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Abstract

In recent years scholars have expanded their investigation into the 
intersections between religion and tourism. While most of this research 
has focused on the ways in which religion can be commodified for touristic 
consumption, there has been but little written on the ways in which 
religions view tourism and/or embrace tourism to meet their spiritual 
and ecclesiastical goals. The purpose of this paper is to investigate how 
leaders of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints use tourism to 
its religious and historical sites to further their religious and institutional 
goals/missions as they revolve around its “three-fold mission”: proclaiming 
the gospel, perfecting the Saints, and redeeming the dead.

Introduction

In the past two or three decades the intersections between religion and tourism have become a topic of 
study by tourism scholars and more recently religious studies scholars.2 Much of the existing literature 
has focused on the use of the tangible and intangible aspects of religion as a tourism resource, with 

scholars trying to understand the motivations of those who travel to religious sites in order to better 
understand the religious tourism market as well as how to overcome the negative impacts of tourism on 
these sites through management.3 Less studied are the ways in which religious leaders view tourism as a 
social phenomenon and how tourism can be utilized to further religious goals and missions.4 This is odd 
in part because religious prescriptions and proscriptions have long affected the types of activities in which 
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people choose to engage in during their leisure time, and also affect why people travel, where they travel to, 
and the activities in which people engage as tourists.5 Religion has long affected how hospitable cultures are 
to strangers, what constitutes appropriate dress in religious spaces, the creation of gendered religious spatial 
practices, and the use of aesthetics to enhance religious experiences at sacred sites as well.6

	 However, very few religious faiths outside of the Roman Catholic Church have articulated a specific 
“theology of tourism” which “examine[s] the religious meaning, justification, or legitimation of tourism and 
relate[s] it to broader religious goals and aspirations.”7 This is also odd considering that most major world 
religions have some sort of doctrinal basis for pilgrimage travel. In some cases pilgrimage is a required 
element of religious worship, whether it is essential for a happier afterlife or for initiatory purposes.8 But 
even faiths that do not fully embrace the notion of pilgrimage in its traditional sense, such as Protestantism, 
usually have informal pilgrimage-like practices that take place among their adherents.9 As well, religious 
communities have also long used their religious sites and culture to educate non-believers of their religious 
values and as a way to gain new converts, such as the Shakers in the nineteenth century and The Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in the present day.10 Also, with millions of people visiting religious sites 
and sites related to the history of different belief systems,11 religious leaders not only have had to come to 
terms with how to deal with the non-adherents that visit their religious and historical sites but also with 
how to engage in pastoral or outreach activities for those within their congregations who are “on the move” 
recreating themselves through recreational and tourism pursuits.12

	 The purpose of this paper is to investigate how leaders of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints use tourism as a medium to further the religious goals and mission of their faith. While leaders of 
LDS Church have not promulgated a specific “theology of tourism,” and, like Protestants, feel that “Neither 
shrines nor pilgrimages are a part of true worship as practiced by the true saints....[T]here is no thought that 
some special virtue will attach to worship by performing [pilgrimage to sacred sites],”13 they recognize, as 
do Church members, the existence of sacred spaces and have long held that certain places are more holy or 
sacred than others.14 As such, every year thousands of Church members travel to places associated with the 
history and practice of the Church, whether that travel involves attending Church-run pageants or pioneer 
re-enactment treks, taking tours related to Book of Mormon lands or to the Holy Land, viewing Christmas 
displays at Temple Square and Church headquarters in Salt Lake City, or participating in informal worship 
and ritual activities away from home, such as performing temple rituals at different temples throughout 
the world, being baptised in the Susquehanna River in Pennsylvania where Church founder Joseph Smith 
was first baptised, or having a prayer meeting in the Sacred Grove where Joseph Smith experienced his first 
theophany.15

While I have written elsewhere on the travel motivations and patterns of Church members and how 
Church leaders use tourism to their historical sites and temples—which uses revolve around the key themes 
of hospitality, remembering and witnessing, proselytizing, and outreach16—in this paper I wish to delve a 
little deeper to examine particular aspects of Latter-day Saint religious belief that might explain why the 
Church utilizes tourism as a tool to fulfill its most important religious mission—to save souls.17 To do so, I 
focus here on what is known as the “three-fold mission” of the Church—proclaiming the gospel, perfecting 
the Saints, and redeeming the dead—which I argue leads Church leaders to place great importance on 
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preserving, maintaining, and interpreting their historical and religious sites in a particular manner, and why 
Church members are motivated to travel to these sacred sites.18

