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P ECULIAR AMONG CHRISTIANS,
Mormons believe that animals have
spirits and will rise in the resurrec-

tion. Because of this doctrine, I find it strange
that no one has yet written a history of pets
and other animals as a part of the Mormon
experience. This essay is my attempt to break
ground into this new area of Mormon
studies. I have collected the following
Mormon animal anecdotes with the hope
that future Mormon animal historians will
have a foundation from which to write more
comprehensive studies in the field I call
“Mormanimal history.”

One of my more important Mormanimal
experiences was in the mission field. Sitting
on a park bench, we were teaching a gen-
tleman the first discussion. As we discussed
ancient prophets, my companion turned our
flipchart to the picture of Isaiah writing on a
scroll as two witnesses looked over his
shoulder. In accordance with missionary
policy, I nodded at appropriate times, and di-
rected my attention to the picture. Suddenly,
without any warning, Isaiah’s head and my
companion’s hand were splattered with
something that looked like globs of squirted
chalky white paint with a little black and
green sprinkled on top. Suspecting sabotage
by Jehovah’s Witnesses, I glanced around
only to discover our assailant, a pigeon,
landing a couple of yards away on the
ground. As I looked back again, my com-
panion had changed hands and flipped to
the next page without missing a beat in his
presentation. Worried, I looked at our inves-
tigator, who, much to my relief, was asleep.
Then it was my turn, so I took the flipchart
and banged it against the bench, stirring the
gentleman, and proceeded to finish our pre-
sentation.

In companionship study the next day, we

discussed this incident. I pointed out that a
dove, which looks like a pigeon, is, of course,
a holy symbol. We read a few scriptures ref-
erencing doves. My companion then turned
to that handy reference that has launched a
thousand two-and-a-half-minute talks—not
Mormon Doctrine, but Webster’s Dictionary.
“Dove” is defined as something like: “a kind
of bird with short legs, a small head, and a
thick body, which makes a cooing noise.” We
were satisfied with that definition. “Pigeon” is
defined as something like: “a bird of the dove
family.” Now this concerned us. We puzzled
and pondered why a member of the dove
family might poop upon our presentation. I
have never admitted this before, but for the
first time in my life, this incident caused me
to entertain the idea that maybe, just maybe,
some of that anti-Mormon literature was
right, and we were a satanic cult, and this pi-
geon had sent us a message from God. But
my companion cleared my stupor of thought
by suggesting that if a pure white dove in
Palestine symbolized the Holy Ghost, it only
made sense a mangy gray dove in Basel,
Switzerland, symbolized the anti-Holy
Ghost. Although it’s not found expressly in
the scriptures, we were satisfied with this in-
terpretation and replaced the afflicted page in
our flipchart. We took to calling pigeons
“birds of perdition” thereafter.

Of course, not all birds in Mormon his-
tory have been anti-Mormanimals. The
seagull, rightfully so, is permanently nested
as a hero because of its act of binging and
purging time and again, on crickets to save
the Mormon pioneer crops. These gulls are
the Danites of the bird family, literally
chewing up and spitting out the enemies of
the Kingdom. Yet, I think there’s a side to this
story which has not been properly appreci-
ated (and pardon me for being slightly revi-

sionist), but I’m convinced that if this miracle
happened today, LDS Social Services would
be available to assist these birds in over-
coming their eating disorders and focusing
on less personally destructive ways to elimi-
nate crickets. 

N OW I’m sure many of you are won-
dering how it is I can claim there’s
any such thing as a history of

Mormon animals when in fact, there are no
Church records of any baptized animals? I
figured there’d be some cranks like you out
there, and I’m prepared for your objections. 

I think we’re all ready to accept the fact,
nowadays, that Mormonism is more than
just a denomination; it is a subculture, too.
And our subculture has room enough for an-
imals, even if they aren’t official members of
the Mormon Church. In fact, let me demon-
strate with a chicken anecdote why baptizing
animals as members of the Church may not
be appropriate at this time in our history
anyway. 

Hyrum Plaas, president of my old student
branch at the University of Tennessee, told
this story to us one Sunday, and it made a
lasting impression on me. As a child, Brother
Plaas had learned one day in Sunday School
that everyone must be baptized to enter the
celestial kingdom. Now as he pondered this
new doctrine, it occurred to him that his
seven or eight chickens cooped up at home
had not been baptized. So after Church that
day, he went straight home and, like Saint
Francis of Assisi, preached the gospel to
these birds. Being more literally minded than
St. Francis, he then commenced baptizing
them. Unsuccessfully. In his adult years, I be-
lieve he came to realize animals are like chil-
dren who haven’t reached the age of
accountability and therefore don’t need bap-
tism. I trust this incident should quiet my
critics.

D OGS play a significant role in
Mormon history and experience. It’s
fairly well known, for instance, that

Joseph Smith had a dog accompany him
during the trek of Zion’s Camp. Apparently,
the dog was not possessed of the gift of dis-
cernment—he couldn’t tell friend from
foe—which caused feelings of hostility
among some of the men on the expedition. I
suspect this dog received his calling to be
Joseph’s pet—how did J. Golden used to say
it?—not to inspire the people, but to test
them. 

