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Chapter I: Introduction 

 
  

  This thesis is a study of the culture of community and recruitment in the Church 

of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, also known as LDS Church or Mormonism. The 

statistical report published by the Church in December 2009 recorded that there were 

13,824,854 Mormons worldwide. This compares to one million members in 1947, and 

two million members as of the end of 1963
1
. I believe that Mormonism appeals to 

members by providing a safe harbor from what believers commonly describe as a “sin-

driven”, and competitive American society.  

  At the same time, the general public often perceives the Mormon faith negatively. 

There is even a certain apprehension toward the LDS Church. As a critical thinker, I 

wondered why and how the Church experienced such exponential growth, and so 

undertook to study the Mormon culture of community and recruitment. I examined the 

Church‟s organizational structure offline and online, as well as its beliefs and practices.  

  The socialization of Mormons involves an emphasis on living the gospel, together 

with a mission to volunteer and spread its message. All of the members I interacted with 

demonstrated a desire to share the benefits of their beliefs and experience of faith. As one 

Mormon informant said, “Mormonism is more than a religion, it is a lifestyle”. On many 

occasions, I was encouraged by Mormons to convert and become a blessed member of 

                                                 
1
 http://lds.org/church/statistics?lang=eng 
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the “true Church of God on Earth”
2
. The unanimity of the Mormon‟s beliefs is striking, 

as is the tight-knit community it creates. The basic unit of LDS community is the family, 

considered “the most important social unit on earth”, as well as “the basic and most 

important unit in heaven”
3
. Claudia Bushman, a non-Mormon historian in the history of 

the LDS Church, writes of the “Mormon belief in the family, not the individual, as the 

basic unit of society” (Bushman 2006:41).  

  The centrality of the family within the Church, followed by its strong support 

network, constitutes the greater benefits of being Mormon. Members cooperate and unite 

in a mission to build the kingdom of God on earth. Through an inclusive and collectivist 

socialization process, the lay ministry is trained to believe in its sacred responsibility to 

proselytize. This deeply rooted belief system, added to the Church‟s willingness to adapt 

to new conditions with new technology, affords Mormonism with the power to maintain 

and build membership with extraordinary success.  

  I met Mormons of all ages, from a variety of socio-economic and educational 

backgrounds, some who were born into the faith, and some who had converted. All of the 

members I encountered were eager to prove their “willingness to serve in the Church and 

to study, pray and learn”. Through these practices, “members have the sacred opportunity 

and responsibility to obtain their own testimonies”
4
. Charles Didier, an official Church 

representative, defines testimony as “finding within ourselves a firm and true foundation 

                                                 
2
 From the perspective of the LDS Church, “all other churches on earth are apostate and 

seekers of truth are commanded to come out from among them” (Nichols, Mather and 

Schmidt. 2006. Encyclopedic Dictionary of Cults, Sects and World Religions.) 
3
 LDS Church official website, lds.org: http://classic.lds.org/family/ 

 
4
 LDS Church official website lds.org: http://lds.org/study/topics/testimony?lang=eng 

 

http://classic.lds.org/family/
http://lds.org/study/topics/testimony?lang=eng
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that will determine a firm and true behavior”
5
. Volunteerism, religious involvement and 

proselytizing are a means to prove worthy of God‟s work and gain testimony.  

  In the hopes of painting as full a picture as I could of the LDS Church, I gathered 

field data in a variety of sites, including the Oakland Temple in California, Salt Lake City 

in Utah, and local Mormon wards in Marin County, California, as well as in Franklin and 

Weston, Massachusetts. The Church sent missionaries the day after my visit to the 

Oakland Temple, unannounced to my family‟s home. For the purposes of my research, I 

followed weekly lessons with missionaries from July to October 2010. In these meetings, 

missionaries preached the gospel and answered my questions. All along, they worked to 

put me in touch with different members of the Church, including, young adults, young 

married couples, families, and a former bishop. Together, my informants shed light on 

my understanding of LDS scriptures, practices and beliefs. I note that I have assured the 

anonymity of all the individuals I met, except where I have explicit agreement to the 

contrary. I also note that all informants were aware, and often reminded, that my interest 

was driven by my desire to investigate and write this thesis. 

  As a participant-observer, I became familiar with the LDS community and 

witnessed its indispensability for Mormons. I attended church related activities such as 

“sacrament meeting”, “Sunday school” and “relief society”. My groundwork also entailed 

collecting primary data on the church, including The Book of Mormon, brochures, maps, 

DVDs and an LDS manual titled Preach my Gospel, designed for missionaries in 

training. Some of these documents were given to me because they served as a 

                                                 
5
 LDS Church official website, lds.org: http://lds.org/general-

conference/1991/10/testimony?lang=eng 

 

http://lds.org/general-conference/1991/10/testimony?lang=eng
http://lds.org/general-conference/1991/10/testimony?lang=eng
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complement to the missionaries‟ lessons. Others, because they are at hand in LDS places 

of worship, congregations and Temple visitors‟ centers. By recording data in my 

fieldwork journal almost daily for four months, I captured both facts and my own 

experiences and impressions of the Church, which proved an indispensable complement 

to my readings and academic research.  

  Scholarly literature on the LDS Church has dealt primarily with historical and 

contemporary studies of social geography and practices among Mormons. In the mid-20
th

 

century, new foci of interest appeared in the literature, aiming to connect two major 

components of Modern American society: religion and mass media. Scholars have shown 

that from its earliest days, the Church has adopted increasingly sophisticated forms of 

print and electronic media, both in a mission to propagate the faith and protect it from 

outside scrutiny. In the last decade, they have also pointed to the possible “virtualization 

of the LDS Church”, emerging from Mormonism‟s significant investment in building its 

online counterpart. In their 2003 bibliography of academic scholarship on Mormons and 

the media, Baker and Stout remarked, 

The Internet and its relationship to Mormons, the Church, and Mormon/non-

Mormon interaction is ripe for study from the perspectives of institutional uses, 

member uses, nonmember uses of official Mormon sites [and] impact/effect 

studies. (Baker and Stout 2003:133). 

 

Through the lens of media logic theories, I set out to investigate how the Church is 

adopting the Internet to fulfill its social and normative functions, and whether such 

adoption concurrently causes a fundamental change in organizational form.  This aspect 

of my analysis represents the honors component of my study, and it required prior 

examination of the Church‟s culture of community and recruitment offline. 
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Chapter II: Methodology 

 

 

 I conducted my field research from July to October 2010. During these four 

months, my methodology for studying and observing Mormon culture and practices 

varied widely from setting to setting. I attended Mormon Church, and discovered the 

ceremonies, prayers and other religious forms of worship. I also met and came to know 

many Church members, including missionaries and a former bishop. I believe that 

Mormons opened up to me because they hoped that I would one day want to adhere to the 

faith and be baptized. The recruitment of new Mormons is a very deliberate process, and 

the Mormons currently have 50,000 missionaries operating from 350 missions around the 

world
6
, actively promoting their faith. In the last section of this chapter, I discuss some of 

the challenges I encountered with Mormon recruitment during my fieldwork, and how 

this impacted my research experience. 

 

 

I. Research phases 

 

 My research was carried out in four phases: first in Mill Valley, Marin County 

and Oakland, all in California; second, more detailed research in Salt Lake City, Utah; 

third, additional in-depth library research and meetings with Mormons in and around 

Norton, Massachusetts; lastly, study of the Church online. I sought to become acquainted 

with Mormon culture by conducting participant-observation, detailed accounts of which I 

recorded in my field journal. 

                                                 
6
 LDS Church offial website, http://lds.org/church/statistics?lang=eng 

 

http://lds.org/church/statistics?lang=eng
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My first field trip was to the Mormon temple in Oakland, California, which then 

led to my meeting two missionaries, Elder Brendan Hubbard and Elder Daniel Hanover. 

As we met for the first time in a cafe near my home, I explained I was conducting 

research on the LDS Church for the purpose of my senior thesis. I hoped they would 

agree to meet with me regularly even though I was not an investigator but simply a 

scholar pursuing an intellectual interest. In fact, it was not hard to convince them and we 

met weekly for the following two months. These Elders also put me in contact with other 

missionaries in Massachusetts.  Indeed, once at Wheaton for the start of the 2010-2011 

academic year, I started meeting weekly with Elders Keeler and Torres in the Balfour 

Hood Center. Despite insisting on my purpose as a researcher, all of the missionaries 

hoped that I would eventually come to know that the Mormon gospel is true because they 

knew it would bring tremendous joy and happiness to my life. The missionaries truly had 

an important role in shaping my experience of the Mormon Church. With them I also 

learned a lot about LDS doctrines and beliefs, as well as the Church‟s history and its 

system of organization. To this end, I recorded some of my lessons with the missionaries, 

but most of the time, I just wrote an account of our discussions in my fieldwork journal, 

and included my reflections and impressions. 

All of the missionaries left me with free copies of The Book of Mormon and 

Doctrines and Covenants, which are part of the scriptural canon of the Latter-day Saints. 

They provided me with educational brochures about the Church. They even gave me LDS 

DVD‟s on the life of Joseph Smith and Jesus Christ, significant Mormon sites, and the 

role of the First Presidency
7
 and Quorum of Twelve Apostles

8
. As an additional resource, 

                                                 
7
 See definition in Glossary 
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the Elders mentioned official LDS websites designed for non-members. The wide-array 

of primary data proved useful for identifying the means and media used by the LDS 

Church to recruit new members. I also analyzed these documents by drawing extensively 

on theories of community, membership, and conversion.  

After several months of meeting alone with the missionaries, I wondered if I 

wasn‟t beginning to seek personal comfort in their beliefs. Although I had set my mind 

on pursuing research exclusively for the purpose of my thesis, I began to wonder if I 

wasn‟t also engaging in a personal spiritual quest. Hence, in my experience, participant-

observation can lead to some ambiguity in the anthropologist‟s mind and as to exactly 

what it is he or she is truly seeking to know.   

 Another venue of interest for my research was visiting Salt Lake City, Utah, 

which is home to the LDS headquarters. I wanted to learn more about the Church‟s 

institutional organization. I took a tour of the city‟s “Temple Square”, which included the 

visitor‟s center, the Mormon tabernacle, the Church‟s Conference Center, and its world 

headquarters, known as the “Church Office Building”. Through Elders Hubbard and 

Hanover, I was introduced to a young Mormon couple that lived in Salt Lake. They 

joined me on my excursion to the temple grounds and answered my questions about the 

faith, in particular about family, marriage and missionary work.  

In time, I decided to focus my research on the LDS community and more 

specifically, how it is maintained and expanded, since the Church has experienced 

exponential growth over the years. All of my Mormon informants proved welcoming, 

devoted and helpful. They diligently worked to share the gospel and prove its blissful 

                                                                                                                                                 
8
 See definition in Glossary 
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powers. They used their tremendously efficient Mormon network to put me in touch with 

other members. Hence, I came to recognize the Mormon community as being built on 

principles of unity, solidarity and altruism. Some members even compared joining the 

Church with being welcomed into a new family. The Mormon community online 

reinforced this feeling of unity, only on a more global scale. 

 

II. My Informants and Fieldsites 

 

 As mentioned above, four of my informants were missionaries. Two other key 

informants were Kirsten and Nathan Steiger, whom I met through Elders Hubbard and 

Hanover on my trip to Salt Lake City. Also during my stay in Salt Lake, I by chance 

came across Derek, an ex-member of the faith.  His perspective of the LDS community 

and the reasons why he left the Church proved very useful for my research because he is 

the only ex-member informant I met. He explained he was considered a „Jack-Mormon‟ 

and described the process of being excommunicated by the Church.  

After returning to Wheaton for the 2010 fall semester, I began going to the Young 

Single Adult Ward (YSAW) in Franklin, MA, which welcomes young adults and 

unmarried couples. I also attended Church twice at the Family Ward in Weston, MA. The 

ward is a local place of worship and gathering for Mormons. Every Sunday, members 

attend three-hour meetings at the LDS ward of their area. These three-hour meetings 

include Sacrament meeting, Sunday school and “Relief Society” or “Priesthood meeting”, 

which are respectively reserved to females and males. Community events such as 

luncheons and various leisurely activities are also held in wards. I attended these 

meetings so that I would have a better sense of the rites and practices that compose 



 12 

Mormon community. In this process, I also became acquainted with members, including 

children and their parents. Although they welcomed me into their community and showed 

great enthusiasm about my research, I was not able to meet with these members outside 

of their place of worship.  

 Since the beginning of the academic year, I have also been in close contact with 

Chad Yowell, the executive director of athletics at Wheaton (he retired in December 

2010). He is a Mormon and a former bishop. He was a compelling informant because he 

was not born in the faith and decided to convert in his late twenties after a year of 

reflection and meetings with missionaries. Chad Yowell‟s insight on the Church was very 

helpful for understanding which aspects of the religion people are most attracted to and 

why. He was not the first informant to mention having been drawn to Mormonism 

because of its strong emphasis on community and family. Overall, my informants 

provided insightful data concerning my research queries, especially because of their 

different levels of involvement with the LDS Church, and the fact that they were either 

born in the faith or converted.  

 

III. Ethical Considerations 

As I mentioned in the introduction, I informed those with whom I associated of 

my project and assured their anonymity, unless they explicitly agreed to be identified.  

 Working with the missionaries was a delicate enterprise since in this context both 

parties were gathered for specific purposes; the missionaries were there to teach their 

lessons and I was looking to gather information for my thesis. While their goal was to 

eventually convert me to the Mormon faith, I was seeking to gain knowledge of their 



 13 

methods of teaching the gospel and how they convince people that this is the true church.  

Although the missionaries were aware of my purpose as a researcher, they seemed 

confident that I would gain testimony and feel the need to be baptized. I was wary of the 

depth of the conversations we had, thus I made an effort to present my thoughts as 

neutrally and clearly as possible. These Elders committed themselves to a two-year 

mission to spread the gospel because they are true believers and they aspire to share the 

blessings of gospel living. Perhaps because of the extent of their commitment to 

Mormonism, it was difficult for me to convince them that I was not interested in 

converting. I knew I would have to face this challenge if I wanted to meet with the 

missionaries regularly. In many ways, it was a struggle of competing objectives between 

myself and the missionaries who helped me. 

 

IV. Challenges Encountered 

 

 The missionaries hoped that I would want to be baptized and saved. The two 

Elders I met with in California were less persistent than Elders Keeler and Torres in 

Massachusetts. The latter asked me to set a baptism projection date the second time we 

met! It was difficult to justify my reluctance to be baptized because the missionaries were 

so caring and supportive. I did stay firm in my role as an anthropologist however, and 

almost every time I met a missionary, found it necessary to repeat that I would only 

become personally involved with the Church, if ever, after completing my fieldwork. 

 The LDS Church has my name, home address and email on record.  When I 

provided my contact information to the missionary at the Temple visitor center in 

Oakland, I was unaware that it would be so frequently shared with other “higher ranked” 
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members without my consultation.  For example, after missing church two weeks in a 

row, I received a phone call from the Bishop of the Young Single Adult Ward in 

Franklin, Massachusetts. He wanted to know how I was doing and why he had not seen 

me in Church the past two weekends. Elders Keeler and Torres in Massachusetts received 

a written report on “my progress” learning about the faith, from Elders Hubbard and 

Hanover in California. Apparently, they reported that I had become more sensitive to 

their preaching over the second month. I was surprised to learn I was the object of such 

attention. The LDS Church considers every human being a child of God, even non-

Mormons, and therefore Mormons share “the truth” with every individual prepared to 

listen, hoping to help them find their way to salvation
9
. In general, I found that members 

feel responsible for keeping investigators involved with the church community. I was 

assured that converting would bring me joy and peace and that my family would be 

blessed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
9
 See definition in Glossary 
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Chapter III: Literature Review 
 

 

I. Historical Framework 

Mormonism is a New World faith, which first emerged on the religious scene in 

America in 1830, amidst the spiritual ferment of the time, called the “Second Great 

Awakening”. This awakening was a Christian response to the secularism of the Age of 

Enlightenment, which preceded it, and during which “reason was advocated as the 

primary source for legitimacy and authority” (Stark 2005:30).  