Tourism and the Saving of Souls

As noted earlier, Church leaders have not outlined a systematic “theology of tourism” that highlights 
the way in which tourism is viewed within the context of core Latter-day Saint beliefs. This may be in part 
because The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is not directly in the business of tourism but rather 
the business of “saving souls” in accordance with its particular understanding of the gospel of Jesus Christ.”19 
The religious teachings that are developed and promulgated by Church leaders, according to Robert Millett, 
tend to have “a rather narrow focus, range, and direction,” in that these teachings focus specifically on the 
“central and saving doctrines” of the Church.20 To Latter-day Saints, the core of their faith is not “a confession 
to a creed but a personal witness that Jesus of Nazareth is the Christ.”21 From a doctrinal perspective, the 
“core doctrine” of the Latter-day Saint faith is the “doctrine of Christ”; that it is only through the atonement 
of Jesus Christ that all humankind can be saved. As the founder of the Church, Joseph Smith, once taught, 
“The fundamental principles of our religion are the testimony of the Apostles and Prophets, concerning 
Jesus Christ, that He died, was buried, and rose on the third day, and ascended unto heaven; and all other 
things which pertain to our religion are only appendages to it.”22

	 This “doctrine of Christ,” then, is at the heart of the Church’s work and God’s glory, which is to 
“bring to pass the immortality and eternal life of man,”23 and provides the foundation upon which all other 
Church teachings rest.24 As such, the focus of the Church is on bringing individuals unto Christ, which 
comes through acknowledging Christ as their Lord and Saviour, having faith on his name, being baptised by 
immersion for the remission of sins, receiving the gift of the Holy Ghost by the laying on of hands by persons 
in authority (i.e., LDS priesthood), and striving to remain faithful to the commandments of God until the 
end of their lives.25 As such, the core mission of the Church is to “save souls” and the Church leadership 
focuses its efforts in areas that help it to achieve this goal.

	 Spencer W. Kimball, a former president of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, expanded 
on this core mission of saving souls and suggested that the Church has a “three-fold mission,” which he 
summarized as being “proclaiming the gospel,” “perfecting the Saints,” and “redeeming the dead.”26 While 
seemingly tangential to the “core doctrine” of the Church, I argue that tourism plays an important role 
in helping Church leaders accomplish its “three-fold mission” and to achieve broader religious goals and 
aspirations. However, before discussing the linkages between each mission and tourism it is important to 
note that tourism is generally seen by Church leaders as an outward facing activity, in that any engagement 
the Church has with tourism tends to be the responsibility of departments within the Church’s vast 
bureaucracy which focus on the Church’s relationship towards and to and with Church members (e.g., the 
Priesthood Department) and non-members (e.g., Public Affairs and the Missionary Department) rather 
than a direct ecclesiastical department dealing specifically with leisure, recreation, and tourism concerns. 
So for example, even though the Church’s Historical Department’s Historic Sites Committee oversees the 
Church’s historical sites, the Missionary Department is responsible for the interpretation of most Church’s 
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historical sites, whereas activities that are member-centered, such as concerts at Temple Square or world-
wide cultural celebrations, are run through the Priesthood Department.27

Proclaiming the Gospel

As a part of making salvation readily available to all of humanity, Latter-day Saints believe that God has 
revealed through his prophets what is called the “Plan of Salvation.” This plan provides knowledge about 
many of the questions about life, including: “Where did we come from?” “What is the meaning of life?”—
or more specifically, “What is the meaning of my life?”—and “What happens after we die?”28 John Welsh 
contends that understanding that humanity was not created by happenstance, but that there is a purpose to 
life as outlined through the Plan of Salvation, makes it easier for individuals to find meaning in their own 
lives.29

	 Latter-day Saints believe that all humans lived with God as spirit children prior to coming to 
this earth.30 During this pre-mortal existence God presented the Plan of Salvation which would allow his 
spirit children to progress to become more like God. This plan included sending God’s spirit children to 
earth where they would both receive a physical body and be placed in an environment in which, through 
the exercise of agency, they could demonstrate their willingness to keep God’s commandments. Through 
exercising agency in a righteous manner people could one day return to God’s presence and attain godhood 
for themselves.31 Since no one would remember their pre-mortal life, the Plan of Salvation would be made 
known to humanity through God’s prophets who would dispense knowledge of the plan to others. However, 
knowing that many people would choose to disobey God’s commandments and estrange themselves from 
him, this Plan of Salvation included having Jesus Christ serve as the redeemer of humankind, through 
whom people could repent and turn back to God.32

