect mortality (sexual activity is related to birth, which is 
related to death), there is an overlap between the first and second law. As 
Hutch himself notes: “Sexuality is located within mortality” and “prac-
tical sexuality . . . reflects biological mutuality . . . [and] turns the past 
into the future.”31 Clearly, this second law is less universal than the first 
because not everyone is able (nor do some people want) to participate 
in the act of reproduction, while death is an experience of all. Hutch 
argues that this second law, and the implied reproductive capacity, dem-
onstrates the coupling of birth and death: becoming a parent or an aunt, 
for example, shifts the generations and positions you as “the next in line 
to die.”32
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At root, Hutch’s concern here is with narratives regarding the cre-
ation of life, the attendant death which must inevitably follow, and the 
continuity these narratives provide across the generations who are born 
and die. It is in this manner that Hutch’s laws and Joseph’s concept of 
priesthood come together. In terms of priesthood, it is the initiates who 
are charged with the transmission of this power, and it is through trans-
mission that it is preserved from one dying generation to the next.33

In terms of Latter-day Saint theology, the Mormon exalted self can be 
thought of as being composed of two elements: life (in the form of mortality 
or immortality) and belonging (in the form of being sealed to God and other 
divine individuals, including family). Gender complementarity (or sexual 
reproduction) necessarily provides mortal life, but priesthood anchors the 
social element of belonging as well as the physical form of immortality. Not 
only is Jesus a Melchizedek Priesthood holder and the source of resurrec-
tion, but Brigham Young and Spencer W. Kimball have both taught that 
priesthood keys and a specific ordinance are required to resurrect people.34 
In addition, it is only certain priesthood holders who have the authority to 
perform ordinances and rituals which seal relationships in the eternities. 
Thus priesthood ordination is a form of death conquest, creating narratives 
in which the dissolution of our social relationships is overcome as well as 
enacting a new “coupling” in which new life emerges.35

Hutch’s two laws and the individual narratives of self they govern, 
as reflected in these priesthood narratives, intersect with the broader 
story of redemption from the threat of dissolution. It is in this intersec-
tion that we can explore the significance of priesthood ordination. In 
particular, three narratives emerge that establish networks of belonging 
on both the individual level and the communal level. The first of these is 
a genealogical chain which focuses upon the lineage of Adam, the sec-
ond is a Christological chain which connects priesthood with the act 
of atonement, and the third is an institutional chain derived from the 
institutional position of priesthood holders. Each of these lines embeds 
the recipient in a broad story of salvation which draws upon the notions 
of fidelity to the community and to God or apostasy from them, the very 
dissolution that so concerned Joseph.36



268 Aaron Reeves

The Genealogical Chain

Hutch’s first law, the turnover of generations, directs attention to geneal-
ogy and priesthood. Notably, Joseph Smith claimed specific genealogical 
ties for those who received the priesthood, ties which were more impor-
tant than blood. In a 1949 issue of the Improvement Era, Dr. Joseph F. 
Merrill, then a member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, observed, 
“In an effort to show graphically the priesthood line of authority through 
appropriate pictures, Elder Karl Weiss of Salt Lake City, Utah, has devel-
oped a simple but effective priesthood portrait pedigree.”37

The origin of tracing the transmission of priesthood authority goes 
back in large measure to this article. Since this publication, a number of 
Church leaders, and various other articles and editorials have advocated 
that priesthood holders pass these lines onto those who they ordain to 
various offices in the priesthood.38 While these lines are often genetically 
oriented, meaning that they reflect real genetic relationships (father-son, 
uncle-nephew), the genetic relationship is not what is being stressed in 
the priesthood lineage. Rather, it is an unbroken biological line of priest-
hood holders that could be traced all the way back to the Creation. In 
other words, these lineages establish a continuous relationship of flesh 
and blood back to the first mortal, which establishes an unbroken line for 
priesthood transmission; thus these lineages become creation narratives 
that represent an individual’s sense of identity with the Creation. Further, 
such genealogies connect the individual or community with those they 
consider to be their ancestors. Brown notes that Joseph Smith’s projects 
to develop (or restore) a pure language and to translate the Egyptian arti-
facts purchased in the Kirtland era39 are, at root, exploring “genealogy 
and progeny on the one hand and priesthood on the other.”40