Now, growing up, I had pet dogs, though
none of them so disagreeable as Joseph’s. And
like Brother Plaas, as a child I also had diffi-
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cult experiences trying to teach my pets to be
good Mormons. My driveway was a favorite
basketball court in our neighborhood. My
friends would often bring their basketballs
and dogs over to my house to shoot hoops.
My dog Honey played football and basketball
with us, but she was a lot better at football.
Before long, Honey came to understand that
she wasn’t very good at basketball, and she
stopped trying to play with us and just hung
out with the other dogs at the edge of the
court watching us play. Anyway, on one occa-
sion, the dogs got bored with our game, and
one of them instigated some, well, “promis-
cuous activities” with Honey. There she was
engaging in dog fornication right in front of
our eyes! Maybe it was her way of getting at-
tention now that she no longer played bas-
ketball with us, perhaps a cry for help. But
you can imagine how embarrassed I was. Me,
the Mormon whose dog was supposed to be
setting an example! Well, I have to confess, at
first, I tried to ignore it, pretend it wasn’t
happening. But it got so bad, I had to do
something. Finally, I ran over to the garage,
grabbed the waterhose, and let the two dogs
have it! We had to use the waterhose only a
couple of times after that, and the problem
corrected itself. 

Now I know other pet owners
would have tried different methods
of handling this delicate doggy situ-
ation, but this one worked, and no
dog was worse for the wear. Chastity
is a difficult principle to teach and
sometimes requires extraordinary
measures. Think about it. If every
time you walk into the room your
frisky dog grabs hold of your leg in
an attempt to vent some frustra-
tions, are you going to calmly sit it
down in front of you, correct its be-
havior in reassuring tones, remove
spicy foods from its diet, and sug-
gest that it sleep on its stomach? No,
heck no. You’ll want to go for the
waterhose. Now, when my own
children reach dating age someday
and I catch them smooching and
hugging on the back porch or in the
car at the end of the driveway, I’m
not going to commit to it right now,
but at that future time, I just might

have to bring this disciplinary technique out
of retirement.

As a missionary, I had additional dog en-
counters that deserve notice in the annals of
Mormon history. On one occasion while
going door to door, we hiked up a set of
about thirty stairs after nonchalantly passing
one of those “Beware of Dog” signs. As we
knocked on the door, we heard barking
which sounded like a train in the distance
that kept getting closer. When the door
opened, we watched in amazement as a very
large barking dog ran across the foyer of the
house, out the door, and then lunged at my
arm, its open, snarling mouth ready to rip
my limb from its socket. As I recall, I quickly
yanked my arm out of my pocket (in order to
cast the demon out of the dog) just in time
for it to miss my arm, tumble head-over-
paws down the stairs, and slide on its chin
across the driveway at the bottom. The re-
markable thing I can still recall is the
Doppler effect made by the dog as it barked
its way past us down the stairs. Not one to
waste exorcisms unnecessarily, I put my arm
back into my coat pocket. My companion
and I then pretended nothing had happened
and told the lady at the door that we had a

message . . . for families. She said she didn’t
have a family, unless you counted her dog.
The dog, by this time, had whimpered off be-
hind the bushes somewhere. We said we
weren’t particular and could tailor our mes-
sage to her needs. It seems to me she and her
dog broke our next appointment. 

With these anecdotes, I’m not suggesting
that all dogs are either Jack Mormons, like
Joseph’s dog, or anti-Mormons, like this dog
I met on my mission, or Mormons needing to
be called to repentance, like Honey. We all, of
course, know many dogs who are active, re-
spectable Mormons. Take the dog owned by
the Normans, a family I used to home teach.
This was one orthodox dog, an Iron-Rodder
if there ever was one. On my first visit to the
Normans, I gave the closing prayer. As I
folded my arms, the dog woke up from sleep,
rolled over onto its belly, and lay attentively,
its front legs folded. At the end of the prayer,
as we all said “Amen,” the dog looked up to
the ceiling and barked once, and with the
rest of the family, followed me to the door.
The dog repeated that performance at every
visit thereafter. I only wish my own kids
could perform that religiously.

Dogs are also a part of the Missouri

“I don’t care if it is the millennium. I miss zebra!”
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Maybe it was her way of getting attention—perhaps a cry for help.
But you can imagine how embarrassed I was. Me, the Mormon

whose dog was supposed to be setting an example! 
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Mormon experience, as I’m sure you are
aware. J. Golden Kimball claimed that
Brigham Young once said: “The western
boundaries of the State of Missouri will be
swept so clean of its inhabitants that … when
we return to that place there will not be as
much as a yellow dog to wag his tail”
(Conference Reports, October 1930, p. 59).
Now, according to some of my confidential
Salt Lake City sources, an elderly couple re-
cently went on a hush-hush mission back to
Missouri (called “The Yellow Dog Mission”)
to monitor the Jackson County yellow dog
population and report quarterly to somebody
in Salt Lake. This confidential source reports
an additional rumor that the Mormon

Alliance has founded a sister association
called the “Mormon Animal Alliance,” kind of
a Mormon animal rights activist group, to
monitor the monitoring of yellow dogs by the
Yellow Dog Mission. As I understand it, the
Mormon Animal Alliance suspects the Yellow
Dog Mission is really attempting to either de-
port yellow dogs from Missouri in order to
hasten the coming of the millennium or per-
haps excommunicate Mormons owning
yellow dogs. In turn, the Yellow Dog Mission
suspects the Mormon Animal Alliance of im-
porting yellow dogs into the State of Missouri
in order to postpone millennial activity and
of collecting case reports of individuals ex-
communicated for breeding yellow dogs. 

S PACE limitations will not let me dis-
cuss other animals in Mormondom—
Jonah’s whale, Balaam’s ass, Sidney

Rigdon’s snake, Deseret (which, being inter-
preted, means “polyandrous bees”), the Bear
Lake Monster, Bigfoot/Cain, salamanders,
Nauvoo’s pigs, or John Taylor’s singing
mouse (a proto-Stuart Little). No, I must
leave these Mormanimals for others to study
and their stories to tell, hoping that
someday—after lions have rested next to
lambs in the millenium, serpents have gotten
their legs back in the resurrection, and all
cats have been redeemed from hell—we’ll
better understand their place and role, both
historically and theologically.    
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