	 Latter-day Saints feel a responsibility to save souls by making this plan known to everyone who 
will listen.33 This responsibility comes from the belief that The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
contains the “fullness” of the gospel,34 having both a clear knowledge of the Plan of Salvation through its 
founder Joseph Smith and his prophet successors and the priesthood authority to perform the ordinances 
or rituals necessary for salvation.35 Church members therefore take seriously the commission of Christ 
who instructed his followers anciently to “teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and 
of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded 
you”36 so that people can have an opportunity to “come unto Christ” and receive the ordinances necessary 
for salvation. While missionary work is a responsibility of all members of the Church, there is an active 
proselytizing program in place where young men and young women, at the ages of 18 and 19 respectively, 
are encouraged to volunteer for full-time missions. These missions are between eighteen months and two 
years in length, and missionaries are assigned to proselytize in a specified geographic area called a “mission.” 
Currently there are just over 85,000 missionaries serving in 405 missions around the world.37

	 While Church leaders have long focused on active proselytization as a means of spreading the 
message of the Church to others, tourism has become another vehicle through which Church messages 
can be disseminated. In particular, hospitality towards non-Mormon visitors has long played a key role 
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in fulfilling the Church’s mission of proclaiming the gospel. In addition to hospitality being a religious 
responsibility in the Old and New Testaments,38 specific modern revelations to the Church relating to 
hospitality have been given. For example, in 1841 a revelation was given to the Church to build a boarding 
house or hotel where visitors to Nauvoo, Illinois who were interested in learning more about the Church 
could rest.39 According to Hyrum Smith and Janne Sjodhal, “this revelation proves that the Lord wanted the 
tourists of the world to visit and become acquainted with the Saints. [They] were not to be surrounded by a 
wall of isolation. They had nothing to hide from the world.”40

	 Hospitality as a way of spreading the gospel message was also practiced in Salt Lake City. The 
establishment of the Church’s headquarters in Salt Lake City and the building of the Salt Lake Temple in the 
city center was seen by Church leaders as the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy where “in the last days…the 
mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established in the top of the mountains, and shall be exalted above the 
hills; and all nations shall flow unto it. And many people shall go and say, Come ye, and let us go up to the 
mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob, and he will teach us of his ways, and we will walk in 
his paths: for out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.”41 Tourists were 
seen as one of the groups that would travel to the “tops of the mountains,” and as such the Latter-day Saints 
have a responsibility to be hospitable and courteous to visitors who, according to this scripture, will actively 
come to Salt Lake City to see the “house of the God of Jacob,” as well as a responsibility to prepare to receive 
those who seek to learn the “word of the Lord” through visiting the Lord’s house. Thus, when curious visitors 
came to Salt Lake City soon after the Church was established in Salt Lake City Church leaders not only 
actively greeted and attempted to educate tourists, most of whom came with strong views and prejudices 
against the Mormons, on the beliefs and culture of the Church and its members,42 but also helped build the 
Hotel Utah to house these visitors from the east.43

	 As such, Church leaders continue to use tourism to educate the general public about the Church. 
Throughout its history, the Latter-day Saint Church has weathered abuses from various media sources that 
perpetuated stereotypes and falsehoods by focusing on the unique Latter-day Saint beliefs that differed 
from other Christian groups, with the media often depicting Mormons as a group to be admired because 
of their moral and social convictions but not “truly belong[ing] in mainstream society” or mainstream 
Christianity.44 While public relations efforts have helped to improve the image of Mormonism over time,45 
the fact that non-Mormons come to Salt Lake City and dozens of other Latter-day Saint heritage sites and 
interpretive centres throughout the United States provides both fertile ground and a captive audience for 
sharing its religious message and history to non-Mormon visitors.46 The expectation is that visitors who 
come to these religious heritage sites will leave with at least a more correct understanding of the tenets of 
the LDS Church, if not a desire to learn more about these beliefs by inviting Latter-day Saint missionaries to 
their homes.47