The LDS Church movement arose from Christianity and was founded by its first 

prophet, Joseph Smith Junior. Joseph Smith started the LDS Church after a divine 

revelation. Smith claimed to have his first vision as a young boy, in western New York, 

on an early spring morning in 1820 in western New York State when he saw Jesus and 

God the Father. In Smith‟s own words, 

I saw two glorious personages who exactly resembled each other in features and 

likeness, surrounded with a brilliant light which eclipsed the sun at noonday. They 

told me that all religious denominations were believing in incorrect doctrines and 

that none of them was acknowledged of God as his church and kingdom.
10

 

 

Joseph Smith claimed having been empowered by God to restore the only true and living 

Church of Jesus Christ on earth (Stark 2005:35).  

Smith and his followers proclaimed millennial expectations and the restoration of 

a pure, primitive form of New Testament Christianity. The newly formed Mormon 

religion encountered significant persecution and escalating violence in its early years. 

                                                 
10

 Quoted in William Mulder and A. Russel Mortensen, eds., Among the Mormons. New 

York:Knopf, 1958, pp11-12. 
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Among other reasons, Mormons suffered government discrimination in the United States 

because of their practice of polygamy. In 1844, the prophet Joseph Smith was shot to 

death by an angry mob while being held prisoner for his beliefs at Carthage jail in 

Illinois. A new prophet was revealed, known as Brigham Young, who led the Mormon 

people westward. Young claimed that the valley of the Great Salt Lake, which was not 

yet American territory, was Zion. Kif Augustine-Adams, a professor at Brigham Young 

University, discusses Mormons‟ relative isolation after their settlement. 

Latter-day Saints created a theocracy in Salt Lake, in which ecclesiastical 

organizations operated in political and legal roles. An appeal to secular justice was 

perceived as a sin for Mormons, whereas resolving disputes within the LDS community 

was valued as promoting unity. By going westward, the Church created a distinct 

physical separation from America and the American justice system. 

Mormons developed a group consciousness and a feeling of rootedness in Utah. 

Everything started to change in 1848 when the United States acquired the territory of 

Utah and other northwestern states in the treaty ending the Mexican War. The LDS 

Church as an institution and its individual members faced a decision to renounce 

polygamy or have all Church property confiscated by the American government under 

“The Edmunds-Tucker Act”, passed in 1887. This act, passed in response to the dispute, 

made polygamy illegal. For Mormons, the decision to stop polygamy was determined to 

be the will of God (Kif Augustine-Adams 1998-1999). Mormons considered America as 

the Promised Land, where the Kingdom of God on earth could be established (Mulder 

1954). Accepting American law was a pragmatic way for Mormons to continue living in 

this Promised Land. In his article “The Web of Membership”, Kif argues, “when being 
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both American and Latter-day Saint once again conflicted dramatically, resolution of the 

conflict resulted in a fundamentally different conception of what it meant to be LDS” 

(Kif Augustine-Adams 1998-1999:575).  

The Mormon pilgrimage to Salt Lake served to secure the loyalty of its people, 

and comfort them in the faith that the true Church of Jesus Christ had been restored. 

Victor Turner studied the significance of pilgrimage and how it influences the 

development and direction of a faith.  In Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture, he 

argues that pilgrimage “intensif[ies] the pilgrim‟s attachment to his own religion” (Turner 

1978:9). He also notes, “later, there is progressive routinization and institutionalization of 

the sacred journey” (Turner 1978:25). Mormons still view their migration across America 

and their subsequent persecution by non-believers as a reenactment of the trials endured 

by the early Jewish Christians of Israel. In their article “American Millenarianism and 

Violence”, Martha Lee and Herbert Simms conclude, 

The United States is viewed as an example to the world and a manifestation of 

God‟s kingdom on Earth. The United States is the new Eden and the American is 

the new Adam [...]. The Mormons incorporated many of these elements into their 

ideology and developed into a socially functional community that has firmly 

grasped a place in the American mainstream” (Lee and Simms 2008:120-121).  

 

II. Theoretical Framework 

A. Metatheoretical Framework 

 

1. Theories of religion and community  

  

The notion of community is integral to the understanding of religion. In The 

Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Durkheim defines community as one essential 

characteristic of religion. He argues, “the idea of society is the soul of religion” 
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(Durkheim 1965, in Lambek 2008:47). He also argues that religious communities are 

created and recreated periodically through enactment of religious ceremony and rituals, 

stating, “in history, we do not find religion without Church” (Durkheim 1965, in Lambek 

2008:43). Adherents to a religion express their piety in identical ways, through 

proclaimed beliefs and rituals. Religious ceremonies deploy symbols that dominate 

religious life and form durable spiritual ties between members. Hence, Durkheim 

identifies the religious community, or “Church” as “ one single moral body” (Lambek 

2008:44). Durkheim continues, “in showing that the idea of religion is inseparable from 

the idea of a Church, it conveys the notion that religion must be an eminently collective 

thing” (Lambek 2008:45). 

Religious communities are different from other social groups in their concept of 

the community as a sacred phenomenon. Durkheim defines the characteristics of the 

sacred and the profane, which are inherently common to all religions. Individuals are 

connected by religious beliefs that express a common representation of the sacred, to 

which they aspire, and which is set apart from the profane. Durkheim affirms, 

A society whose members are united because they imagine the sacred world and 

its relations with the profane world in the same way, and because they translate 

this common representation into identical practices, is what is called a Church 

(Durkheim 1965, in Lambek 2008:43) 

 

In his book The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure, Victor Turner 

dedicates a chapter to the concept of “communitas”, which describes a sacred modality of 

social relationship. “Communitas” is an acute point of community characterized by its 

immediacy and potentiality, and composed of individuals who are undifferentiated and 

equal. In the context of communitas, individuals are on the “threshold”, which allows for 

privileged existential relationship between members of the communitas. Turner justifies 
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the use of the term communitas by explaining that it is “a matter of giving recognition to 

an essential and generic human bond, without which there could be no society” (Lambek 

2008:328). We all, perhaps, have touched upon communitas when we meet a stranger in 

unusual circumstances and are suddenly bonded as though we have known them for 

eternity. 

 According to Turner, communitas and structure refer to two modalities of society. 

Communitas is defined in opposition to structure. It usually appears where structure does 

not. Structure refers to a differentiated and often hierarchical system of positions. There 

is a dialectic relationship between communitas and structure. In The Ritual Process, 

Turner notes, “maximization of communitas provokes maximization of structure, which 

in turn produces revolutionary strivings for renewed communitas” (1969:129). Hence, 

communitas stands as a form of anti-structure, which alternates with normal social 

structure.  

Durkheim‟s definition of “community” relates to Turner‟s concept of 

“communitas” because both authors argue that there is a specificity of religious groups, 

where the faithful of the same God are united in a felt sense of close connection and 

spiritual purpose.  

 

2.Religious rituals and rites of passage 

In The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Durkheim describes rites as moral 

rules based on specific religious beliefs. He argues, “rites are ways of acting that are born 

only in the midst of assembled groups and whose purpose is to evoke, maintain, or re-

create certain mental states of those groups” (Durkheim 1965, in Lambek 2008:38). As 
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mentioned in the previous section, Durkheim describes religion in terms of beliefs and 

rites, which are collective representations. In referring to rites in particular, the author 

states, 

The rites can be distinguished from other human practices […] only by the special 

nature of their object. […] The special nature of [their] object is expressed in the 

belief. Therefore, only after having defined the belief can we define the rite 

(Durkheim 1965, in Lambek 2008:40). 

 

Ritual ceremonies, or “rites”, serve to reaffirm the social relations and moral norms that 

are characteristic of a religious community. Ritual practices are also a method of social 

organization, endowed by nature with sacredness. Durkheim specifies, “There are words, 

phrases and formulas that can be said only by consecrated personages; that are gestures 

and movements that cannot be executed by just anyone” (Durkheim 1965, in Lambek 

2008:40).  

In examining religious practices in Australian Totemic tribes, Durkheim refers to 

a specific category of rites, known as “rites of initiation” or “rites of passage”. They 

involve a “change in status” of the person whom the rite is being performed for, a rupture 

between the profane being and the religious being. (Durkheim 1965 in Lambek 2008).  

Anthropologist Arnold Van Gennep was the first to introduce the idea of status 

passage rituals. In The Rites of Passage, he defines rites of passage as a threefold process 

with phases of separation, segregation and reintroduction to the social order, with a new 

standing (Van Gennep 1969:75). Drawing on initiation rites in Southeast Australian 

Totem groups, Van Gennep provides a compelling example of a religious ceremony that 

symbolizes “social puberty”. He explains how individuals are considered dead for the 

duration of their novitiate but in the final religious act they are “resurrected and taught 

how to live, but differently than in childhood, [...] which makes the novice forever 
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identical to the adult members” (Van Gennep 1960:75). The religious ceremony provokes 

momentous change in the individual‟s life as he is now considered a man, involved in the 

duties devolved upon him as a member of the adult community (Van Gennep 1960:75).  

This example of an initiation rite is comparable to baptism as a rite of passage 

into a religious community. Baptism is usually preceded by an initiation period during 

which the participant is expected to prepare to enter the faith. By being baptized, 

individuals become accountable for their actions because they are considered a true 

member of the religious community.  

 

3. Millenarian Movements 

The main idea behind religious millenarianism is that societies and individuals 

will not be right with God until a cataclysmic event, such as the second coming of Christ, 

happens. Authors Martha Lee and Herbert Simms describe millenarian movements as 

“mechanisms of organization and social cohesion” because they provide a community 

with a fundamental basis for staying together and a means for demarcation from the 

chaos of the profane world. The article “American Millenarianism and Violence” 

provides a definition of millenarian movements, 

Belief systems [that] anticipate an imminent and final confrontation of good and 

evil that will bring about the final stage of history. Following this battle, the 

community of believers will enjoy a golden age in a perfect world. [...] The 

millennium is an age of perfect peace, where conflict does not exist.” (Lee and 

Simms 2008:108).  

 

From its earliest beginnings, the Mormon Church has been preparing for the 

millennium—the thousand years mentioned in the Bible at which time Jesus Christ is to 
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return to earth. Joseph Smith taught that Mormons could prepare for the “Second 

Coming” of Christ by spreading good and eliminating evil around the world.  

According to Lee and Simms, millenarianism usually emerges in particular 

contexts, “from relatively affluent groups, as they confront modernity and new norms and 

values that often contrast markedly with traditional values and norms” (Lee and Simms 

2008:110). Mormonism indeed emerged in in the social and economic turmoil of 

industrializing America, when major groups and social categories were passing from one 

cultural state to another. It was both a period of religious revival and emerging 

secularism. Mormon millenarianism promoted the social cohesion of its people toward 

the common goal of redemption, and it also justified the need to recruit new members, so 

that they too could witness the establishment of Zion (the Promised Land) in America.  

 

4. Fundamentalism  

 

The LDS Church is not considered fundamentalist by its followers, or by scholars. 

In discussing my thesis project with non-Mormon friends and acquaintances, however, I 

noticed that many of them considered Mormonism a fundamentalist religious movement. 

In this section, I identify the essential characteristics of fundamentalism, in the hopes of 

shedding light on this popular misconception of the LDS movement.  

There are fundamentalist Mormon groups that still practice polygamy in the 

United States. However, mainstream Mormonism (the LDS Church), which is the focus 

of my interest, does not associate in any way with fundamentalist Latter-day Saints. The 

LDS Church will excommunicate any of its members who practice plural marriage or 

who otherwise closely consort with Mormon fundamentalist practices.  
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Nancy Ammerman, a professor of sociology at Boston University, spent more 

than a decade studying American religious organizations, including fundamentalist 

congregations. In Bible Believers, she defines the characteristics of fundamentalist 

groups in today‟s modern society. These groups are distinctive in their beliefs and 

practices, which “sets them apart from both the modern secularized world and other 

Christians” (Ammerman 1988:3). Fundamentalists are best characterized as separatists 

because of their “refusal to cooperate [...] with others [...] whose lives and beliefs do not 

meet fundamentalist standards” (Ammerman 1988:3-4).  

Ammerman also refers to “The American Council of Christian Churches” (ACC), 

which was founded in 1941 following an institutional split between evangelicalism and 

fundamentalism. This Council still exists today and the organization‟s statement of 

purpose indicates specific goals, such as,  

To preserve our Christian heritage through exposure of, opposition to, and 

separation from doctrinal impurity and compromise in current religious trends and 

movements; to protect churches from political and religious restrictions, subtle or 

obvious, that would hinder their ministries for God; to promote obedience to the 

inerrant Word of God.
11

 

 

The ACC‟s statement demonstrates what Ammerman characterizes as fundamentalists 

reluctance to accommodate to modernity and their rejection of “functional rationality in 

favor of knowledge based on scripture and prophecy” (Ammerman 1988:7).  

 Similarly, Judith Nagata‟s article “Toward an Anthropology of 

“„Fundamentalism‟”, argues that fundamentalism today “unfolds in a global context of 

unprecedented changes and uncertainties, where alternative solutions offer a prescriptive 

                                                 
11

 The ACC‟s statement of purpose is available online on their official website: 

http://www.amcouncilcc.org/main.asp 

 

http://www.amcouncilcc.org/main.asp
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new world-view and models by which to think and live” (Nagata 2001:495). In today‟s 

context of globalization and modernity, fundamentalist groups seek to create a distinctive 

identity, which relies on an ideology of religion “as the ultimate repository of meaning” 

(Nagata 2001:482). According to Nagata fundamentalism is embodied by “quests for 

certainty, and a mind-set immune to dialogue or alternatives, a denial of relativism” 

(Nagata 2001:483). 

 

5. Charisma 

Can charismatic phenomena account for the popularity that Mormonism is 

experiencing? In attempting to answer this question, I will begin by identifying the place 

of the charismatic individual in Durkheim‟s theory of the collective as an entity “sui 

generis” (Durkheim 1959 in Lindholm 2002:32). As mentioned earlier, Durkheim 

stressed the importance of the communal nature of religion, which is characterized by a 

“unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things” (Durkheim 1965, in 

Lambek 2008:47). However, Durkheim also acknowledges the possibility that the 

religious community experience itself through the lens of a specific individual. In his 

study of charismatic phenomenon, anthropologist Charles Lindholm suggests, “for 

Durkheim, then, a venerated leader is less a person than „the group incarnate and 

personified‟” (Durkheim 1965 in Lindholm 2006:37). In Elementary Forms of Religious 

life, Durkheim describes the inspirational venerated leader in such terms: 

His language has a grandiloquence that would be ridiculous in ordinary 

circumstances; his gestures show a certain domination; his very thought is 

impatient of all rules, and easily falls into all sorts of excesses. (Durkheim 

1965:241). 
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The charismatic leader functions to intensify the emotional effect of the group 

experience. Durkheim states, “the effect of the common consciousness is stronger when it 

is no longer exerted diffusely, but through the mediation of some clearly defined organ” 

(Durkheim 1984: 131). The charismatic actor becomes a sacred symbol worshipped by 

the group and “through which the power of community can be focused and amplified” 

(Lindholm 2006:37).  

 Charles Lindholm uses the “Peoples Temple” as an example of a charismatic 

movement. Its venerated leader, known as Jim Jones, founded the sect around 1970, in 

California (Lindholm, 2006:153). Lindholm states, “Jones, the evangelical showman, 

knew how important theatricality was for creating the proper mood for achieving 

charismatic transference” (Lindholm 2006:167). Indeed, Jim Jones successfully aroused 

in his people a sense of “communal selflessness” and blind confidence in their leader, 

because he himself demonstrated such “loving commitment” to his members (Lindholm 

2006). Jones was a charismatic leader who showed confidence and boldness in action. 

His followers viewed him as the “orienting element” of the religious community 

(Lindholm 2006:155).  

 

 

B. The logic of Faith in Christianity in 21st Century America  

 

1. The function of American Churches in contemporary American society 

In his article “Religion and the Churches in Contemporary America”, Bryan 

Wilson discusses religious community as a form of association especially needed in an 

increasingly secular society. He notes, “the demand for togetherness is evident 

throughout American society, but in churches and in church-promoted enterprises it 
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sometimes even appears as a goal in its own right” (Wilson 1968:79). Wilson perceives 

the need for a sense of belonging and association as one of the primary reasons for 

American Churches‟ resilience today. He states, 

The persistence of high rates of Church affiliation and attendance in America 

appears to be related to functions for which no alternative agency exists-the 

function of the surrogate community, and the supportive context for individuals in 

an increasingly depersonalized, rationalized, and bureaucratized society (Wilson 

in McLoughlin and Bellah 1968:87) 

 

Churches throughout American society appear to have become “surrogate 

communities” which accommodate the demand for togetherness through “social 

activities, which have little specifically to do with spiritual values as such” (Wilson in 

McLoughlin and Bellah 1968:74). Therefore, “while Christianity at large is threatened by 

the loss of its transcendent ideology”, the persistence of Church affiliation in America 

accounts for giving, volunteering and belonging, which constitute the main attributes of 

communal experience (Wilson in Mcloughlin and Bellah 1986:86-87). Wilson specifies, 

“the Churches in America have been aptly described as fulfilling a „comfort function‟” 

(Wilson in Mcloughlin and Bellah 1986:87).  