It is no surprise to find that Adam and Abraham, as creation nar-
rative figures—Adam for all mankind, Abraham for Israel—are central 
figures in the gospel’s restoration. In particular, part of the Restoration 
was the awareness that the Saints were the progeny of both figures, the 
seed of Abraham especially. This focus upon progeny was evident in the 
Lectures on Faith.41 In the second lecture there is an explicit concern with 
tracing the genealogical transmission of faith back to Adam. Similarly, in 
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an 1832 revelation on priesthood, Moses’ authority was connected back 
to Abraham’s authority and ultimately to Adam.42 As Brown observes, 
“The center of genealogical and sacerdotal power was Adam.”43 Moreover, 
Smith’s “new grades of heaven reflected no simple statement of merit or 
ontological superiority: they were an index of one’s placement in the gene-
alogy of eternal ‘intelligences.’”44 In short, receiving the priesthood meant 
that an individual was adopted into a celestial genealogy with Adam as 
the mortal center.

Yet it does not appear that the connection back to Adam is necessar-
ily the end of this lineage. He is merely the first of the mortal progeni-
tors. Our first hint of an even grander element to this lineage is found in 
the Book of Abraham: “[The priesthood] was conferred upon me from 
the fathers; it came down from the fathers, from the beginning of time, 
yea, even from the beginning, or before the foundation of the earth” 
(Abraham 1:3).

Moses 6:67–68 is even more explicit in describing the conference of 
priesthood. Here we are given the process by which Adam becomes a son 
of God, a process promised to all who are “after the order of him who 
was without beginning of days or end of years, from all eternity to all 
eternity.” This promise of sonship to God via the priesthood is prefaced 
by a priesthood lineage from Enoch to Adam, “who was the son of God” 
(v. 22). Thus, the priesthood not only ties one to the mortal beings long 
gone but suggests a living biological chain back to God himself.45

The Christological Chain

Just as ordination to the priesthood ties one to a long, continuous lineage 
of priesthood holders, so it also establishes a lineage that promises future 
continuation, a Christological chain that ties the recipient to Christ. In 
this lineage the concern is not so much an actual biological connection 
between the individual links as it is a connection to the office of Christ. 
As Davies observes, “To speak of a priesthood holder is, thus, to mark 
a line of authority linking ordained men to Christ.”46 Similarly, Elder 
L. Tom Perry has said, “Every priesthood bearer in the Church can trace 
his line of authority back to the Savior Himself.”47 And by virtue of this 
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line of authority, this priesthood chain makes it possible for each priest-
hood holder to be a Christ type.

Priesthood, for Mormons, involves the capacity to engage in the 
Christological act, allows one to perform many of the same salvific, divine 
acts as Christ, and implies adopting the characteristics of Jesus as a divine 
human. For example, that “priesthood is an attribute of divinity conferred 
upon Jesus through ordination” indicates that when members of the 
Church are ordained, they too receive this attribute of divinity.48 In con-
temporary Mormonism, the priesthood is often perceived as holding the 
divine power to establish relationships which will not be broken by death 
(sealing) and to have power over nature (healing and other miracles).49 
Hence as part of the oath and covenant of the priesthood, holders of that 
authority are taught that “all they who receive this priesthood receive me, 
saith the Lord; for he that receiveth my servants receiveth me; and he that 
receiveth me receiveth my Father” (D&C 84:35–37).50

In terms of overcoming dissolution, this Christological lineage, as out-
lined in section 84, also promises a renewing of the bodies of the recipients 
(see v. 33). The exact meaning of “renewing of bodies” is not clear from the 
text, and a variety of interpretations have been offered by different com-
mentators:51 it could refer to resurrection,52 a physical renewal of the flesh 
in this life,53 or a form of spiritual sanctification from sin.54 At the very least 
this promise, once again, infers a new type of life which is rooted in a par-
ticular conception of lineage (see D&C 84:34) but which also seems to refer 
to the conferral of a Christological body, a fact that is further developed 
in LDS temple rituals.55 As a result it is clear that priesthood ordination is 
a ritualistic response to some of the universal features of human embodi-
ment in that ordination promises the recipient the capacity to transcend 
the corruption of the body, even if the exact mechanism is unclear.