	 Presently the Church owns and operates over thirty-five religious heritage sites and nineteen 
interpretive centres, which stretch from Vermont to California.48 As mentioned earlier these sites and 
interpretive centres are staffed by the Missionary Department of the Church, which explains the missionary-
focused agenda at many of these sites.49 At some historical sites the proselytizing is overt, in that service 
missionaries bear their “testimony” or “witness” to visitors as they take tours,50 while at Temple Square in 
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Salt Lake City the proselytizing is more passive, in that people are educated about the history and beliefs 
of Mormonism and then invited to have Latter-day Saint missionaries visit them in their homes to learn 
more about the Church without overt witnessing taking place.51 The fact that the Missionary Department 
is responsible for the management and interpretation of these religious heritage centers demonstrates the 
importance of these sites as a part of fulfilling the mission of proclaiming the gospel.52

Perfecting the Saints

According to Linda Charney, while people have different motivations for becoming members of The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, they all share three common experiences when they join.53 
First, people interested in the Church meet with the Church’s full-time missionaries and go through a series 
of lessons about the basic beliefs of the Church. Second, prospective members must demonstrate in a pre-
baptism interview that they are making an informed decision to be baptised of their own free will. Third, 
every convert receives the ordinances of baptism and confirmation by authorised representatives of the 
Church. However, the conversion process “implies not merely mental acceptance of Jesus and his teaching[s] 
but also a motivating faith in him and his gospel—a faith which works a transformation, an actual change 
in one’s understanding of life’s meaning and in his [sic] allegiance to God—in interest, in thought, and in 
conduct.”54 The transformation part of the conversion process occurs through the gaining of a “testimony,” 
which is “the sure knowledge, received by revelation from the Holy Ghost, of the divinity of the great latter-
day work.”55 Prospective converts are invited to pray to receive a spiritual witness through the Holy Ghost 
of the truthfulness of the teachings of the Church,56 which witness, according to Bruce McConkie, revolves 
around three great truths:57

•	 That Jesus Christ is the Son of God and the Saviour of the world;
•	 That Joseph Smith is the Prophet of God through whom the gospel was restored in this dispensation; 

and
•	 That The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is “the only true and living church upon the 

face of the whole earth.”58

Receiving a spiritual witness of these truths through the Holy Ghost, then, is “the dominant element in the 
Latter-day Saint understanding of conversion.”59 Conversion in the Latter-day Saint Church, therefore, is 
more of an experiential process rather than a rational one.

	 Conversion to the Church is not precipitous,60 however, as spiritual transformation through 
conversion is an ongoing process which continues throughout converts’ lives as they learn more about the 
doctrines of the Church and conform their lives to the teachings of Christ. As a part of the baptismal process 
individuals covenant to serve God and keep his commandments—in other words, to strive for holiness.61 
Davies defines holiness as “the value attributed to a focal source of identity that furnishes the moral 
meaning of life for members of a social group in a process that transcends ordinary levels of experience.”62 
While Latter-day Saints believe that they are saved through the grace of Christ’s atonement, Latter-day 
Saint understandings of soteriology (i.e., the doctrine of salvation through Jesus Christ) suggest that the 
atonement “becomes operative in the life of an individual only on conditions of personal righteousness.”63 
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While “Latter-day Saints readily acknowledge that though [their] efforts to be righteous are necessary, they 
will never be sufficient to save [them],”64 the importance of works leads Church members to strive to emulate 
the behaviour and develop the characteristics of Christ.65

	 Latter-day Saints, therefore, feel strongly that their belief in Jesus Christ should translate into their 
daily practice.66 Davies argues that this preoccupation with holiness through works serves as a foundation 
through which Latter-day Saint identity is created and maintained. In particular, efforts at holiness create 
a Latter-day Saint lifestyle and an identity that is related directly to aspects of embodiment, such as the 
emphasis on modest dress, the activities they choose to engage in, the language they use, and the way in 
which they treat others.67 As such, Church members believe in being “honest, virtuous, chaste, benevolent, 
virtuous, and in doing good to all men [sic].”68 In taking on these virtues and behaving in a Christ-like 
manner, Church members believe that they strengthen their testimonies of the gospel as restored through 
the Prophet Joseph Smith and increase their desire to be holy.