Similarly to Wilson, in her analysis of contemporary U.S. Christianity, Tanya 

Luhrman discusses the attenuation of the intensity of the relationships among Americans 

by basing her argument on Robert Putman‟s sociological analysis. She states, 

 

Robert Putnam‟s (2000) massive analysis of the decline of civic engagement in 

the United States argues powerfully that U.S. citizens have become increasingly 

disconnected from friends, family, and neighbors through both formal and 

informal structures. (Luhrman 2004:527). 

 

Hence, social capital is on the wane in 21
st
 century America. While U.S. citizens 

may feel lonelier, they are certainly more isolated as “more U.S. citizens live alone now 
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than ever before: 25 percent of them compared to eight percent in 1940 and none in our 

so-called ancestral environment.” (Luhrman 2004: 527). This data supports both Wilson 

and Luhrman‟s claim that Americans are looking to build strong, interpersonal 

relationships with people through the participation and exchange provided by religious 

communities.  

Tanya Luhrman also mentions that while “mainstream churches have seen their 

membership dwindle; evangelical, New Age, and other more demanding faiths have seen 

their membership explode” (Luhrman 2004:518). The author suggests that the emerging 

popularity of these faiths is due to their much-reiterated emphasis on learning to become 

a true Christian, by building an intimate and intense relationship with God (Luhrman 

2004:519). Luhrman notes, “the practical theology invites the congregant to assume that 

[…] God is to be found in personal experience, as He speaks to you directly in your 

prayers and through His text.” (Luhrman 2004:523). People are interested in converting 

to a faith that makes itself accessible to all, and provides specific instructions for 

experiencing the divine, so that “God becomes an intimate relationship—a buddy, a 

confident, the ideal boyfriend” (Luhrman 2004:519). Therefore, conversion today 

suggests a need for belonging to an active community, in which religious practices 

support a more private, or in a sense a more tangibly real relationship with God.  

 In discussing the changes occurring in contemporary U.S. Christianity, Luhrman 

concludes,  

There are many explanations for this shift and many anxieties about its political 

and social implications. But its behavioral implications are clear: These religions 

greatly value intense spiritual experience. As a group, they encourage participants 

to experience the divine vividly [and] immediately. (Luhrman 2004: 519). 
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Hence, a fundamental element of today‟s change is what Alan Roxburgh calls a “quest 

for transcendence,” which he describes as seeking “an experience of unity with 

everything else” (Roxburgh 1993:111). Roxburgh‟s insights complement Luhrman‟s 

argument. He elaborates, 

Transcendence ceases to have a vertical dimension, in reference to God, and 

assumes a primarily horizontal relationship. It refers to a non-rational experience 

that creates a non-hierarchical sense of connection between people and the rest of 

creation. […] The divine is no longer apart from the world but imminent within it. 

And the way of knowing this spiritual transcendence is not reason but experience 

and feeling (Roxburgh 1993:111). 

 

In general, scholars underline the need for a more personal and direct spiritual 

connection. Community can contribute to a deep sense of personal connection. 

 

2. Modern Techniques of membership recruitment 

 As mentioned above, Brian Wilson argues that Christian church organizations 

have undergone steady modification in America over the years, “in response to an 

increasingly depersonalized, rationalized and bureaucratized society” (Wilson in 

Mcloughlin and Bellah 1986:87). Wilson states, 

Now, in a climate of conscious extensive innovation, the churches have accepted 

the use of new technical methods to present their message and to recruit a 

clientele, particularly by mass-circulation press, radio, television, institutional 

fund-raising and bureaucratization.  (Wilson in Mcloughlin and Bellah 1986:87) 

 

In studying religious conversion in contemporary society, Lewis Rambo identifies 

different categories for considering the benefits of a religious group (Rambo 1993:81). 

One of these categories includes “techniques for living”. Through his own interviews 

with converts, Rambo found that one major appeal for religious conversion is the 

methods and techniques offered for religious life. Rambo argues, “a religious option that 
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offers these tools and careful instruction for their use will win over many such people 

[converts]” (Rambo 1993:81). 

 

3. Religious conversion 

In Understanding Religious Conversion, Lewis Rambo argues, “forces of 

religious vitality have not been destroyed; they have merely been regrouping” (Rambo 

1993:1). For example, “in the United States and Western Europe, cults and new religious 

movements have attracted thousands”(1993:1). These developments reflect “a resurgence 

of religious vitality” and have stimulated Rambo to “re-examine the nature of the 

conversion process” (1993:1). 

Rambo identifies conversion as a process “mediated through people, institutions, 

communities and groups” (1993:17). He indicates that “change” in behaviors and beliefs 

is the central meaning of conversion (1993:3).  Rambo established a sequential stage 

model for identifying the series of elements inherent to the process of conversion. The 

sequence of process or “stages” involved in conversion include, in order: “context, crisis, 

quest, encounter, interaction, commitment, consequences” (1993:17). Among these 

stages, “quest” and “encounter” appear particularly relevant for understanding the 

process of religious conversion in contemporary American society.  

In referring to “quest”, Rambo notes, “it begins with the assumption that people 

seek to maximize meaning and purpose in life, to erase ignorance, and to resolve 

inconsistency” (1993:56). The notion of religious quest implies that “converts are often 

active agents in their own conversion” (1993:56) One important issue influencing the 

quest stage is what Rambo calls “structural availability”. He notes, 
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The various networks that shape our lives—family, job, friendship, 

religious organizations, and so forth—are often very powerful in 

discouraging or even preventing change and development, however 

desirable that change may be to the individual (1993: 60) 

  

In some religious groups, structural variations in people‟s lives are already taken into 

account to accommodate members. Rambo notes that this is particularly true of religions 

“that are self-consciously seeking new members” (1993:60). For example, “a religious 

movement that emphasizes community life and offers warm fellowship, for instance, will 

appeal to someone who is searching for relationships” (1993: 63). According to Rambo, 

the phase of encounter implies,  

A crucial and dynamic interplay between the advocate and the potential convert, 

both sides maneuver, strategize, and engage in various tactics during the 

encounter stage” (1993: 63).  

 

The author refers to missionaries across faiths, seeking to persuade people of the truth 

and value of their religion (1993:67).  Converts also seek to enhance their own perceived 

best interests. The encounter between the potential convert and the “advocate” or 

“missionary” is a dynamic process, which may or may not result in conversion (1993:66). 

Rambo states, 

A consistent finding in the study of conversion is the importance of establishing 

early a connection between the potential convert and a member (advocate) of the 

new group. While contact with a charismatic leader is dramatic and important for 

some people, the connection between ordinary people who either establish a bond 

or build upon pre-existing ties is also important (1993:83 
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III. Analyses of Mormonism 

 

A. Processes of socialization and the Mormon subculture 

 

1. A Family-oriented theology 

 In his article on religion and fertility, Arland Thornton investigates the origins of 

the family institution in the Mormon Church. He argues that behaviors concerning 

marriage, family and offspring are embedded in the Church‟s unique theology and 

heritage (Thornton 1979:132). The Mormon historical practice of polygamy, also known 

as “plural marriage”, helped institute the family as a central and sacred institution 

(Thornton 1979:132). In observing the high fertility of the Mormon population through 

time and still today, the author affirms, 

Even though plural marriage was officially abandoned by the Church in 1890 and 

is now prohibited, the notions that heavenly reward is linked to prosperity and that 

Mormons should provide homes for many of God‟s children maintain their place 

in the belief system of many Mormons” (Thornton 1979:132) 

 

Tim Heaton discusses the determinants of fertility in Mormonism today, and, 

similarly to Thornton, characterizes it as a “pronatalist religion with a particularist 

theology of family” (Heaton 1986: 249). Heaton demonstrates how the pronatalist 

orientation of Mormonism supports the LDS church‟s growth. He explains,  

The strength of pronatalist norms is determined by the degree of socialization into 

the Mormon subculture. […] Religious involvement creates a context, not only 

for indoctrination into a particular theology, but also for socialization regarding 

normative expectations and formation of reference groups which support these 

norms (Heaton 1986:249). 
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Heaton found that the “effects for temple marriage and church attendance are large 

enough to account for the Mormon‟s tendency to have larger families than the national 

average” (Heaton 1988: 254).  

Temple marriage indicates support of the Mormon theology of family because 

Mormon couples and their children are “sealed for eternity”.  Mormon marriage or “the 

sealing ceremony”, allows for the formation and continuation of family units in post-

mortal life (Naden and Blue 2004:69). Heaton found that “couples married in a Mormon 

Temple, have, on average, 0.6 more children than those who do not” (Heaton 1988:253). 

Church attendance allows for socialization into the Mormon community and it usually 

strengthens the individual‟s commitment to LDS values and lifestyles (Heaton 1988:249). 

Results for Heaton‟s models of Mormon fertility also indicate, “weekly [church] 

attenders have about 1.2 more children than those who never attend” (Heaton 1988:253).  

Through the analysis of public religious discourses in contemporary Mormonism, 

Gordon Shepherd and Gary Shepherd observed a remarkable resurgence of the themes of 

family, marriage and parenthood since the 1950‟s (Shepherd 1984:37). They attribute this 

phenomenon as due to “an era of declining family stability in the nation” (Shepherd 

1984:37). In this modern context,  

Mormon emphasis on the nuclear family and the many programs which it 

promotes for strengthening family unity is eminently respectable; it has become a 

fixture of modern Mormonism‟s conservative public image (Shepherd 1984: 37).  

 

2. Official Mormon religious rhetoric 

Gordon and Gary Shepherd, mentioned in the previous section, examined the 

changing patterns in official ecclesiastical rhetoric during a 150-year span of Mormon 

history (1986:125).  Their study documents modes of rhetoric in the context of the LDS 
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Church‟s General Conference, which is the most important regular meeting of the 

Church, and held annually. In the authors‟ own words, 

At General Conference, the highest ranking officials of the Mormon Church give 

instruction and guidance to the membership, interpret doctrine, announce and 

rationalize policies, and exhort members to strengthen their faith and comply with 

church programs (Shepherd 1984: 28) 

Gary Shepherd and Gordon Shepherd view religious rhetoric as a source of 

information for the insitutional study of groups and organizations. They remark that “the 

plausibility of a particular system‟s definitions of reality must be maintained, especially 

in a pluralistic world of competing systems” (1986:125). In the case of Mormonism, 

leaders have consistently favored “expository modes of expression” in adressing the 

Mormon people at General Conference (1986:129). “Explanation” is the most frequently 

used exposition category present througout General Conference history (1986:130). 

Mormon leaders‟ paramount concerns are the “definition and defense of this kingdom 

and its cause” and “teach[ing] an expanding membership the basic underpinnings of their 

shared faith” (1986:130). The LDS Church makes a point of defining “its motives, its 

policies, its practices and its relationship to other social and religious issues of the day” 

(1986:130). Hence,  

the exposition of religious doctrine has consistently been emphasized by Mormon 

authorities at general conference [...]. Emphasis on member knowledge and 

understanding of the principal tenets of the faith are clearly characteristic of the 

Mormon religion. (1986:135). 

 

 In concluding their article, Gordon Shepherd and Gary Shepherd remark that 

their findings are “consistent with two widely held perceptions of modern Mormonism: 

first, that it has become less parochial and more inclusive in its appeals to outsiders and, 

second, that its contemporary appeal is based to a considerable extent on its growing 
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public reputation as a traditional family-oriented religion.” (1986:136).  General 

conference is not only a means for the LDS Church to communicate to its members 

worlwide, it is also a means to publically promote an image of internal harmony, 

consensus and solidarity (1986:133). It shows how the LDS Church is concerned with 

maintaing a positive public image, which makes sense in view of its history and its 

ongoing effort to recruit new members.  

 

3. The prophetic figure 

In his book The Mormons, Thomas O‟Dea devotes a section to “the containment 

of charisma” for describing one important aspect of the LDS Church‟s system of 

authority and organization. Since the LDS Church was founded upon the claims of 

contemporary revelation by its first prophet Joseph Smith, “such revelation remained the 

basis of all its ecclesiastical authority” (O‟Dea 1970:156). The Mormon Church restricted 

revelation and prophecy to one man—the prophet of the Church—following in the 

footsteps of founder Joseph Smith, who defined himself as “prophet, seer and revelator”. 

He claimed to receive guidance for the direction of the Church directly from God. The 

Mormon Church, developped, accordingly, “a centrally directed organization about that 

one leader” (O‟Dea 1970: 156). O‟Dea refers to “the process of binding charisma with 

organizational forms” stating, “the recognition of prophetic leadership implies  the 

development of a hierarchical church structure, with authority flowing from top to 

bottom” (O‟Dea:1970:160).  

Similarly, in attempting to decipher Mormon beliefs, Claudia Bushman argues,  

There is no definitve formulation of Mormon religious beliefs. The most 

fundamental tenet, the belief in revelation from God to Joseph Smith and his 



 35 

successors, requires that doctrine be open-ended as more scripture may be 

forthcoming. Joseph Smith condemned strict formulations, which he thought, 

restricted the reception of truth. (Bushman 2006:16-17).  

 

Mormonism incorporates the element of change into its theology of continuing 

revelation. Some fundamental policies of the Church were indeed refined or abandoned 

through the doctrine of continuing revelation, for example the practice of polygamy. 

Joseph Smith published “The Articles of Faith”
12

, a concise listing of thirteen 

fundamental doctrines of Mormonism, two years before his death. The 9th Article of 

Faith reads, “We believe all that God has revealed, all that He does now reveal, and we 

believe that He will yet reveal many great and important things pertaining to the 

Kingdom of God.” Throughout its history, prophets of the LDS Church received divine 

revelations, which were also means for conscious adjustments to the values of American 

society. The prophetic figure therefore plays a central role in Mormonism because 

revelations have been crucial to the growth of Mormonism. 

 

B. Mormon Conversion 

 

1. Missionary work and volunteer labor 

In his book The Rise of Mormonism, Rodney Stark argues, “religious movements 

will grow to the extent that they can generate a highly motivated, volunteer religious 

labor force, including many members willing to proselytize” (Stark 2005:127). The LDS 

Church expects members to become involved with their religious communities by 

performing social services for other Mormons (Stark 2005:128).  

                                                 
12

 See Annex Documents for Joseph Smith‟s Articles of Faith. 
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In one of his speeches, President Hinckley, the former President of the LDS 

Church, calls members to play an active role in membership conversion by stating, 

Members simply must take a more active role in our missionary efforts at every 

stage: friendshipping those who are not of our faith; sharing Church materials; 

sharing feelings about the gospel; […] giving the missionaries referrals to visit 

our friends; inviting those friends to be taught the gospel in our homes; and 

fellowshipping and strengthening new converts.
13

 

 

According to sociologists Gary Shepherd and Gordon Shepherd, “there is no other 

religious denomination in the world—Catholic, Protestant or non-Christian—whose full-

time proselytizing force is even close in size to that recruited, trained and supported by 

the LDS Church” (Shepherd 1998:9).  

Missionary service and volunteerism contribute to membership growth. Gordon 

Shepherd and Gary Shepherd argue this volunteerism is also “a function of intensive 

religious socialization of the lay membership” (Shepherd 1998:5). Gary and Gordon 

Shepherd conclude, 

The Mormon ideal is for all members to not only be actively situated in the 

ecclesiastical role structure of the church but also to pursue lay careers of active 

religious involvement, resulting over time in an extensive repertoire of church 

assignments for every member. […] All church callings are equated with what 

Mormons believe is their over-riding, divinely sanctioned mandate to spread the 

restored gospel and build the kingdom of god on earth. (Shepherd 1998: 21-22) 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13

 Quoted from the LDS article “Roles of Members in Conversion”, available online at: 

http://lds.org/ensign/2003/03/the-role-of-members-in-conversion?lang=eng 

 

http://lds.org/ensign/2003/03/the-role-of-members-in-conversion?lang=eng
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2. Mormonism as millenarian 

 As the official name “Latter-day Saint” indicates, the Mormon Church has been 

preparing for the millennium from its founding. In Mormonism, a volume in the series 

“Religions of the World”, a definition of Mormon millenarian belief is provided: 

Early Mormons believed [...] that they would witness the establishment of Zion in 

America and the return of the Christ. The millennium would see the tribes of 

Israel gathered at Zion in America as well as in Jerusalem. Except for those two 

places, [Joseph] Smith said the world would endure great slaughter and 

destruction; but Jesus would reign on earth for one thousand year” (Naden and 

Blue 2004:35-36).  