In the context of Hutch’s earlier question concerning the “turnover 
of generations,” ordination to the priesthood situates recipients in a spe-
cifically Christological chain where the characteristics and capacities of 
Jesus are potentially inculcated in the recipient. They are empowered, and 
even embodied, to conquer death, decay, and corruption, reminiscent of 
Christ’s Resurrection and Ascension.
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The Institutional Chain

This Christological kinship suggests another line of authority for each 
newly ordained priesthood holder, a line which centers upon the hierarchy 
of the institutional Church.56 In 1882, a circular which was also a precursor 
to the Church Handbook of Instructions was sent to all local leaders empha-
sizing both the importance of the institutional line of authority governing 
the Church and the importance of Christ as the head of the Church.57 
This emphasis continued during the later “priesthood reform movement 
of 1908–1922,” which was a response to the manifestos on polygamy58 and 
which further “strengthened the hierarchical line of authority.”59 By 1964, 
the handbook explained, “Priesthood correlation involves the carrying 
out of priesthood or church activities by individual members of families, 
presided over by the parents, who are presided over by priesthood leaders, 
who in turn are presided over by bishops. The bishops are presided over 
by stake presidents, who are presided over by the General Authorities of 
the Church. . . . All priesthood activities should properly recognize and be 
funneled through this line of authority as it is revealed from our Father in 
Heaven.”60 Even more recently, an increased focus in this particular priest-
hood chain has been noted as the Church has sought to contrast itself from 
what it has seen as a modern, more permissive culture.61

What makes this lineage distinct from the ones above is that while the 
priesthood holder is ultimately encouraged to see Jesus as the head of the 
Church, the stress is not on a personal linkage with Christ but instead on 
the individual’s relationship with the priesthood hierarchy, or the Church 
institution. In other words, the connection between the individual and 
Christ is not the individual to Christ as kin or as Savior, but to Christ as 
presiding authority, and as such establishes a particular relationship with 
the institution of the Church itself.

Through ordination, as the quotation above describes, the Melchizedek 
Priesthood holder has moved into a position which involves presiding and 
also being presided over, a particular form of belonging. Hence this chain 
is distinct from the Christological chain which relates to the Resurrection 
and the individual’s own work, as well as distinct from the biological line 
which establishes kinship continuity.
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Priesthood Chains and the Laying on of Hands

Of course, in many ways the distinctions made here between these 
three chains or lines of authority are somewhat arbitrary. For example, 
Doctrine and Covenants 107 suggests that those of the lineage of Aaron 
have a right to the office of bishop, a blend of both the biological line and 
the institutional authority line.62 Moreover, these chains are all enacted 
through one ritual event (discussed below), not three separate ones, and 
to argue that these chains are separate would radically reconfigure the 
theologies erected using this ritual framework. At heart, for all three, no 
matter their distinctions, is their common purpose—to overcome dis-
solution in any form, be it physical death, abandonment, or apostasy.63

The rite itself is simple. An individual who already possesses the 
priesthood (along with other priesthood holders who may have been 
invited to participate) places his hands on the head of the individual 
receiving the priesthood. Though Joseph gives no indication as to why 
this rite was the means by which priesthood conferral would happen, 
to those familiar with the canon, this rite is found early on in the Old 
Testament and is the rite associated with the transferal of power and 
authority from one individual to the next. Joseph himself may simply have 
been following the example of John the Baptist, who, upon appearing to 
both Joseph and Oliver Cowdery, conferred the Aaronic Priesthood by 
laying his hands upon Joseph, who then did the same to Oliver.

Across cultures, the hand is a symbol of power and might, as well 
as creation. Moreover, the hand may also represent the means by which 
these things are transferred. Thus the hand can be understood as both 
the source and agent of transferal of authority. But there may be another 
purpose to the use of the hand for conferral. The hand is the primary tac-
tile means by which we express the physical act of touching. The notion of 
touch is quite complex, and a number of philosophers have gone to great 
lengths to meditate upon this theme.64 While we may think of touch as 
an equally shared experience, touch is highly personal; what one may feel 
in the touch is not necessarily what the one who touches feels. The act 
of touching is the intimate act of crossing the “space” by which others 
define themselves and impacts us directly in a way that sight or hearing 
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does not.65 Because it crosses a spatial boundary that we use to define 
our “self,” touch is highly regulated by society, unlike the other senses. 
Yet touch is essential in our development, both physically and socially.66 
Touch triggers physiological reactions that the other senses do not, such 
as the release of oxytocin, a hormone often associated with childbirth 
but also necessary in the development of empathy and bonding overall.67 
Touch defines us and our space in the world and is crucial in the develop-
ment of any given community.