	 Recreation is one of the ways in which Church members attempt to strengthen their faith. Church 
leaders have long encouraged Church members to participate in wholesome recreational activities as a way 
to relax from one’s labours.69 McConkie notes that recreation plays a vital role in the gospel of salvation, 
as wholesome and proper recreation can be physically and spiritually edifying after one’s duties have 
been fulfilled.70 An important recreational activity that many Church members participate in is travelling 
with family members to religious heritage sites where important historical Church events took place.71 
However, travel to religious heritage sites by Latter-day Saint adherents, as noted earlier, does not constitute 
a “pilgrimage” in the traditional sense. Rather, travel by Church members tends to fit Lloyd Hudman 
and Richard Jackson’s idea of “tourism pilgrimage,” which “describe[s] tourism that combines travel for 
recreation or pleasure with religious beliefs, whether or not church doctrines promote pilgrimage.”72 Many 
Church members, then, combine other recreational and tourism activities with visiting Church heritage 
sites. As well, as noted earlier, some Church members also visit locations in Central America related to The 
Book of Mormon and sites related to the life of Christ in the Holy Land.73

	 Increasing interest by Church members to travel to Church heritage sites stems in part from the 
perspectives Latter-day Saints have on the role of history in the restoration of the Church.74 The maintenance 
of these religious heritage sites by the Latter-day Saint Church, Steven Olsen argues, would occur even if no 
one came to visit them,75 as they serve as reminders of God’s hand in guiding the Church to its present state. 
Indeed, the historical events of the Church is seen in and of itself as evidence of “the living God-who-acts-
in-history.”76 Therefore, Latter-day Saints believe in a form of “salvation history”;77 that divine intervention 
has played an important role in the restoration and establishment of the Church. As Douglas Tobler and 
George Ellsworth note:

The foundations of the Church are grounded in a series of historic events, without which 
the Restoration would be incomprehensible and impotent. Joseph Smith recorded many 
visions and he received the gold plates from the angel Moroni, from which he translated 
the Book of Mormon. There followed many revelations to Joseph Smith and to the prophets 
who have succeeded him, revealing doctrines and applying eternal principles to existing 
historical and individual situations. That living prophets receive revelation from God, who 
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is vitally interested in human needs in changing conditions, underscores the LDS view of 
God’s continuing place in history.78

As such, part of the Latter-day Saint conversion process includes a belief in the reality of certain key authentic 
historic events within the restoration of the Church. As Douglas Davies observes, “there are many Mormons 
for whom the primal story of the Restoration does constitute the truth: a basic epistemology that furnishes 
a template for history and for the stories of family life.”79 In essence, the early events of the restoration of the 
Church play a critical role in the constitution of Latter-day Saint theology, with Latter-day Saint historians 
bearing the burden of producing “theological history,” which in other religious faiths is a task left to full-time 
theologians.80

	 While Church authorities have not explicitly stated that Church members should visit the religious 
heritage sites the Church maintains, many Latter-day Saints desire to visit the places where many key 
historical restoration events took place to “engage with the material remnants and reminders of the [religious] 
history through embodied memories of their engagement with the objects, buildings and narratives of 
their theology.”81 Since the process of conversion and gaining a testimony is experiential in nature, coming 
about through intangible qualitative, spiritual, or emotional experiences, “visiting Mormon historical sites, 
museums [including art exhibits] and key buildings [have become] one way in which Mormons are able to 
participate actively in their theology and cosmology.”82 Some of these visits to Church history sites are multi-
generational in nature, for the Church’s strong emphasis on the importance of family relationships leads 
many Latter-day Saints to travel with immediate or extended family groups to Church religious heritage 
sites. Family trips, as Charles Lee suggests, “help develop a sense of attachment to a destination and support 
the notion that childhood travel with family members positively influences an individual’s attachment to a 
destination”83 and also “assure[s] the passage of a given content of beliefs from one generation to another” 
through grounding faith in sites of historical and religious significance.84

	 These visits to Church history sites are facilitated informally by Church leaders in a number of ways. 
For example, the Church’s main website has a number of links that highlight the historic importance of a 
variety of Church historic sites, pageants, and visitors’ centers, and interactive maps allow users to highlight 
certain key areas of the United States and specific monuments or sites.85 As well, newer versions of Latter-
day Saint scriptures contain a series of maps that show the location of key heritage sites, in part acting as 
tourist maps for those who wish to visit these sites as well as sanctifying these sites as sacred spaces.86 The 
Church also sanctions a number of pageants, special celebrations related to important foundational events 
of the Church—such as Pioneer Day which celebrates the entrance of Brigham Young and the Saints into 
the Salt Lake Valley—and Church-sponsored pageants such as the Hill Cumorah pageant in New York, 
held at the site where Joseph Smith obtained gold plates from which he translated The Book of Mormon, 
which draws thousands of Latter-day Saints to these locations.87 Thus tourism serves a pastoral function for 
Church leaders, using their religious heritage sites to recover and maintain Latter-day Saint identity.
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Redeeming the Dead