 

Scholars Gordon Shepherd and Gary Shepherd studied the general themes used by 

Mormon leaders in the context of General Conference, over a 150-year span (Shepherd 

1984:28).  Among the General Conference topics, eschatology
14

 was found to have been 

a particularly salient theme during the period 1860-1889 (Shepherd 1984:35). The 

authors argue, “intensified millennial expectations are typically associated with periods 

of institutional crises, and this certainly seems to have been the case with the Mormons” 

(Shepherd 1984:35). It is indeed the conclusion of sociologist Massimo Introvigne in his 

article on contemporary Mormon millenarianism, where he explains, “President Wilford 

Woodruff‟s manifesto
15

 (1807-1898), which officially ended the practice of polygamy  

[…] symbolized a new era where millenarian rhetoric and new revelations became rare” 

(Introvigne in Robbins and Palmer 1997:233).  

                                                 
14

 “Eschatology” is a branch of theology concerned with the final events in the history of 

the world or of humankind. 
15

 President Wilford Woodruff was the fourth prophet and president of the LDS Church. 
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According to Gordon Shepherd and Gary Shepherd, “eschatological rhetoric 

diminished drastically after 1920 as modern Mormonism became securely established in 

its new course of accommodation to secular authority” (Shepherd 1984:35). The authors 

use this finding to confirm sociologist Peter Berger‟s hypothesis that Mormonism caters 

to secular consciousness by deemphasizing supernatural themes (Shepherd 1984:35). 

Gary and Gordon Shepherd conclude that while millenarianism is still a fundamental 

belief of the Mormon faith, “it is no longer enunciated by modern conference speakers 

with anything like the frequency or emphatic fervor of nineteenth century leaders” 

(Shepherd 1984:35).  

 
IV. Online Communities: Theoretical Overview 

 

A. Virtual Culture 

 

1. The Interaction logic of virtual communities 

Members of virtual communities form social networks and link globally with 

people online. In examining the virtual communities that have emerged from the 

interaction logic of the Internet, the authors of the article “Computer Networks as Social 

Networks” note, “net members tend to base their feelings of closeness on shared interests 

rather than on shared social characteristics such as gender and SES [socio-economic 

status]” (Wellman et al. 1996:222). These scholars also remark, 

When their shared interests are important to them, those involved in the same 

virtual community may have more in common than those who live in the same 

building or block. Indeed, people have strong commitments to their on-line 

groups when they perceive them to be long-lasting. There is a danger, though, that 

virtual communities may develop homogenous interests. (Wellman et al. 

1996:225). 
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On-line, individuals congregate to perpetuate a norm of mutual aid, by generating 

reciprocal support and information on a particular topic (Wellman et al. 1996:222-223). 

However, the authors suggest that “homogenous interests” may emerge from the creation 

of virtual communities. This trend may also affect the depth of the information 

exchanged, and whether on-line participants process it with a critical mind. Easy access 

to information sharing through virtual communities and the sense of “interaction” it 

creates, is frequently cited as a motivating reason for joining an online community. The 

issue lies in the long-term effects of using virtual communities to build and/or maintain 

social ties as well as to sanction knowledge of a particular subject. Surratt‟s concluding 

remarks about virtualization and the logic of the Internet offer compelling evidence for 

explaining the homogenizing phenomenon characteristic of virtual communities. Surratt 

states,  

The logic of contemporary media revolves around a modern worldview—a 

rational/practical/scientific framework—that demands the rapid dissemination of 

accurate, current and dependable information. […] The adoption of such a logic to 

interpret the social world results in the virtualization of that world. That is, the 

individual need not to experience this world directly in order to form impressions, 

make judgments, or act toward it. With their connotation of rationality, media 

present a world that is real enough. (Surratt 2001: 216-217). 

 

Computer supported social networks thus have strong societal implications. The outcome 

of virtualization is “increased participation, more egalitarian participation, more ideas 

offered, and less centralized leadership,” but perhaps also the dissemination of extensive 

sources of information online which all claim equal legitimacy and reliability, despite the 

freedom to obscure evidence (Wellman et al. 1996:218).  
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2. The Virtual Self 

 

In examining the case of cybermothers—“new mothers who use parenting 

websites to elicit information/support about parenting matters”, scholars Clare Madge 

and Henrietta O‟Connor argue that the simultaneity of online/onsite worlds is critical for 

understanding the virtual self (Clare and O‟Connor 2005:83). They note, 

In cyberspace identities can become increasingly fluid, manipulable and 

constructed because the disembodied nature of communication and anonymity 

allows one to be accepted on the basis of one‟s words, not on bodily „markers‟ 

(such as age, ethnicity, clothes, accent). (Clare and O‟Connor 2005:85).  

 

The self in cyberspace is simultaneously fluid, fragmented, and multiple. On-line 

identities allow for personal expression and participation without social markers 

becoming a source of interpretation and judgment. Similarly, in their article “Dissolution 

and Fragmentation: Problems in On-Line Communities”, communication and technology 

theorists Beth Kolko and Elisabeth Reid state, 

People use the flexibility of on-line identity to negotiate the challenges of the 

face-to-face world. [They] participate in virtual communities to simultaneously 

broaden and hone their conception of their selves. (Kolko and Reid 1998:213). 

 

In referring to virtual identity, scholars commonly argue, “the proliferation of virtual 

communities in recent years has resulted in the creation of new social spaces, and new 

forms of interaction and identity formation” (Kolko and Reid 1998:212).  

Scholars also suggest that virtual interactions can positively impact individuals so 

long as they are viewed as supplementing “onsite every day lives” (Clare and O‟Connor 

2005:87). In the article “Mothers in the Making? Exploring Liminality in Cyber/Space,” 

Clare and O‟Connor remark, “online and onsite communities are used together to provide 

support and information networks for new mothers” (Clare and O‟Connor 2005:87). They 

conclude, 



 41 

On the whole, online interactions supplemented and added dimensions to the 

women‟s lives rather than copying or replacing the „real world scenario‟, hinting 

at the inappropriateness of the real/virtual opposition (Clare and O‟Connor 

2005:89). 

 

The virtual self cannot replace the actual self. Online interactions are necessarily shaped 

by a person‟s offline identity, even if the virtual identity is indeed more fluid and 

anonymous. Clare and O‟Connor argue that people‟s interactions online are influenced by 

cultural beliefs and practices, which results in offline and online communities being 

mutually constituted (Clare and O‟Connor 2005:89). Drawing on the evidence gathered 

from their research, Clare and O‟Connor affirm, 

  

In this case cyberspace was usually used in ways that were grounded in pre-

existent social and economic processes: for most women their online identity was 

in fact a confirmation of offline identity rather than a reconstruction of it (Clare 

and O‟Connor 2005:92). 

 

If virtual identities are disembodied by nature and increasingly can be manipulated, they 

are also not completely dislocated from the real. Hence, “virtual interactions may be 

shaped by, and grounded in, the social, bodily and cultural experiences of users” (Clare 

and O‟Connor 2005:85). On-line interactions, and particularly the kind that take place in 

virtual communities, are arguably ambiguous. While the virtual self is malleable and can 

be manipulated, it takes on meaning through virtual interactions, which are “shaped by, 

and grounded in, the social, bodily and cultural experiences of users” (Clare and 

O‟Connor 2005:85).  
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3. The interpenetration of public and private spheres 

 

In his book, The Rise of the Network Society (1996), Manuel Castells notes, 

 

Networks are appropriate instruments for a capitalist economy based on 

innovation, globalization, and decentralized concentration; […] for a social 

organization aiming at the supersession of space and the annihilation of time. 

(Castells 1996: 470-471). 

 

In this section, I argue that the interpenetration of public and private spheres is a 

characteristic of on-line communities. In Internet Society (2005), author Maria 

Bakardjieva examines Internet use in America. She notes, “in its most recent incarnation, 

the medium [the Internet] presupposes the home as the physical entry point to a global 

network of computers, content and people” (Bakardjieva 2005:37). Further in her book, 

Bakardjieva explains,  

By engaging in different forms of collective practice online, users transcend the 

sphere of the narrowly private interest and experience. They use their homes as 

bases for reaching out into the public sphere (Bakardjieva 2005:166-167). 

 

The Internet is a technology that allows for what Bakardjieva calls “immobile 

socialization” because users can communicate with individuals around the globe from the 

comfort of their home. The “public sphere” encompasses a vast population of on-line 

users seeking to build interpersonal relations with individuals they may have never met 

otherwise. The relationships are sustainable from the home, which saves people a great 

deal of time and effort. Bakardjieva further argues, “the Internet is being mobilized in a 

process of collective deliberation and action in which people engage from amid the 

private realm” (Bakardjieva 2005:166). 

Similarly, in exploring new mothers‟ use of parenting websites, Clare and 

O‟Connor remark on the stimulation of both private and public spheres, noting, “virtually 

real and actually real spaces blend in space and time, producing both ordinary and 
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extraordinary „hybrid‟ cyber/space. (Clare and O‟Connor 2005:93). Virtual space is a 

combination of the geographical area from which people are communicating and the 

virtual platform itself. Scholars typically point out the intersecting and simultaneous 

nature of the virtually real and the actually real. In “The Benefits of Technology are 

Increasing”, Jimmy Guterman states,  

One of the most dramatic changes technology has brought over the last 20 years: 

the opportunity to share in new ways and create communities based on common 

interests, without geography getting in the way (Guterman 2007:26). 

 

 

4. Virtual Communities as instruments for change 

The case studies explored in this section are useful for understanding the changes 

brought about in the organizational structure of the LDS Church subsequent to 

implementing online technology for reaching out to members and investigators. In the 

article “Mothers in the Making? Exploring Liminality in Cyber/Space,” Clare and 

O‟Connor draw parallels between Victor Turner‟s theory on liminality and communitas 

and their study of cybermothers. The authors argue that virtual space is a liminal space in 

which participants are “instructed in their new identities and responsibilities” (Clare and 

O‟Connor 2005:92). They state, “in our research the virtual space betwixt and between 

geographical space allowed for transformation in „becoming a mother‟” (Clare and 

O‟Connor 2005:92). In this case, cyberspace is a means for experimenting with different 

views and versions of motherhood. In this period of transition and adjustment, new 

mothers use the Internet as a “liminal space” that is conducive to creating an unstructured 

and egalitarian communication with other users experiencing similar situations (Clare and 

O‟Connor 2005:93). Clare and O‟connor further note,  
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Once integrated as a „mother‟, few women continued to used the Internet as often 

or in the same intense manner, suggesting it was particularly significant during 

the liminal stage” (Clare and O‟Connor 2005:93). 

 

The authors argue that by joining a virtual community as one aspect of the liminal stage 

in the transition to motherhood, cybermothers partake in a form of “communitas.” 

According to Clare and O‟Connor, “communitas can and does commonly occur online” 

(Clare and O‟Connor 2005:93). The scholars conclude,  

Liminality thus enables a way of thinking about cyberspace as a generative space 

which both operates as a metaphor but also represents lived practices, where 

alternatives to binaries may be thought out and lived through (Clare and 

O‟Connor 2005:93). 

 

Hence, in some cases, virtual communities offer an opportunity for exploring and 

adapting to a new state or condition. Being simultaneously “a part” and “apart” from 

cyberspace/geographical space is seemingly especially appealing for individuals in a 

phase of transition (Clare and O‟Connor 2005:93).  

 Lawrence Foster and David Flynn discuss the changes and redefinitions of 

organizational communication that took place following the implementation of 

information technologies
16

 at a particular organization within General Motors. The article 

“Management Information Technology: Its Effects on Organizational Form and 

Function,” the scholars give an account of their case study of General Motors Activities 

Staff, which they describe as a “group reporting through a vice-president to a group vice-

president of the corporation” (Foster and Flynn 1984:229). They state, 

 

                                                 
16

 “Information technology” refers to anything related to computing technology, such as 

networking, hardware, software, the Internet, or the people that work with these 

technologies.  
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After implementation of [information technology], members of the organization 

found themselves constructing much more elaborate networks of 

communications. Before implementation, a significant percentage of the 

organizational communications between individuals was vertical and was 

composed largely of interactions required in the performance of organizational 

tasks. Communication channels were narrow and directed much more toward the 

support of vertical relationships than of lateral ones. This changed following 

implementation as organizational members found increased utility in constructing 

wide-ranging lateral networks that tied together individuals with complementary 

skills and common problems. (Foster and Flynn 1984:230). 

 

 

Foster and Flynn explain how the integrated information system allowed for a less formal 

and more spontaneous form of communication between workers, which developed in 

conjunction with, and complementary to, the traditional hierarchical protocol of the 

organization (Foster and Flynn 1984:232). The authors argue that the system also 

increased the level of interaction between members of the organization, which led to 

more personal and familiar relationships. They elaborate, 

When organizational members could make initial contacts with others via a 

virtually impersonal communication medium they were more willing to do so 

than when new relationships could be formed only face-to-face. However, once 

initial contact had been made and an electronic communication pattern developed 

over time, face-to-face contacts were personally less threatening. (Foster and 

Flynn 1984:231).  

 

The use of innovative information technology thus brings unique changes to 

organizations and to members‟ roles and relationships. Changes are especially apparent in 

the level and direction of communication, and in the personalization of the 

communication network.  

 In both of these case studies, people used the Internet as a transitioning tool, for 

adjusting to a new state, or for building more personal face-to-face relationships with 

coworkers. The Internet allowed for less formal and intimidating forms of interaction, 

which appeared to build users‟ confidence for facing a diversity of real life situations. 
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Moreover, both cybermothers and employees of General Motors used online technology 

as a supplement to their everyday personal or professional lives. Approaches to 

promoting social inclusion combined online and face-to-face networking. Virtual 

interaction added new dimensions to the participants‟ lives, either to elicit support and 

information or to negotiate the challenges of the face-to-face world. These two examples 

are useful for apprehending the Mormon Church‟s reasons for making use of online 

technology.  

 

B. Religion and Technology in Modern America 

1. A New Religious Landscape 

Alan Roxburgh is a pastor, teacher and writer with more than thirty years of 

experience in church leadership, consulting and seminary education. In his book, 

Reaching a New Generation: Strategies for Tomorrow‟s Church, Roxburgh identifies 

evangelistic strategies for Christianity in contemporary American society. He states, 

The life of the Church must be changed not only through renewed dialogue with 

Scripture but also, just as important, by letting Scripture speak to us through a 

serious dialogue with the cultural context. The name used for this approach is 

contextualization. It recognizes the changing, pluralistic character of life today 

(Roxburgh 1993:68). 

 

While arguing that traditional Christianity has been progressively disestablished in North 

America, Roxburgh suggests a new form of evangelism, one that evolves in conjunction 

with today‟s culture. He notes,  

The contextualizing congregation must learn to „listen‟ and „see‟ where God is at 

work in the midst of secularism, pluralism and technological transformation. This 

requires the evangelist, pastor or missionary to participate in the culture at an 

interactive level (Roxburgh 1993:69). 
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Roxburgh advocates for a Christian religion that engages culture and reshapes the 

congregation‟s self-understanding. These strategies are essential for Christianity to 

successfully carry itself into the future, as it no longer holds a central place in American 

culture and society, and must compete for recognition (Roxburgh 1993:63). The author 

concludes, 

[Contextualization] is an ongoing process, a spiraling dialogue requiring a 

commitment to change and a constant rereading of Scripture. Congregations 

willing to risk such a life will be at the forefront of mission in the midst of our 

culture (Roxburgh 1993:73). 