The ambiguity of touch between two (or more) embodied persons is a 
key feature of this rite of ordination. That we never feel the other touching 
us but only feel ourselves being touched reinforces the separateness of 
our individual identities, and yet at the same time, the touched is changed 
as a result of that exchange. The ordained, for example, feels and experi-
ences another person, and the two are therefore brought into a form of 
communion with each other. Like other forms of touch, the laying on of 
hands has parameters which define what is legitimate and appropriate 
(particular words are said by particular people in a particular embodied 
posture), which validate as well as elaborate the special and unique fea-
ture of this new identity and this new community.

Thus, through the act of the laying on of hands, while the person who 
is ordained is still believed to be the same spirit or intelligence as prior to 
ordination, a change is made in the very nature of that person. This new 
identity, or new life, is an essential feature of ordination. Perhaps this 
is best illustrated by the reception of a new title upon ordination (e.g., 
“elder,” “deacon”), which signifies the introduction into a new community 
but which also reinforces the continuity of the self by adding this title to 
the names of individuals. Thus, although this genealogical chain is con-
cerned with the past, it (potentially) shapes the subjectivity of the present, 
and the rite by which this chain is engendered, both symbolically and 
perhaps physically, only reinforces the narratives that are continued.68

Hands touch the head of the person to be ordained, reenacting the 
same ritual space across the centuries and memorializing the various 
hands on various heads which have brought this authority to this point 
and time, each performance reestablishing God’s divine life and power on 
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the earth. That the rite may engender physiological reactions that would 
enhance the recipients bonding to these chains as well as the proclivity 
to participate accordingly only enriches the relationship between this rite 
and the purpose of the priesthood as outlined above.

Yet being ordained to the priesthood is more than simply finding a 
place or belonging: it also carries with it the implicit responsibility to 
maintain the continuity of this priesthood lineage. In other words, not 
only does one find place but one is now obligated to make sure that this 
continuity (be it the biological line, the Christological line, or the insti-
tutional authority line) is passed on and regenerated in the next genera-
tion so that no dissolution emerges. This redemptive intention implies 
an “ongoing human sacrifice” which involves being faithful to the past 
in order to perpetuate this order in the future. It is a willingness to live 
“out of the past generations and into future ones” and is also an aware-
ness that the ordained is the means by which this persists.69 In the words 
of Davies, the death of Joseph Smith “stood full contrary to betrayal or 
apostasy.”70 This betrayal would not have been merely of his immediate 
and present community (the Mormons located in Nauvoo) but it is also a 
refusal to betray those ancient personalities who extended their powers 
to him. Further, Joseph refused to betray those priesthood generations 
which will be bound to him in this chain of belonging. Thus being a liv-
ing sacrifice to life, as Hutch calls it, involves a willingness to be faithful 
to the embodied lives found in each of these chains: extending to Adam, 
to Christ, and toward the current prophet and President of the Church. 
To sacrifice, in this sense, is to live in harmony with those with whom 
the ordained are ritually connected, to live as though their bodies bear 
upon the recipient in the present. In light of this, it is not surprising to 
find Joseph Smith speaking of sacrifice in this manner: when one reads 
sacrifice, one can automatically think of priesthood.

Conclusion

The Melchizedek Priesthood involves being initiated into an order that is 
“without beginning of days or end of years” and involves possessing power 
over death (D&C 84:17). Davies, after quoting a Millennial Star editorial, 
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notes that, for Joseph Smith, “the powers of death” are from Satan and 
that “dissolution opposes organization and [is] part of the problem of 
evil.”71 The powers of death seek to dissolve this organization, to encour-
age apostasy. In contrast, priesthood ordination is one of the ordinances 
which grant access to the great chain of belonging. These “belongings” 
are the foundation of that sociality, or self-identification, upon which the 
Mormon vision of exaltation is predicated. To apostatize is to lose your 
place in the great chain of belonging which has been conferred through 
the priesthood and to reject the cosmological extension of that life. 
Priesthood ordination, for Joseph, was one mechanism through which 
life and belonging were ritually and eternally established.
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