Latter-day Saint views of salvation go beyond accepting the gospel of Jesus Christ, being baptized and 
receiving the Holy Ghost through the proper priesthood authority, and enduring to the end. To Latter-day 
Saints, there is no monolithic state called heaven,88 for “if God rewarded every one according to the deeds 
done in the body the term ‘Heaven’ as intended for the Saints’ eternal home, must include more kingdoms 
than one.”89 Therefore, in Latter-day Saint thought there are various levels of salvation or heaven.90 The 
rationale for this thinking stems in part from both Christ’s reference to his father’s kingdom having “many 
mansions”91 and the writings of the apostle Paul about three bodies, these being compared to the sun, the 
moon, and the stars in terms of glory or brilliance.92 Latter-day Saints believe that revelations given to Joseph 
Smith provide additional information about these three glories, or “kingdoms” as they are referred to by 
Latter-day Saints, to which everyone will be assigned depending on their levels of acceptance of Christ’s 
gospel and reception of the saving ordinances while on earth.93

	 The highest degree of glory is the celestial glory or celestial kingdom, which will be the eternal 
home for those who have accepted Christ’s gospel, been baptized, received the Holy Ghost, and endured 
in righteousness while on earth.94 To achieve the highest level of this kingdom men and women must both 
receive the “endowment” (discussed below) and be “sealed” together in marriage for eternity.95 Within 
this kingdom there are different “privileges and powers.”96 For example, Latter-day Saints believe that in 
attaining this highest glory—sometimes referred to as “exaltation”—they can become Gods and have an 
“increase” or have spirit children of their own in the eternities.97 The second glory, the “terrestrial” glory,98 
is a place for those who either received the testimony of Jesus but were not sufficiently obedient to God’s 
commandments,99 or those who “died without the law” but who lived honourable lives while on earth.100 The 
“telestial kingdom” is reserved for those who rejected Christ’s gospel and did not live honourable lives.101

	 While Latter-day Saint missionary efforts focus on sharing the Plan of Salvation to people in the 
present, the questions arises as to what happens to people who do not get an opportunity to hear the Plan 
of Salvation during their time on earth and do not receive the saving ordinances? One of the distinctive 
doctrines of the Church is that when men and women die, their spirits go to a spirit world, “a time between 
death and the resurrection when men and women can continue their progression and further learn principles 
of perfection before they are brought to the final judgment.”102 In essence, this spirit world is an extension 
of mortal life.103 Joseph Smith taught that those in the spirit world “converse together the same as we do on 
the earth,”104 and McConkie adds that “life and work and activity all continue in the spirit world. Men [sic] 
have the same talents and intelligence there which they had in this life. They possess the same attitudes, 
inclinations, and feelings there which they had in this life.”105

	 Church doctrine holds that in the spirit world “every man, woman, and child who has ever lived 
or whoever will live on this earth will have full opportunity, if not in this life then in the next, to embrace 
or reject the gospel in its purity and fullness.”106 This is made possible, according to Latter-day Saint belief, 
from a visit Jesus Christ made to this spirit world which occurred during the time between his death and 
resurrection. During this visit, he inaugurated the preaching of the gospel to those who had not had the 
opportunity to hear it while living.107 He organised the faithful spirits who had already accepted Christ’s 
gospel in mortal life to preach the gospel to those who had not had a chance to receive it. From that time 
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until the present, Christ’s gospel has been

…preached to those who [have] died in their sins, without a knowledge of the truth, or 
in transgression, having rejected the prophets.

These [are] taught faith in God, repentance from sin, vicarious baptism for the remission 
of sins, the gift of the Holy Ghost by the laying on of hands, 

And all other principles of the gospel that [are] necessary for them to know in order 
to qualify themselves that they might be judged according to men in the flesh, but live 
according to God in the spirit.108

This doctrine of salvation for the dead, according to Joseph Smith, demonstrates the great justice and divine 
compassion of God: “One dies and is buried having never heard the gospel of reconciliation; to the other 
the message of salvation is sent, he hears and embraces it and is made the heir of eternal life. Shall the one 
become the partaker of glory and the other be consigned to hopeless perdition?…Such an idea is worse than 
atheism.”109