 

 

Similarly to Roxburgh, in his book 2020 Web Vision, author Robert Oberst, who 

specializes in interactive systems, including the Web, implies the necessity to view 

religion as “evolutionary.” He states, 

 

God does not change; merely the lenses through which people view God become 

altered by the environment in which they live. […] Our current environmental 

landscape is changing rapidly and will continue to change throughout the first 

portion of the 21
st
 century. The current lenses may soon be out of focus. The ways 

people view God may change and they may need to acquire a new set of lenses to 

view God more clearly. (Oberst 2001:146-147). 

 

In addition to Christianity adjusting to modern culture, Roxburgh suggests it put 

forth an “earth community” that responds to today‟s need for transformation and 

connection. He emphasizes,  

The old cant of guilt, death, self-centered spirituality and the dualisms of 

dematerialized waiting in this anteroom to heaven will not touch people‟s longing 

for a new kind of earthed community. The vision of the world beyond has been 

displaced by the hope of a common, healed life here on earth. […] If the gospel is 

to be heard, the people of God will have to communicate a vision of 

transformation that is possible on a global as well as a personal level” (Roxburgh 

1993:101).  
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Roxburgh suggests that Christianity should bind back together a fragmented humanity. 

He addresses the need for a community that is global in scope, for he believes human 

beings will find dignity in being reconciled through a common vision of the world 

through Jesus Christ (Roxburgh 1993:102-103).  Roxburgh‟s concluding remarks are 

most striking, 

It is a worshipping community that will evangelize our culture. […] Our culture 

needs to see communities of God‟s people so convinced of God‟s future in Christ 

that they worship with boldness, announcing the „already‟ of that future as it 

impinges on the present. But we must discover a worship that speaks to the people 

outside the walls of our buildings. We must risk letting go of styles and forms that 

keep our worship from being a missionary announcement (Roxburgh 1993:129). 

 

The elements of change necessary for successful evangelism underlined by Roxburgh 

suggest the use of virtual technology to engage modern American and interactive culture 

in religion. The goal is to regroup people in a common vision of faith, which embraces 

the materiality of life on earth, and stimulates receptivity to a religious community that 

balances “the need to be freely choosing, self authenticating individuals with the need to 

belong, to be part of a common solidarity” (Roxburgh 1993:97). Carla Surratt‟s remark is 

appropriate for understanding the benefits of integrating the Internet into religion. In her 

book The Internet and Social Change, she explains,  

Media in contemporary society are not autonomous agents of social change. Far 

from it. Media are social institutions. They offer a framework, or lens, through 

which people interpret the world around them (Surratt 2001:216). 

 

Religious presence on the Internet shows how important electronic media is in American 

society today and how it has become appropriated by even the most conservative and 

traditional institutions. Religion thus appropriates the Internet for reaching out to large 

numbers of people.  
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2. Religious representation online 

In her article, “What is „on‟: An Exploration of Iconographical Representation of 

Traditional Religious Organizations on the Homepages of their Websites”, Sarah Lawther 

discusses religious groups‟ use of the Internet and how they choose to represent 

themselves online. She states, 

What is interesting here is that traditional religion is choosing to have a presence 

on this medium that not only allows communication in new ways, but also places 

traditional religion against a backdrop of a multiplicity of other religions and 

beliefs. (Lawther 2009:219). 

 

Lawther explains that religious groups use the Internet to convey and present a message, 

as well as to promote interactive communication between participants (Lawther 

2009:220). Using the expressions “religion online” and “online religion” to describe these 

two distinct uses of the Internet, she argues, “an increasing number of [religious] 

websites fall somewhere between these two extremes, offering their visitors some 

combination of the two.” (Lawther 2009:220). Lawther further notes, 

There is a proliferation of religious sites on the web: official, unofficial. […] 

There is scarcely a religious tradition, movement, group or phenomenon, […] that 

is absent entirely from the Net. There are official or unofficial sites for every 

world religion and every major denomination, sect or movement within those 

religions. (Lawther 2009:220). 

 

While some religious groups are mainly present online, which Lawther calls “New 

Cyberreligious Movements,” traditional religion attempts to overcome the concurrent 

“loss of faith” due to a context of increased religious pluralism by using its online 
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presence to reclaim authority (Lawther 2009:220). Lawther elaborates, using Anastasia 

Karaflogka‟s 
17

 argument about religion in cyberspace, 

The exposure via the web to new and different views, and the opportunity for new 

ways of religious expression, „has the potential to encourage individual religious 

and spiritual experimentation‟ which „manifests itself in ways beyond the 

conventional channels‟. This may „prove challenging for ordered, traditional, 

regulated, hierarchical forms of religion‟” (Lawther 2009:221). 

 

Similarly, in “Researching Theo(b)logy: Emerging Christian Communities and the 

Internet”, author Katharine Sarah Moody describes how developing online traditional 

Christian communities are taking a new social form. She explains, 

Authors, leaders and bloggers frequently refer to a reversal of the 

„believing>behaving>belonging‟ understanding of community involvement, so 

that socialization (belonging) is the form of education which enables the open 

sourcing of Christianity (behaving>believing). […] That socialization is the 

ground for knowledge and experience (rather than academic or pastoral training) 

once again explodes the conventional understanding of theology a bounded 

discipline reserved for „the experts‟ (Moody 2009:243). 

 

Religious representation online characterizes a new form of religious engagement, less 

authoritative and hierarchical, and more inclusive and participatory. Moody concludes,  

The ways online communities describe themselves are providing models for how 

these communities wish to be structured offline and these communities place a 

high emphasis on new software models that stress the importance of networking, 

full participation and evolution through community (Moody 2009:243). 

 

Christianity online reflects the goals of its offline counterpart. Assessing the need for a 

new form of religious experience and increased socialization, traditional religious groups 

are using the Internet as both a tool and “an environment” that enables a revitalized 

Christianity. Moody adds, “[these communities] are very quick to apply and/or adopt new 

                                                 
17

 Karaflogka, Anastasia, “Religion on—Religion in Cyberspace” in Predicting Religion: 

Christian, Secular and Alternative Futures. Davie, Gracie, Heelas, Paul and Woodhead, 

Linda, Eds. 2003. Ashgate Publishing: Aldershot. Pp. 191-202.  
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technologies, articulating them within a discourse which constructs these technologies as 

apposite for religion and spirituality” (Moody 2009:239).  

 

3. Praising Technology 

In his book Christianity and the Mass Media in America, Quentin Schultze argues 

that religious groups and the media borrow each other‟s rhetoric to embrace and to 

criticize one another. He states, 

Religious rhetoric shaped how America as a nation conversed about the media 

and how the nation institutionalized media technologies in public and private life. 

[…] No matter how much the media and religion in America appear to be at odds 

with one another, they borrow from each other cultural forms, rhetorical styles, 

and message strategies that reflect shared modes of understanding the world 

(Schultze 2003:2).  

 

Shultze argues that Americans, whether religious or not, often talk about media 

technologies in religious terms. People‟s language for describing the media is generally 

polarized, alternating between references to “heaven or hell, Second Coming or 

Armageddon, Jerusalem or Babylon” (Shultze 2003:2).  He states, “most Americans use 

evangelistic and moralistic rhetorics to make sense of mass communication […]. These 

two forms of rhetorical imagining represent a popular theology of the media.” (Shultze 

2003:2). America, as a land of freedom and entrepreneurship, is a convenient terrain for 

religious and public discourses to interact in and through media technologies. Shultze 

concludes, 

During the twentieth century mainstream American media and the church—by 

“church” I mean all Christian groups—created contrasting versions of the same 

vocational rhetoric: a calling to build media organizations that would attract, 

engage and convert people to faith” (Shultze 2003:10).  
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Shultze specifies that whether through “public service campaigns” or “winning the nation 

to Jesus Christ”, media technology assumes a “propaganda function [which is] accepted 

as part of the mass-media‟s evangelistic calling in the United States.” (Shultze 2003:11).  

The American belief that media technology is an instrument of progress because it 

serves to unite people toward a common goal is eminently Protestant (Shultze 2003:11). 

Shultze argues that American media takes on a “rhetoric of conversion” deeply 

entrenched in American Protestantism (Shultze 2003:12). Shultze explains,  

Few religious groups are able to resist the lure of the imagery […] that such 

rhetoric elicits. The story of religious media in the United States is unparalleled 

around the world. Beginning with Puritain book publishing, […] and culminating 

today in Protestant excursions into cyberspace, Protestant mass communication is 

a crucial element in the story of American […] religious history (Shultze 

2003:12).   

 

As a result, Christian groups in America became “technologically minded”. Shultze 

notes, “faith and technology became faith in technology”, faith in media technology‟s 

potential to convert and unite people in a common culture and a moral solidarity in which 

all can share (Shultze 2003:13).  

 According to Shultze, religious pluralism is part of American self-identity. Hence,  

If Americans think about using the media to convert everyone to a world of peace 

and harmony, they also imagine the media as sources of differentiation, diversity 

and competing dominions. […] During the twentieth century the United States 

became a nation of a myriad of [sic] international and local faiths, of cults and 

denominations, parachurch groups and religious movements. (Shultze 2003:16) 

 

While mass-media technology offers the potential for unifying a nation of disparate 

people, the religious use of the media largely serves to characterize the ideological 

distinctions that exist among the American people. According to Shultze, “the 

intersection of religion and the media is one of the most cherished and contested public 
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arenas in which Americans discern the many competing self-identities” (Shultze 

2003:17). Internet use by religious denominations can even foster social and cultural 

fragmentation and diversification. Shultze explains this process, 

The interaction of the media and Christianity in America is part of this massive 

shift […] to a heterogeneous nation of many identity-forming groups with their 

own speech communities and their distinct modes of cultural discernment 

(Shultze 2003:18).  

 

Mass-media technologies are agents of social change that allow for religious 

organizations to organize “into new, national groups held together by mass-mediated 

symbols that transcend „space, time, and culture‟” (Shultze 2003:19). Shultze argues that 

this phenomenon can potentially challenge American national identity. He adds, “while 

national media enabled the formation of relatively homogeneous consumer cultures, they 

also facilitated the creation and expansion of all kinds of specialized national tribes
18

.” 

(Shultze 2003:19).  

Using media technologies, religious groups found a means for expressing a 

diversity of beliefs and ideals to a growing number of individuals. Shultze states,  

American Christian groups […] used media to build their distinctive identities and 

to differentiate themselves from others in the expanding nation. In fact, the tribal 

call to conversion was often not so much a reaching out to the unsaved as it was a 

means for Christian movements and institutions to assert their own beliefs to 

themselves, on the one hand, and to legitimize their particular beliefs to the rest of 

society, on the other. (Shultze 2003:19). 

 

The mosaic of religious groups on the Internet can be an impediment to a cohesive 

national American culture. Christian movements seek not only to recruit new members 

online, but also to (re)-affirm their legitimacy by working to “rise above” other 

denominations. In addition, Shultze argues that public discourse in the media tends to 

                                                 
18

 Shultze uses the term “tribe” to refer to American Christian denominations as a whole; 

See page. In Christianity and the Mass Media in America (2003). 
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address growing differences between the American people, rather than what it is that 

brings them together, including “shared beliefs and collective actions” (Shultze 2003:17). 

He explains that Americans are affiliated with a variety of interest groups—religious and 

secular—each of which only represents a fragment of their identity and interests; hence, 

“if an American is no longer comfortable with one or another group, he or she can simply 

move along to other voluntary associations.” (Shultze 2003:18). Mass-media 

technologies then, and the Internet especially, can be counterproductive in the mission to 

forge a united American nation, enabling instead “a society of superficial homogeneity” 

(Shultze 2003:17). Shultze notes, “in response Christian tribes often clamor for a rhetoric 

of discernment to help [Americans] keep their cultural distance from the perceived evils 

of the wider world, including the media.” (Shultze 2003:16). Nonetheless, the author 

explains that religious groups fail to promote a coherent cross-denominational dialogue 

through media technologies. The true “evil” of the Internet in particular, as well as other 

media technologies, is perhaps that they encourage the creation and expansion of various 

(religious) self-indulging and self-promoting communities.  

  

 

V. Twenty-First Century Mormonism and the Internet 

 

In their annotated and indexed bibliography published in 2003, Sherry Baker and 

Daniel Stout note, 

The Internet and its relationship to Mormons, the Church, and Mormon/non-

Mormon interaction is ripe for study from the perspectives of institutional uses, 

members uses, nonmember uses of official Mormon sites [and] impact/effect 

studies. (Baker and Stout 2003:133). 

 

Through the lens of media logic I examine how the Mormon Church is adopting the 

Internet in order to fulfill its social functions, and whether such adoption demands a 
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fundamental change in social form. As Carla Surratt notes in The Internet and Social 

Change, 

Ultimately, it is a matter of understanding that the form by which we 

communicate is at least as important as the content of that which is 

communicated. […] People are active agents in shaping, adopting and rejecting 

the form. (Surratt 2001:70). 

 

 

 

A. Mormon Culture in the Virtual Age 

 

1. Change and Accommodation: The Public Faces of Mormonism 

 

In The Mormon Corporate Empire, Heinerman and Shupe state, 

  

To Mormons the electronic and printed media are not simply good investments. 

They are means, not ends. These media promote a wholesome, benevolent, decent 

image of Mormonism while simultaneously spreading in a low-key but effective 

way the Mormon perspective. These media have also been used to discredit or 

silence what the Church perceives as threats to its mission (Heinerman and Shupe 

1985:75). 

 

As mentioned earlier in this study, Mormonism struggled to become accepted by 

American society. In this view, it is not surprising that the Church has put so much effort 

into refining its public image. In another one of their books, Money and Power in the 

New Religions, Heinerman and Shupe note that Mormonism “has managed in modern 

times to achieve a favorable image yet retain many of its original anti-establishment post-

millennial goals” (Shupe and Heinerman 1988:386). The LDS Church has long 

recognized the need to accommodate and adapt to the demands of the American people, 

as well as to the society‟s ideologies. The authors elaborate, 

Accommodation clearly must be understood as a two-sided, interactive process. It 

is not only an internal organizational transformation in which the radical sect 

„compromises‟ its reformist goals as its wealth and membership expand. Rather, it 

also includes the larger society‟s acceptance of the evolving sect as legitimate and 

respectable (Shupe and Heinerman 1988:386). 
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Already on the occasion of the General Conference that took place in October 1991, 

Elder Charles Didier of the Presidency of the Seventy testified to the importance of the 

Church‟s compliance to this interactive process of accommodation. In his speech, Elder 

Didier begins by citing a verse of modern revelation published in the sacred book 

Doctrines and Covenants. He states on behalf of all Mormon religious leaders,  

[There is] a significant shift in traditional or religious values toward world 

practices, and this is well described in one verse of modern revelation: „They seek 

not the Lord to establish his righteousness, but every man walketh in his own 

way, and after the image of his own god, whose image is in the likeness of the 

world‟ (D&C 1:16). If we fail to recognize the personal spiritual challenge of 

political and economic changes […] we will fail to recognize the needs and 

requirements to adapt to these new conditions.  

 

The D&C verse is emblematic of an “internal organizational transformation” assumed by 

the LDS Church to become accepted and recognized by modern American society: not 

only by virtue of being a modern prophetic revelation, but also because it shows 

Mormonism‟s accommodation to contemporary society. The revelation recounts the 

Church‟s intention to build the kingdom of God in the midst of today‟s “Babylon”, in 

which people “walketh in their own way” and follow a God “whose image is in the 

likeness of the world.” Despite living in a society viewed as corrupted by its own 

idolatry, Mormons submit to American norms and practices. They use the Internet to 

their advantage, as they did previously with other forms of media, both “to propagate 

their faith and to protect it from outside scrutiny” (Shupe and Heinerman 1988:393).  

Henierman and Shupe describe Mormonism today as a “high-tech religion,” whose 

strength thus lies in “its willingness to adopt means and strategies to fit changing 

circumstances.” (Heinerman and Shupe 1985:55). 
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2. Building the Church Online 

In previous sections of this study, I used data on Mormon recruitment to show 

that it is lay members building bonds of friendship and trust with non-Mormons that lies 

at the center of the great success in gaining new members of the church. This is also true 

online. Church authorities admonish members to become involved online because they 

are aware that good interpersonal relations are crucial for effectively gaining recruits, and 

there is no easier way to get in touch with people than through the Internet. In the first 

edition of her book Mormons on the Internet, published in 1997, Lauramaery Gold states, 

There‟s no question but that the Internet is a powerful force. How powerful? It‟s a 

forum for discussion. A repository of information. A facilitator of friendships. But 

it‟s even more than that. It is, in fact, a whole new paradigm for spreading the 

gospel. (Gold 1997:5). 

 

In the second edition of her book, which was published in 2000, author Lauramery Gold, 

a Church member herself, provides an extended list of LDS resources on the Internet. She 

notes, 

The LDS Internet has exploded! In the first edition of this book released late in 

1997, we reviewed some 500 sites and included almost anything that had an 

address. In this edition, we had to sort through more than 6,000 LDS Internet 

sites, only a third of which made it into this book. (Gold 2000:xix). 

 

Mormon members are clearly actively involved in building the Church online. Gold‟s 

statements suggest that members identify as Mormon online, despite the obvious topical 

diversity of the websites they create.  Not only has the number of LDS websites grown 

exponentially, suggesting the increasingly salient presence of Mormons online, compiled 

together, they also provide striking evidence of some form of virtual Mormon 

community. Gold argues, 
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The LDS online community includes people of every description—active 

members, less-active members, even nonmembers. It takes in members from the 

Pacific Rim, Europe, and South America. It includes the devout, the skeptical, the 

missionary-minded, the disenfranchised, the young, the old, the married, the 

single. It includes the brilliant, the clever, and the distressed. Members of the 

community participate at every level. […] What they all have in common is this: 

access to an online connection, and a fascination with the Church of Jesus Christ 

of Latter-day Saints” (Gold 1997:3). 

 

This phenomenon raises questions about the organizational structure of the Church 

online, and whether diffusion of Mormon ideology by members through the Internet has 

an impact on the identity of the religion, and the authority of the institution.  

In their study of religions on the Internet, scholars Justin Richmond and Kenneth 

Rogerson suggest, 

Organization places an immensely critical role in the doctrine, infrastructure, and 

the direction of the growth of religious movements. Specifically, we ask the 

question of how well does the Internet establish an organizational head, or to the 

contrary, promote alternative sources of organization and leadership under the 

umbrella of a larger faith. (Richmond and Rogerson 2005:5). 

 

Although the authors fail to provide an in-depth analysis of the organizational structure of 

the LDS Church online, they do examine to some extent the articulation of Church 

authority online. Richmond and Rogerson state,  

Each one of [the official Mormon websites] was carefully created and maintained 

to present a unified, centralized structure. There is little room for doubt when it 

comes to the tenets of the Mormon faith when these official sites are used for 

reference. In fact, of the other independent websites that were pro-Mormon and 

maintained by faithful members, only one did not have a direct link to the official 

sites of the Mormon Church. (Richmond and Rogerson 2005:11).  

 

Church authorities appear to maintain control of its members‟ use of the Internet for 

sharing the gospel. By providing direct links to official LDS webpages, members 

demonstrate their compliance to the Mormon institution. Richmond and Rogerson 
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remark, “Mormonism stands out a bit as an aberration in that a central, „official site‟ 

exists to which other private websites can link” (Richmond and Rogerson 2005:8).  If the 

lay ministry strengthens the power of general authorities online by orienting users to 

official sites, it also appears to gain freedom in this process of virtualization; using the 

Internet is a means in itself to supplement and add dimensions to the authoritative 

Mormon discourse. Nonetheless, according to Richmond and Rogerson, “since many of 

the non-official sites link the official sites, there is a great degree of coherence between 

LDS sites proselytizing to non-Mormons” (Richmond and Rogerson 2005:16). The 

authors conclude,  

Mormonism […] has no incentive to invest heavily in Internet resources since its 

goal is offline conversion of people. While educational resources and webcasts 

may increase, the LDS Church will never allow for its ordinances to be officially 

presented online. The LDS Church, whether on official sites or member-run sites, 

constantly emphasizes attending a local church and meeting with local 

missionaries. The anonymity and convenience of the Internet tend to be 

overshadowed by the implicit requirement within Mormonism to be physically 

involved with the Church. (Richmond and Rogerson 2005:22). 

 

The Internet is meant to supplement members‟ religious experience. It is a space for 

conducting individual research on the Church or for discussing the religion with other 

people online by creating websites or blogs. By no means is an online experience of 

Mormonism meant to replace its offline counterpart. Mormonism conserves its authority 

and specificity through Church hierarchy, which closely approximates a pyramidal 

bureaucracy. In the article “Mormonism in America and Canada: Accommodation to the 

Nation-State,” Kendall White describes, 

All major decision-making prerogatives and power to allocate and mobilize 

organizational resources reside at the apex. The governing body of the Church is 

the First Presidency, composed of the president and his counselors, and the 

Quorum of the Twelve Apostles. They are assisted by the First Quorum of 

Seventy and the Presiding Bishopric. These general authorities, a total of fifty-
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eight men, control the Mormon Church. To administer their decisions are 

descending levels of hierarchy. (White 1978:176). 

 

This ranking system, which is so essential to the Church‟s success, could not be 

perpetuated online. White adds, 

Ironically, the lay ministry strengthens the power of general authorities and 

reinforces hierarchy. […] Any bishop or stake president who wishes to retain his 

position or move to a higher one fully recognizes that he must conform to the 

expectations of those above him. Otherwise he will be replaced. Consequently, 

remarkably little deviance obtains among Mormon officials. (White 1978:176).  

 

LDS membership throughout the world is similarly organized and the body of Church 

leaders consistently exercises control and presides over the stakes (dioceses), wards and 

branches (parishes) led by volunteer members worldwide. Not surprisingly, Church 

authorities make a point of warning members about the dangers of the Internet, thus also 

extending their leadership and counseling role online. Following her leaders‟ example, 

Gold warns readers about the power of the Internet already in the first chapter of her book 

Mormons on the Internet, prior to even mentioning any online addresses adequate for 

Mormon members. She emphasizes, 

For the Internet to have any real power over the lives of the Latter-day Saints, 

however, will require taming that urge to use words as weapons. It requires 

abiding by the counsel of the Lord that „the powers of heaven cannot be 

controlled nor handled [except] upon the principles of righteousness…We 

have learned by sad experience that it is the nature and disposition of almost 

all men, as soon as they get a little authority, as they suppose, they will 

immediately begin to exercise unrighteous dominion‟ (D&C 121:36-39). In 

abiding by correct principles, members of the Church leave open the door for 

the Lord to work miracles in the lives of people they meet in every part of the 

world” (Gold 1997:8). 

 

Gold‟s quote shows Church authorities‟ hold on their members‟ understanding of the 

Internet, as “an instrument of God” perhaps, but also a potentially perverting medium. 

The freedom offered by the Internet is as much advantageous as it is likely to harm the 
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Church‟s image; hence Mormon authorities somehow encourage and teach members to 

monitor each other‟s online endeavors. Mormonism views the Internet as an educational 

and proselytizing tool, which should almost be used exclusively for cultivating and 

expressing one‟s faith. 

 

B. Proselytizing through electronic media 

 

1. Official LDS Websites 

 

In her article, “What is „on‟: An Exploration of Iconographical Representation of 

Traditional Religious Organizations on the Homepages of their Websites”, Sarah 

Lawther, a lecturer and researcher whose interests include religious representation on the 

Internet and Internet research methods, states, 

Perhaps one way of assessing how religious traditions are changing is to assess 

how they are choosing to present themselves in this new medium [online]. With 

the abundance of choices, information and images for how to present one‟s 

religion, what will traditional religious organizations choose to portray themselves 

in this small space, the homepage, the initial point of contact? (Lawther 

2009:219). 

 

Referencing McLuhan‟s theory of “the global village,” Lawther further argues,  

Once it is online, the nature of the medium shapes the message. A presence on the 

homepage necessitates choices about what to portray on this small (usually 12 

inch screen), highly visual, „worldwide medium.‟ The representation becomes a 

„signature‟, a „fingerprint: unique in design and content‟, projecting „how a 

religion or a religious institution is perceived by its leaders and how they convey 

this perception.‟(Lawther 2009:221).  

 

Similarly to Lawther, in The Internet and Social Change, Suratt analyzes official LDS 

websites and states, “the pages are overtly official in their grammar. Each main page is 

decidedly religious in appearance, depicting historical religious figures and symbols.” 

(Surratt 2001:161-162). She explains that the Mormon website lds.org is an example of 

“customization of the online experience,” which pertains to how online businesses afford 
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individuals with “an experience of a unique self and a sense that someone „out there‟ is 

interested in his or her needs and concerns” (Surratt 2001:161). Not only do the official 

LDS sites represent the Mormon institution and its religious authorities; they also reflect 

the Church‟s desire to reach out to people by supplying them with relevant information, 

visual stimuli, and answers to a wide array of questions about the religion, its purpose, 

and the great joy it brings to believers. Surratt further describes the site lds.org in more 

detail, describing, 

The main page of the Latter-Day Saint organization is essentially a series of 

billboards. On this page one may access „official‟ documents and statements of 

beliefs, such as „articles of faith‟, the „importance of families‟, „the family 

guidebook,‟ and other documents relevant to the establishment of the church and 

its views on various topics. This site is completely text-based. There are no chat 

rooms, message boards, magazines, photography or audio-visual resources. There 

is not even an email contact point. This site […] is designed not to elicit a 

response from the user but to disseminate official information. (Surratt 2001:162). 

 

Unfortunately, Surratt does not mention Mormon.org, another official and more 

interactive Church website. Nonetheless, she successfully distinguishes the virtual form 

of official LDS sites from the unofficial ones, noting that in general the latter “have been 

much quicker to adopt the logic of the Net” (Surratt 2001:162). She explains, “these 

unofficial sites, while still adhering to the ideal-norms perspective, entertain the user by 

making the experience of religion more interactive and thus more engaging” (Surratt 

2001: 164).  

 

2. The Mormon Blogosphere 

 

In her article “Mormon Women‟s Writing: From Journals to Blogs”, Michelle 

Glauser reports on the popular blogging phenomenon amongst Mormon women. Glauser 

explains that the “„Bloggernacle‟ (the name given to the Mormon corner of the 
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blogosphere)” is a modern means of record keeping, which is a historically prominent 

practice for women in the LDS Church. She elaborates, 

However, it is interesting to note that blogging has caused a shift in journal 

keeping because of the nature of the medium. As Mormon women write, they 

realize that their blogs are in a very open, online format. They report feeling an 

obligation to write and a desire for more readers as they rejoice in having an open 

outlet, in contrast to the closed society for women of times past. (Glauser 

2009:411). 

 

Mormon women write blogs to “share their faith, including their view of motherhood as 

sacred and enjoyable” (Glauser 2009:412). In doing so, they also respond to LDS leaders‟ 

recommendation of sharing faith with others, members and non-members alike (Glauser 

2009:413). Mormon women‟s blogs are thus used as a tool for proselytizing. Glauser 

emphasizes, 

In short, Mormon women can justify their journal writing because: they follow 

the example of admired scriptural records [The Book of Mormon], they are a 

source of power, they record family history, they have been commanded by God 

[Book of Mormon, 1 Nephi 9:5-5), they preserve language, they persuade family 

to believe in Christ, they are a tool in missionary work, they organize, and they 

keep God in remembrance in daily living. (Glauser 2009:413). 

 

The individual member contributes to the experience of community online, thus 

validating and promoting the practices of the Mormon Church. The “Bloggernacle” is 

one example of a means for including an expanded audience, composed of family, 

friends, fellow LDS members and online acquaintances. Moreover, Mormon women‟s 

blogging strengthens their own faith and allows them to participate in the religious 

community despite mobility or time constraints. Glauser states, 

Rather than having definitions characterized by being geographically close and 

spending time together (respectively), community and friendship can be enjoyed 

alone from home, convenient for mothers who need to be home for their children. 

These online friendships are formed by commenting and giving advice, 

comforting and encouraging. (Glauser 2009:416).  
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In this case, the advent of the blog is an empowering tool for Mormon women, and also a 

means for cultivating motherhood, which is highly valued within the Church. Women 

write for personal fulfillment in addition to following the commandments of the Church 

concerning the dissemination of faith. Glauser concludes, “setting their writing apart 

from the more secular writing of other women, they are witnesses of faith” (Glauser 

2009:417). In her scholarly article, “Researching Theo(b)logy: Emerging Christian 

Communities and the Internet”, Katharine Moody argues, 

Blogs are diary-like interactive websites containing regularly updated entries or 

„posts‟, with the most recent posts displayed at the top of the page and previous 

entries below, in reverse chronological order. […] Blogs allow individuals to 

store, organize, process and distribute information, but the mechanisms for 

interaction encourage new patterns of thinking and new ideas to emerge 

communally, beyond any meanings and experiences intended by the originating 

blogger” (Moody 2009:240). 
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Chapter IV: Data Analysis 
 

 

I. Encountering the LDS Church for the first time 

 

 

1.Personal preconceptions regarding the Mormon Church 

 

 My first exposure to Mormonism was through the American television series Big 

Love, which is about a fictional fundamentalist Mormon family. The drama revolves 

around Bill Henrickson, his three wives and their nine children and follows the family‟s 

struggle to live a polygamous life while keeping it secret from the outside world. The 

Henricksons live in Sandy City, a suburb of Salt Lake City, unlike most of their relatives 

who live in a fundamentalist compound, known as Juniper Creek. I was most intrigued by 

this family‟s belief in living “the principle”, meaning plural marriage. Drawing on my 

own family‟s background of divorces and re-marriages, I wondered why our culture is so 

strongly opposed to polygamous relationships. In my mind, it is hypocritical to instill in 

individuals so much faith in monogamy and marriage “until death do us part” in an age 

where people are increasingly individualistic and prone to divorce. In Big Love, each 

spouse recognizes commitment as fundamental, surmounting disagreements and making 

the daily concessions necessary to any successful marriage.  Instead of leaving one 

partner for another and building a new life, Bill Henrickson takes a second and third wife 

over a 20-year period, each time with the agreement of the existing partner or partners. 

 Of course, Big Love is a work of fiction and it certainly embellishes issues of 

gender and inequality, but I still greatly appreciated being confronted by its alternative 

family dynamic. The Henricksons‟ polygamist lifestyle is portrayed as successful because 

the family is bound together by religious beliefs. I was not brought up in a religious 
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family so I wonder if the values and guidance acquired through the practice of faith 

would have had an impact on my parents and their partners‟ commitments to each other. 

 Next, I read Jon Krakauer‟s book, Under the Banner of Heaven. This book 

received national acclaim for recounting the violent double murder committed in the 

name of God by brothers Dan and Ron Lafferty, who were fundamentalist Mormons. The 

brothers murdered their sister in law and her newborn baby because they believed they 

had a revelation in which God asked them to do so. Ron Lafferty wanted to take a second 

wife at the time. He believed that his first wife left him because her sister had advised 

against plural marriage. In the prologue of his book, Krakauer notes: 

There is a dark side to religious devotion that is too often ignored or denied. As a 

means  of motivating people to be cruel or inhumane--as a means of inciting evil, 

to borrow the  vocabulary of the devout--there may be no more potent force than 

religion (Krakauer 2003:xxi).  

 

The author describes the ties between the LDS Church‟s former practice of polygamy, its 

history of persecution, and events such as the Lafferty double murder. Krakauer‟s book 

caused great controversy and before it was even released to the public, Richard E. Turley, 

the managing director of the Family and Church History Department of the LDS Church, 

wrote a critical review of the book. Turley claimed that Krakauer‟s book was in fact “a 

condemnation of religion generally” and makes a point of warning the public by stating 

that: 

Although the book may appeal to gullible persons who rise to such bait like trout 

to a fly hook, serious readers who want to understand Latter-day Saints and their 

history need not waste their time on it. (Turley in Krakauer, 2003:345).  

 

This quote is an indicator of the LDS Church‟s stance on works of literature relating to 

Mormonism that do not agree with its efforts to spread a positive public image.  
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 Big Love and Under the Banner of Heaven both had a tremendous popular impact. 

Both also played a role in shaping public opinion of the Mormon faith. Throughout my 

fieldwork, I noticed that most non-Mormons knew of the LDS Church through these and 

other popular works. In fact, the various non-believers I have spoken with about my 

thesis project often associate Mormonism with fundamentalism, polygamy, and the unfair 

treatment of women. For my part, I chose to look deeper into the Church‟s history and its 

place in contemporary American society. I was surprised to learn that the LDS Church is 

one of the fastest growing religions in the world today. I wondered why a faith that 

experienced such great success in recruiting new members over the years was also the 

object of such controversy and popular misconceptions.  I made the decision to conduct 

fieldwork over the ensuing four months.  