	 While the gospel of Jesus Christ might be preached to spirits in the spirit world, at the same time these 
spirits need to have the saving ordinances of the priesthood performed on their behalf, as these ordinance 
must be performed on those living on earth. Most of the sacred ordinances pertaining to the salvation of 
both the living and the dead are performed in Latter-day Saint temples.110 Temples are deemed the most 
sacred spaces in the Church,111 and only Church members who meet standards of personal worthiness 
and religious living are allowed to enter.112 Temples differ from regular meeting houses in that they are 
reserved for initiatory-type activities that focus on making sacred covenants, whereas meeting houses or 
chapels are reserved for weekly Church and Sabbath-day worship activities. While meeting houses are the 
most dominant physical symbol of an established Mormon presence in an area,113 the building of a temple 
changes the status of a city or area in the eyes of Latter-day Saint members and establishes an ideological and 
physical center of the surrounding Mormon community.114 Currently there are 173 temples in operation, 
under construction, or whose construction has been announced.115

	 Within each temple there are rooms for different kinds of ordinances. A large baptismal font on 
the backs of twelve oxen is used to perform baptisms for the dead.116 This practice stems from a Latter-day 
Saint reading of 1 Corinthians 15:29, where the apostle Paul, in arguing for a future resurrection, wrote “Else 
what shall they do which are baptized for the dead, if the dead rise not at all? Why are they then baptized for 
the dead?”117 Church members, acting as agents or proxy, are baptised for people who have died. Another 
ordinance is the “endowment”, which is a “ritual drama” where Church members are instructed “in theory, 
in principle, and in doctrine”118 pertaining to the Plan of Salvation, which, John Widtsoe argues, “makes 
temple worship one of the most effective methods of refreshing the memory concerning the entire structure 
of the gospel.”119 The endowment also includes Church members entering into a number of covenants, which 
include the “covenant and promise to observe the law of strict virtue and chastity, to be charitable, benevolent, 
tolerant and pure; to devote both talent and material means to the spread of truth and the uplifting of the 
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[human] race; to maintain devotion to the cause of truth; and to seek in every way to contribute to the 
great preparation that the earth may be made ready to receive…Jesus Christ.”120 An additional ordinance 
performed in LDS temples is the sealing ordinance, where husbands and wives and their children are sealed 
to each other in eternal family units.121 Referred to as eternal or celestial marriage, this ordinance is seen as 
the culminating ordinance of the LDS priesthood and allows families to remain together for the eternities 
and not just “until death do you part”. Even though these ordinances are done on behalf of those who are 
deceased, those for whom the ordinances have been performed have the agency in the spirit world to either 
accept or reject those ordinances.122 Once Church members perform the endowment and the marriage 
sealing for themselves, they return to temples often to perform these ordinances for the dead.

	 In many ways the doctrine of salvation of the dead kindles a motivation in Latter-day Saints to search 
out their ancestral family so they can perform these saving ordinances on their behalf.123 This motivation is 
sometimes referred to as the “spirit of Elijah” by Church members, in reference to the prophecy in the Old 
Testament where in the last days the prophet Elijah “will turn the heart of the fathers to the children, and the 
heart of the children to the fathers.”124 To Latter-day Saints, doing genealogy is a commandment. As Dallen 
Oaks points out, “[Latter-day Saints] are not hobbyists in genealogy work. We do family history work in 
order to provide the ordinances of salvation for the living and the dead”.125 As such, thousands of Church 
members travel to Salt Lake City to do in-depth genealogical research at the Church’s Family History Library 
or one of the Church’s over 4700 Family History Centers located in over 134 countries around the world.126 
At the Family History Library or at one of these Family History Centers members, as well as anyone from 
the general public, can visit and do genealogical research. The Family History Library in Salt Lake City in 
particular is a large draw for genealogy tourists who wish to take advantage of the largest genealogical library 
in the world with over 2.5 million rolls of microfilm and about 300,000 volumes related to family history.127 
Over 1,900 people a day visit the Church’s Family History Library—many of them tourists—making the the 
second most visited attraction in Salt Lake City after Temple Square.128