 My first interaction with Mormons was through a chat forum on one of the 

Church‟s official websites, www.mormon.org. Missionaries are available to chat at any 

time of the day to answer questions. Agents Katherine and Bethany welcomed me.  They 

were there to answer my questions about the Church. I inquired about the Fundamentalist 

Church of Latter-day Saints (FLDS) and their practice of polygamy but they dryly replied 

that their Church is not associated with the fundamentalist one. I still had only basic 

knowledge about Mormonism but had started reading the “Book of Nephi”--the first 

section of The Book of Mormon. I changed tactics and talked about my new learning. 

The missionaries answered enthusiastically and, with an acceptable manner pushed me to 

agree to chat online or speak over the phone regularly. They also asked if I wanted them 

to send missionaries to my family‟s home. This frightened me and I explained that I 

would rather they indicate an LDS Church in my area.  After asking me how old I was, 
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they recommended the Young Single Adult Ward in San Francisco. I was not able to visit 

this ward because I went instead to the Family Ward of Marin County, which was closer 

to my family‟s home.  

 This was the first time I spoke to Mormons--although from behind a computer 

screen-- and the experience was both exciting and stressful. I had not expected so many 

questions about how I came to discover Mormonism, why I was interested and how I felt 

about what I had read in The Book of Mormon. These two female missionaries were 

certainly very forward in their questions, which I felt unprepared to answer. I did not 

manage to tell them I was an anthropology major studying Mormonism for my senior 

thesis. I simply felt more comfortable approaching them as someone interested in the 

faith. My interest is real and I did have many questions about the faith, and even my faith, 

but I also wanted to avoid feeling recruited, a precarious balancing act indeed. 

 

2. Trip to the Oakland Temple and subsequent first face-to-face with missionaries. 

 According to the website ldschurchtemples.com, there are 157 Mormon temples 

in the world, 75 of which are in the U.S, and seven of which are in California. In July 

2010, my father drove me from our town just north of San Francisco across the bay to 

visit the LDS Temple in Oakland, California. The Temple is perched on a cliff 

overlooking the Bay and, in the distance, Alcatraz Island, the Golden Gate Bridge and the 

city of San Francisco. The views, the spiked steel and glass architecture of the Temple 

and its adjacent buildings, and this site, were spectacular.  

Upon arrival, we learned that the Temple was not open to non-Mormons, but were 

directed to the adjacent visitor‟s center instead. We entered into a mostly glass reception 
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area and were welcomed by a female missionary who suggested we sit on a comfortable 

couch in the lobby, facing an imposing 40-foot high white statue of Jesus Christ. Once 

we were settled, the missionary pressed a button and the statue of Christ began “speaking 

to us”, explaining in English His plan for His children. I wondered if this extravagant 

presentation was meant to seduce me into becoming a convert. We remained silent and 

attentively listened to the speaking statue. Later, as we were leaving the visitor‟s center, 

we heard the statue‟s deep voice speaking Japanese. 

 Next, we entered a series of rooms titled “God‟s plan for his family”. The exhibit 

entailed a 15-minute walk-sit-walk multi-media presentation. Providing an example of an 

LDS family as it expanded and its members aged, each room and its large flat screen 

depicted how the parents raised their children to become rightful believers and live 

eternally happy lives. We walked from room to room, each displaying a different area of 

the house such as the nursery, the living room or the garden. The exhibit addressed 

family unity and afterlife and its main purpose was to demonstrate how the Gospel 

blesses families for life and all of eternity. This multimedia presentation felt like a 

Disneyland attraction and my father and I found it embarrassing when the lights came 

back on, and the young missionary asked about our impression of the exhibit. She had 

brought us copies of the Mormon “Family Proclamation”. I read it later on and was 

favorably impressed by the values it professed, such as commitment, forgiveness, 

compassion and the sacredness of the family. I thought back on my impression of the 

show Big Love, which constantly emphasized these values and the centrality of the 

family.  
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 After explaining that the family constitutes one of the fundamental pillars of 

Mormonism, the missionary led us to another room, which exhibited nearly one hundred 

translations of the Book of Mormon. We also saw paintings that represented important 

events recounted in the Book. Then she read from the “Book of Moroni”, a section of The 

Book of Mormon, explaining, “This is proof that the Book is true”:  

And if ye shall ask with a sincere heart, with real intent, having faith in Christ, he 

will manifest the truth of it unto you, by the power of the Holy Ghost (Moroni 

10:4 in The Book of Mormon). 

 

The Sister missionary seemed confident that by reading the Book of Mormon attentively 

and with purpose, we would be convinced that Mormonism is the true faith. She also 

quoted by heart some parts of the Bible and the Book of Mormon. I was impressed by her 

in-depth knowledge of both.  

 Soon thereafter, the young missionary suggested that we watch a 70-minute 

movie on the life of the Prophet Joseph Smith. Truly, I felt so saturated with 

information—we had already spent over two hours there—and so I politely refused, 

saying we would be leaving to have lunch. As she walked us back toward the lobby, the 

Sister suggested that we come back soon as there was still a lot more to see in the 

visitor‟s center. She also steered us into an exhibit of the genealogy of Mormon prophets, 

starting with Joseph Smith, and keeping us for another 20 minutes. In light of her 

continued insistence on preaching the gospel through the various exhibits, I wondered if 

her faith was not excessive and ill adapted to current society outside of the Mormon 

realm. Nonetheless, I knew this was an opportunity to learn more about the Church and 

possibly make contacts with other Mormons so I suppressed my impatience and hunger a 

while longer. I was not surprised when the missionary asked for my phone number and 
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address. She explained that she wanted to send me information on LDS Churches in my 

area but I later realized she in fact intended to put me in touch with Mormon 

missionaries. I gave her my contact information; we thanked her, and left the visitor‟s 

center, feeling relief. 

 The next day, two male Mormon missionaries came to our house unannounced, 

explaining they had heard I was interested in the faith. I was not home at that time, so my 

stepmother, Catherine, told me what had happened after the fact. She knew I visited the 

Temple the day before, so she was extremely surprised they had come to our house so 

soon after my trip. The missionaries did not stop smiling and “kind of hung there”, 

seemingly waiting to be told to leave. They explained they had my cellphone number and 

would try calling me later in the day. The first word that came to my stepmother‟s mind 

when she recounted the story was “creepy”. I too was surprised at their boldness. They 

called me later that day and explained that they would love to set up an appointment with 

me to share more about their faith. They were very friendly and twice they repeated how 

excited they were about getting to know me. We planned on meeting the next day in a 

cafe in downtown Mill Valley, nearby my home. I was glad to have the opportunity to 

meet more missionaries and I began thinking about how I would introduce them to my 

research project. I prepared a list of questions relating to their background and their 

experience as missionaries. 

 I met with two missionaries, known as Elder Hanover and Elder Hubbard, for the 

first time the next day, July 8th, 2010. My father joined me out of concern that the 

missionaries would be too insistent. I was nervous about being in a position of inferiority, 

facing two missionaries alone. Our meeting took place on a warm afternoon in a corner of 
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the cafe‟s terrace. The missionaries wore white collared shirts, ties and dark dress-pants; 

a small placard on their shirt pockets indicated the title “Elder” followed by their names 

and the words “The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints”. I found the elders nice, 

calm, and sure of their beliefs, which they were very eager to share. They gave both my 

father and me a free copy of The Book of Mormon, which they suggested we “read with 

intent” (Moroni 10:4 in The Book of Mormon). 

 Following my questions, the missionaries explained the importance of their 

mission, for which they had been saving money with their family‟s help, since they were 

born. The LDS Church requires that missionaries pay their own expenses and donate their 

time. Men go on two-year missions, women only 18 months.  

Elder Hubbard, age 21, comes from Canada and Elder Hanover, age 22, comes 

from Utah. Both left their homes and families for the duration of their mission in northern 

California. They explained that each of them had been trained for months at a 

“Missionary Training Center” near their homes. Missionaries are not allowed to see their 

families while on their mission except in the event of an emergency, such as the death of 

a relative. They also explained that they were forbidden to text or email and they could 

only answer phone calls they received on the cell phone provided by the Church. Elders 

are sent on their mission in pairs and they are assigned to live and preach with a specific 

“companion” until they are moved to a new area. Elders Hubbard and Hanover did not 

know each other before going on their mission and they did not know when they would 

be reassigned to a new companion. The point is that missionaries are supposed to stay 

focused on their role as representatives of God and build an array of experiences sharing 

the Gospel. This was the first of numerous weekly meetings with the missionaries. I 
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explained I was doing research on the LDS Church for my senior thesis project in 

Anthropology. I was truthful that I am not a particularly religious person and that I was 

not interested in converting, but that I had developed a strong intellectual curiosity about 

Mormonism. The elders agreed to continue to meet with me, saying they were flattered I 

had taken such an interest in Mormonism.  

 

3.Trip to Salt Lake City, Utah in August 2010. 

Mormons founded Salt Lake City in the 1840‟s because polygamy was against the 

law in the US. At the time, what is now Utah was not American territory. Salt Lake City 

is still home today to an important portion of the LDS population. I decided to visit the 

city for five days in August 2010, in order to conduct additional research. At the end of 

my first day there, I went with a friend to sit on the terrace of an English pub and order a 

cold beer. A group of young people sitting next to us soon introduced themselves and I 

explained that we were in Salt Lake because I was researching Mormonism. Derek, 

recognizing this would be interesting to me, explained he was a “Jack Mormon”, 

meaning an ex-Mormon. This is how Mormons refer to ex-members of the faith. I felt so 

lucky to have by chance encountered someone who had both an insider‟s perspective and 

the experience of living outside the faith. Derek appeared to be in his thirties and had 

scruffy hair, a beard, a tattoo and pierced ears. My friend and I ended up spending close 

to four hours on the bar‟s terrace talking to him. 

 Derek was born and raised in Salt Lake. His father was born Mormon and his 

mother converted to the faith when she was ten years old. Derek‟s four siblings, like him, 

stopped practicing the faith in their late teens. In fact, Derek was the first in his family to 
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leave the faith and he did so earlier than his other siblings, since he was only fourteen at 

the time. Derek explained that as a teenager, he had very long hair and wore sandals to 

Church, for which fellow Mormons criticized him. Derek decided he did not want to lead 

a life constrained by religion. His parents eventually divorced and left the Church also. 

  Derek was not entirely negative; he did mention that in his opinion one good 

thing about the faith is its support network. He explained that if a person loses their job, 

the community would help them financially and provide for their family until they find a 

job again. Derek also told me about LDS canneries where food is stored and available for 

those in need, such as the homeless, poor Mormon families, or in case of a natural 

disaster such as hurricane Katrina where Mormons provided thousands of people with 

food and shelter. I thought about how the Church‟s presence in moments of need and 

despair could become a convincing reason for converting to the faith. Throughout our 

conversation, Derek also mentioned a striking fact, which demonstrates the LDS 

Church‟s power in Salt Lake. There is a local law stipulating that no building may be 

taller than the LDS Church‟s imposing office building in Salt Lake City. This influence 

of the Church became even more obvious when visiting the “Temple Square” grounds the 

next day. I realized how powerful the Mormons are in Salt Lake and found their presence 

almost overbearing.  

 On August 2nd, 2010, I visited the Temple grounds with Kirsten and Nathan 

Steiger; a young Mormon married couple, both about 25 years of age. I was introduced to 

them through Elders Hubbard and Hanover in California. Kirsten and Nathan had 

recently graduated from Brigham Young University (a Mormon University in Salt Lake) 

and had both been sent to Canada for their missions. Together we walked by the Salt 
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Lake Temple, which of course is not open to the general public. We visited the 

Conference Center, which is where the General Conference
19

 takes place twice annually. 

The General Conference of the LDS Church is the most important regular meeting of that 

religion. Each Conference consists of five two-hour sessions during which the President 

of the Church along with members of the First Presidency
20

 and Quorum of the Twelve 

Apostles
21

 address members of the Church. The Conference Center building seats 21,000 

people, it has a waterfall cascading down the south facade and an expansive roof planted 

with four acres of trees and flowers. Next, we went on a tour of the Tabernacle, which is 

home to the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. The Tabernacle was built with remarkable 

acoustic qualities and was the location for the semi-annual LDS General Conference until 

a larger Conference Center was built in 2000. The organ in the Tabernacle is one of the 

largest pipe organs in the world. I was amazed by the grandiosity of Mormon 

architecture. Standing before these beautiful and well-maintained buildings, it was clear 

to me that they endow the Church‟s public image with signs of power and respectability.   

 Finally, the Steigers and I headed to the North Visitors‟ Center to watch the one-

hour long film Joseph Smith: The Prophet of the Restoration (2005). This film was 

commissioned by the LDS Church in 2005 as part of the celebration of the 200th 

anniversary of Joseph Smith‟s birth. The film focuses on most of the important events 

that occurred during the life of Joseph Smith, the founder of the Mormon faith. 

Persecutions of the members of the Church are shown, including the incarceration of 

Joseph Smith at the Liberty Jail in Missouri and later at the Carthage Jail in Illinois. In 
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 See Definitions 
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 It is the supreme governing authority of the LDS Church. (See glossary). 
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 It is one of the governing bodies of the LDS Church hierarchy, members of which are 

considered to be Apostles, and special witnesses of Jesus Christ. (See glossary). 



 76 

the film, Joseph Smith encourages his followers to spread the Gospel and build Temples. 

I found the movie very dramatic and biased. Mormons are depicted as righteous and 

unfairly oppressed by the atheist American people, who were portrayed as vicious and 

brutal. In my opinion, an incredible amount of information was selectively left out in the 

making of this film, such as Joseph Smith‟s practice of polygamy or the fact that he 

offered equal spiritual opportunity to all members regardless of color
22

. I was shocked 

and outraged by how much of the true history of the LDS Church was not disclosed in 

this film. Moreover, the film makes a point of stirring the viewer‟s emotions. Afterwards, 

I noticed a number of Sister missionaries standing at the door holding boxes of tissues. 

Many of the people in the room were crying, including Kirsten, who mentioned she was 

always deeply moved by LDS movies. When the Steigers asked me if I had enjoyed the 

film, I acquiesced courteously and only mentioned it was odd the film neglected to 

address Joseph Smith‟s practice of polygamy. My companions agreed with this 

observation but did not attempt to provide me with any further explanation.  

 After we left the Visitors‟ Center, Kirsten and Nathan offered to take me to dinner 

but I politely declined the invitation, needing a pause in my research. As we parted, they 

wished me luck in my endeavors and assured me that I could always contact them if I had 

any further questions about the LDS Church.  

 

 

 

                                                 
22

 From 1841 to 1978, the LDS Church had a policy against ordaining black men of African descent to the 

priesthood. In 1978, church leaders ceased the racial restriction policy, declaring that President Spencer W. 

Kimball had received a revelation to do so. Cf. Allen, James B. “Would-Be Saints: West Africa before the 

1978 Priesthood Revelation” in Journal of Mormon History, Volume 17, 1991. P207-208. 
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II. Mormon missionaries and becoming a potential member of the faith 

 

1.Missionary lessons 

My meetings with missionaries quickly turned into lessons about the faith. During 

the course of these lessons, I learned about the LDS‟s Gospel of Jesus Christ, God‟s 

purpose and plan for his children, as well as the laws and ordinances governing members 

of the LDS Church.  Despite my reticence, the Elders I met with sought to prepare me to 

meet the qualifications for baptism, using specific methods I discuss below. 

 Elders Hubbard and Hanover always tried their best to answer my questions, 

which they interpreted as a sign of my commitment to learning the truth. I was simply 

looking to gather information on the Church for the purpose of my research. The Elders 

encouraged my enthusiasm for learning and more often than not, they left me with a 

brochure, a DVD or a passage of the Book of Mormon to ponder when saying goodbye. I 

was amazed by this array of media the LDS Church makes available to investigators for 

free. Booklets provide straightforward answers to a variety of topics and they are all 

illustrated with photographs or drawings, carrying titles such as “Chastity”, “The Word of 

Wisdom”, “The Purpose of Life” or “The Gospel of Jesus Christ”. I did learn a lot about 

Mormonism through these various scripture study aids but the idea of a religion that 

provides straightforward answers to peoples‟ deepest questions about life and spirituality 

troubled me. On the one hand, this wide-array of material is made available to facilitate 

the process of recruiting members and is consistent with the LDS emphasis on education. 