	 In some ways, this emphasis on finding deceased ancestors and performing the saving ordinances for 
them in temples expands concerns for salvation from a personal level to a group level. Through the sealing 
power of the priesthood, past, present, and future loved ones can be bonded together for time and eternity. 
As such, Church members are encouraged by Church leaders to do genealogy work on their deceased 
ancestors and also to travel to temples often to both receive the saving ordinances necessary for exaltation 
and perform those same ordinances for those who have died.129 In many ways this makes travel to temples a 
semi-obligatory ritual for Latter-day Saint adherents.130 As a part of this travel to temples is for genealogical 
purposes, some Church members desire to “collect” temples or to visit as many temples as possible in their 
travels, even though rituals do not vary from temple to temple. Some tour agencies, especially those based 
in Utah, Arizona, and other areas where many Latter-day Saints reside, organize temple tours in conjunction 
with regular tourist activities. For example, some tour operators combine visits to Church temples in Central 
and South America with visits to Book of Mormon lands, or mix European temple visits with cultural events, 
such as the famous Passion Play in Oberammergau, Germany.131 Other tour companies provide circuits 
of various temples in the United States that are in close geographic proximity to each other.132 In recent 
years, the Church has built temples located in proximity to major Latter-day Saint religious heritage sites, 
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such as Palmyra, Nauvoo and Winter Quarters, where pioneers spent the winter on their trek to Utah, so 
Church members can combine their travels to these sites with temple worship.133 In many ways, building 
temples by religious heritage sites bridges the gap between the past (religious history), the present (gaining 
of testimonies through sacred places), and the future (salvation of the dead).

Conclusion

The marking, maintenance, and management of religious sites is influenced by the views and belief 
structures of the faith that controls these sites, particularly as it relates to core theological goals and how 
religious leaders view tourism. As such, the management of sacred sites becomes an expression of the 
theology of that particular religious group through producing a certain type of space that expresses its 
religious beliefs, purposes, and goals. Not only is this manifest in the aesthetics of religious sites, but also in 
the way these sites are used to fill religious goals. For example, the mission of the Mother Cabrini Shrine in 
Colorado is to “provide a unique and peaceful environment for visitors to experience God’s loving presence 
through quiet meditation and prayer,”134 and the St. Jude’s Shrine in New Orleans is staffed by missionary 
Oblates of Mary Immaculate who focus on a special outreach commitment to the poor.135 In these two cases, 
these sites are run by special holy orders that focus on different aspects of welcome, education, outreach, 
and social justice.

	 This is the case of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, where Church leaders utilize 
tourism as a way to fulfill its “three-fold mission” of the Church—proclaiming the gospel, perfecting the 
Saints, and redeeming the dead.136 While leaders of the Church do not hold official positions on tourism, 
the way in which Church leaders use tourism for the purposes of proselytizing and pastoral care are in 
essence an expression of the theology or religious views of tourism that Church leaders hold. Church leaders 
therefore implicitly acknowledge the importance of tourism as a social phenomenon as it relates to both 
publicity for the Church and as an identity-building exercise for Church members. As well, while there 
is not a specific holy order per se that runs the Church’s historical sites, Church leaders have assigned the 
Missionary Department to oversee the interpretation of these their historical sites. This is done in part 
because the responsibilities of proselytizing missionaries are to preach the gospel, and in their interactions 
with tourists at Church history sites missionaries attempt to create an interpretational atmosphere where 
tourists have special or spiritual experiences. If believing tourists have a spiritual experience then the faith 
of believing tourists is strengthened, and if non-believing tourists have a spiritual experience they may, as 
noted earlier, at minimum have positive feelings towards the Church, or they may wish to investigate the 
teachings of the Church through further discussions with missionaries when they return home.137

	 While the theological background of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has been 
discussed as backdrop to how the Church uses tourism to fulfill its “three-fold” mission and subsequently 
encourage informal pilgrimage among its members, discussions about theologies of tourism is lacking.138 
While Protestants, for example, do not practice pilgrimage in the same way as Roman Catholics do, 
Protestants also engage in quasi-pilgrimage activities,139 and yet outside of brief discussions of Protestant 
religious ideologies in relation to tourism in the Holy Land,140 little has been written on a Protestant theology 
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of tourism. The same can be said about other religious groups, where discussions on the theological views 
of tourism are really theological treatises on pilgrimage.141 Not only would further investigation of these 
theologies of tourism help researchers understand the motivations for the creation of pilgrimage sites and 
for travel, but also the role religion has in how tourism “works” at different destinations with regards to the 
attractiveness of a destination to tourists, the behavior of segments of a community towards visitors, the 
staffing of tourist establishments, and the interpretation of various sites,142 as well as a better understanding 
of how religious prescriptions and proscriptions can influence where people travel, why they travel, and how 
they act while traveling.143
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