People can learn about the Church in an efficient and timely matter through visually 

appealing media.  On the other hand, I fear that by simplifying its spiritual message, the 

Church encourages unquestioning beliefs and credulity.  



 78 

 My meetings with the Elders usually lasted close to two hours, during which we 

would often talk about life experiences and relate them to passages in The Book of 

Mormon or other scriptures. On many occasions, and I heard this from many Mormons, 

the Elders admitted their own weaknesses and failures. Thus, as devoted missionaries and 

members of the LDS Church, they too were imperfect human beings. For instance, Elder 

Hanover confessed he had doubted his beliefs at one point in the past, which caused him 

to ignore certain Church principles such as “The Word of Wisdom” which interdicts 

drugs, alcohol, and caffeine. Elder Hanover explained it did not take him long to realize 

the idiocy of his peers when under the influence of alcohol and other drugs, so he soon 

took it upon himself to withdraw from these sinful habits. The Elders argued that they 

wished to remain sober so that they could stay close to God, otherwise their feelings and 

thoughts -especially when praying- would be altered and dishonest. They associated 

being sober with staying clean spiritually and a mark of obedience to the Lord. While 

respecting strict Church guidelines, these missionaries were nonetheless open to reach out 

and relate to a non-Mormon public. Indeed, because the Elders made me feel at ease, I 

told them of my own personal experiences. Over time, I started questioning my own 

behaviors and habits and found myself asking the missionaries for guidance. In 

retrospect, I realize that even though the Elders were my age, I felt inclined to ask for 

their advice because their responses were simple, non-judgmental and they were always 

willing to make themselves available to me.   

 At the end of our third meeting, Elders Hubbard and Hanover offered to pray with 

me and I agreed. Together we stood in a circle on the sidewalk, crossed our arms and put 

our heads down. Elder Hanover prayed out loud and thanked the Lord for meeting me 
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and for the rising friendship between the three of us. I felt like praying was the right thing 

to do at this stage of my research. Moreover, my family was going through a rough time 

so it felt good to pray. In my fieldwork journal, I noted: “the missionaries have led me to 

believe in the value of religion and the goodness of the people who follow its principles”. 

Indeed I was grateful for having met young adults such as myself who believe that there 

is a higher purpose to human life. Strong commitment to their beliefs, despite episodic 

doubts and struggles, is something I admire. I greatly appreciate the values conveyed by 

the LDS Church, such as family, self-sacrifice and forgiveness, but most religions 

celebrate these same principles. My meeting with the missionaries simply led me to 

recognize the immeasurable importance of people taking these values as their own.  I 

shared this thought with the missionaries after we finished praying. They remarked that 

through prayer, our minds are filled with inspiring and uplifting thoughts and that I must 

learn to recognize God‟s influence in my life. They encouraged me to pray often and 

declared I could do so at any time and in any setting.  

 

2. My experience of personal involvement  

My perspective on the LDS Church changed over time, from academic curiosity 

to feeling involved in the Church on a personal level. Welcoming members of the LDS 

community repeatedly invited me to Sacrament meeting, temple openings, Church 

dinners and other religious activities. Conversations about life‟s experiences were 

punctuated with discussions of faith and religion. Generally speaking, the Mormons 

attributed the joys of their family and lives to their faith. I also talked about my life, and 

tried to make sense of things from the perspective of rising religious beliefs.  These 

personal and emotional conversations bring people together; they are testimonies of faith, 
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a constant reminder of the various life experiences that draw people toward a common set 

of beliefs and practices.  I started analyzing my daily life from a spiritual perspective.  

 During our weekly meetings, the missionaries encouraged me to read the Book of 

Mormon and insisted that through prayer I would eventually overcome any doubt that the 

LDS Church is the true Church.  Elder Hubbard once stated that “the Holy Ghost is a 

perfect gentleman, he will not go where he is not invited”. He explained that therefore, 

when one doesn‟t make the Gospel a focus or doesn‟t ask for the spirit, the Holy Ghost‟s 

presence isn‟t very strong.  

Over time, the missionaries remarked that by asking so many questions and 

learning so much about the faith, I was becoming prepared for baptism, and that I should 

be making it a goal. After I left California and returned to Wheaton, Elder Hubbard wrote 

me, saying, 

It makes me laugh when I think about how the first thing you told us was that 

you‟re not interested in converting, but just want to learn more. Well, you may 

not notice it yet, but I think you‟ve already sort of converted yourself just by 

asking questions and learning for yourself. 

  

Through the missionaries, I was introduced to friendly and helpful members of 

the Church, who were all eager to share the gospel.  The Elders constantly and efficiently 

put me in touch with new informants, for which I was thrilled and appreciative. I slowly 

became involved in the Church‟s community, which in turn raised new questions for me 

about Mormon values and doctrines. By meeting so many people convinced of the 

truthfulness of this faith, I felt compelled to ask myself if I too, believed in it. Mormons 

believe that it is essential to stay close to the Holy Ghost, for, as Elder Hubbard once 

said: “He can guide you in all aspects of your life, and provide you with the gift of his 
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companionship”. I think that members of the Church provided me with guidance and 

comfort and a means for feeling “the gift of the Holy Ghost”. As long as I pursued 

research with the LDS community, I indeed felt a need to become involved with spiritual 

things and values, especially as contrasted with material or temporal ones.  

 

 

3.  Baptism ceremony projection date 

 

And he that believeth and is baptized shall be saved, but he that believeth not shall 

be damned (Mormon 9:23 in The Book of Mormon). 

  

Although the missionaries knew that I was meeting with them solely for research 

purposes, they were still concerned about my well being and hoped I would “gain 

testimony” and feel the need to be baptized. Before I left California, Elders Hubbard and 

Hanover provided me the list of questions addressed to individuals during the baptismal 

interview, which precedes the actual baptism ceremony
23

. They hoped I would ask to be 

baptized before the end of the summer and set a baptism ceremony projection date for 

late August, prior to returning to Wheaton. When I returned to Wheaton, I started 

meeting with Elders Torres and Keeler, they too suggested that we decide on a baptism 

date so that I could make it my goal to become prepared for conversion by that time. 

Again I explained that I didn‟t think I wanted to be converted, at least not so soon. I 

argued that converting to a religion is just as important a decision as getting married since 

it involves one‟s personal engagement and commitment for life. I told them that I don‟t 

take such decisions lightly. Additionally, I explained that in the event that I were to make 

such a decision to become baptized, I would want my family to be present for the 

ceremony, as a sign of their support.   

                                                 
23

 Report to “Baptismal Interview Questions” in the annex documents. 
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 While the Elders understood why I valued my family‟s involvement, they were 

quick to explain that this was my personal decision, which my family couldn‟t make in 

my place. The Elders noted that by being baptized and practicing the faith, I would 

become an example to my family and perhaps in time they would want to convert also. 

Elder Torres explained that he was born Mormon, but his parents stopped going to church 

and practicing the faith when he was 12 years old because they stopped believing. He 

started going to church with friends and practiced the faith without his family for years. 

Six months before he left on his mission, Elder Torres‟s prayers were finally answered, 

and he witnessed his family reintegrate into the LDS community.  His parents told him 

that he had been an example of faith and devotion and had inspired his family to renew 

their covenants with God. Since then, they have attended Sacrament meeting every 

Sunday and became active members of the their church community. Elder Torres 

explained that by converting to the faith, I would encourage my family to aspire to higher 

standards and values, and benefit from eternal happiness. Elder Torres believed that 

baptism would bless both me and my family and that I should not be afraid to take that 

“leap of faith”.  

 Of course, I could not convince the Elders that I am not “suited” for conversion to 

Mormonism. One month after their first attempt, the elders again endeavored to schedule 

a baptism projection date for the month of December. I felt pressured to submit to the 

missionaries‟ expectations. After consulting Professor Owens about my concerns, I 

decided to distance myself from the individuals I had been meeting with for my research 

thus far, including the missionaries. I decided to put an end to my fieldwork and let the 
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Elders know I no longer could meet with them. I again felt the kind of relief I felt when I 

left the Oakland Temple. 

 Hence, as a researcher and anthropologist, I experienced one of the key processes 

through which the LDS Church recruits membership. Converting me to the faith was the 

objective of all the attention paid to me.  

 

 

III. The LDS Community 

 

 

1. Sunday meetings 

One means of strengthening members‟ ties with the Mormon Church is the 

Sunday meetings. Unlike Mormon Temples, non-Mormon visitors are always welcome to 

attend these services. Active members of all ages gather at their local congregation for 

three hours each Sunday. These meetings are known as “block meetings”, and they are 

planned and conducted by members, to encourage a high degree of individual and group 

participation. Each hour is devoted to a different religious activity, such as Sacrament 

meeting, Sunday school, Relief society or Priesthood meeting. On Sundays, the dress 

code is formal as women and girls are expected to wear dresses or skirts, and men and 

boys‟ ties and collared shirts. Members must remain alert, attentive, and involved for a 

long period of time. It reflects the Church‟s vigorous program of religious education 

made available to members at all ages. More important is that members are willing to 

devote three hours each Sunday to the service of God and their Church. 

The most important of the three meetings is Sacrament meeting, which is a 

worship service that takes place either in the beginning or at the end of the block 

schedule.  When I went to the Young Single Adult Ward in Franklin, Massachusetts, 
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Sacrament meeting took place during the third hour. It was “Fast and Testimony Sunday” 

the day I was there, which takes place the last weekend of each month. Members are 

expected to skip two meals that day, donating the saved money to the church welfare 

program. On this occasion, Sacrament meeting includes individuals‟ testimonies of faith.  

Members address the congregation about their beliefs on various Mormon tenets and as 

always, share their feelings of gratitude for blessings received. Most of the members 

present that day spoke and many of them cried as they asserted their belief that the LDS 

Church is true.  

During the first hour of the block schedule, I attended Sunday school, which is 

taught by volunteers.  Mormons are divided into age-appropriate classes and in function 

of their position within the Church. As an investigator, I was placed in a class for new 

members. A young woman approximately my age led the discussion. We sat in a circle 

and discussed five different ways to prepare for entering the Temple for the first time. I 

was impressed by each member‟s degree of involvement in the class, which I knew 

stemmed from the Mormon belief that members should both teach and learn from one 

another. Among other things, we learned that one criterion for entering the Temple is to 

wear “garments”. The LDS garment is sacred as it is a symbol of the covenants each 

member made with the Lord. The garment is white underclothing “that symbolizes purity 

and helps assure modesty and respect for the attributes of God”
24

. There are only three 

occurrences during which they can be taken off, also referred to as “the three S‟s”, which 
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include sports, showering and marital sexual relations. We were told that the garment 

should be treated with respect and it should not be adjusted to accommodate different 

styles of clothing. I noticed that some of the women around me were wearing the garment 

under their dresses. It was hard for me to understand that members want to wear the 

sacred underwear and that they consider it a blessing. It made sense that the teacher 

mentioned the garment should not be shown to others who do not understand it. 

The second meeting I attended was segregated by gender. Women go to “Relief 

Society”, and men attend “Priesthood Meeting”. Julie B. Beck, the Relief Society General 

President, states: “the purpose of Relief Society, as established by the Lord, is to 

organize, teach, and inspire His daughters to prepare them for the blessings of eternal 

life.”
25

 I was told that Relief Society usually focuses on scriptural lessons or spiritual 

themes. That day, we talked about the gift of prayer and the ways to teach our children to 

pray. Going to relief society was a very unusual experience. At 21 years old, I felt like an 

old maid for not being married and having children yet. The discussion was obviously 

addressed to women who have children or are planning on having some in the near 

future. The group agreed that parents ought to be good examples to their children. One 

woman explained that she crosses her three-year old boy‟s arms before every meal 

because she thinks it is important that he takes the habit of saying grace from a young 

age.  

 

 

 

                                                 
25

 LDS Official Website: http://lds.org/pa/display/0,17884,4689-1,00.html 

 

http://lds.org/pa/display/0,17884,4689-1,00.html


 86 

2. The Temple 

The Church has 133 operating temples around the world today
26

. Mormons regard 

temples as the most sacred place on earth: “a place where earth and heaven meet and 

where we feel close to our Heavenly Father and Jesus Christ”. Members need a “Temple 

Recommend” from their bishop before entering the temple. A temporary temple 

recommend can be obtained after a few months‟ membership. This allows the person to 

perform baptism for the dead. A permanent “temple recommend” requires that an 

individual be a member for one year, and be found “worthy”. 

In the Temple, couples and their children are sealed for eternity. This ordinance is 

referred to as “temple marriage” or “eternal marriage”. The Steigers, mentioned earlier, 

were married in a Mormon temple in Utah. They explained that the Church strongly 

recommends couples marry in the temple. However, spouses and their families have to be 

Mormon to receive and witness this sealing ordinance. Kirsten explained that this creates 

some controversy if one partner is Mormon and believes in being sealed for all eternity in 

the temple. By choosing to marry a non-believer, these individuals sacrifice their chance 

of being with their spouses after death, in heaven. Therefore, Kirsten Steiger explained 

that most LDS members marry people of the same faith or otherwise try to convert their 

non-Mormon partner.  

One of my informants, Tad Smith
27

, converted to the faith ten years after he 

married his Mormon wife. Prior to their marriage, his wife had encouraged him to read 

The Book of Mormon and decide for himself if it is true. Tad stayed separate from 
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Mormonism for years. Finally, he began to study the Book after adopting his first child. 

After years of marriage, and after adopting children who had been abused in their early-

childhood, Tad converted to the faith. He wanted his children to be raised in an 

environment that instills a foundation of family values. He also believed his family would 

find comfort in the Church‟s support and guidance. Many others have converted to 

Mormonism because of the Church‟s family-oriented theology.  

 

3. General Conference 

Each April and October, members assemble in Salt Lake City, Utah, for two days 

of meetings called “General Conference”. This practice has been carried out by the 

Church since it was officially organized in 1830.  Each session of conference is carried 

live via satellite to Mormon meetinghouses throughout the world and is translated into 

many languages. During General Conference, speakers drawn from Church leadership 

(including the President of the Church) address topics relevant to members. For each 

conference, there is a morning and an afternoon session, each two hours in length. The 

October event is called the “semiannual” conference and the one in April, the “annual” 

conference.  

 I went to the Family Ward in Weston, Massachussetts, to watch the conference of 

October, 2010. This was the 180th semiannual general conference of the LDS Church. 

There were very few people present at the church. As it turns out, most members prefer 

watching the conference on television or on LDS websites from the comfort of their 

homes. A wide variety of topics were addressed during the conference, such as faith, 
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family, service, repentence and missionary work
28

. Theme analysis shows which subjects 

are regarded by Church authorities to be of greater relative concern to the group. For 

example, President Thomas S. Monson admonished full-time male missionaries to stay 

“clean and pure and worthy to represent the Lord”. Todd Chirstofferson, a member of the 

Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, explained that “true success in this life comes in 

consecrating our lives [...] to God‟s purposes.” He listed the five elements of a 

consecrated life, which include “purity, work, respect for one‟s physical body, service, 

and integrity.” Another Church leader, Dieter Uchtdorf, a member of the First 

Presidency, spoke of “four key relationships” which he listed in the following order as 

being “with our God, with our families, with our fellow men and with ourselves”. These 

constitute some examples of the teachings and spriritual encouragements members 

receive from their church leaders during general conference. Additionally, one highlight 

of the conference was President Monson‟s announcement that five additional temples are 

going to be built in the upcoming years in Portugual, Mexico, the Philippines, and within 

the U.S, in Indiana and Connecticut. Thus, LDS leaders continually encourage members‟ 

involvement with the Church, by reiterating principles of faith and by gearing their 

teachings to the current condition of the people they serve. General Conference is a 

means for insisting on the divine origin, special mission, and prophetic guidance of the 

Mormon Church.  I noticed how people were moved by these speeches. One member at 

the Weston ward stated: “my heart and mind are full of gratitude for these leaders 

because they truly act in the interest of members.” In my experience, general conference 
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reinforces members‟ commitment to the faith and their desire to support and follow its 

leaders.  

 
I. Church authorities on the Web 

1. Official Sites 

The Internet has never been more popular or more widely used than it is today. In 

line with this trend, the LDS has become increasingly involved in the online global 

network over the years. The LDS Church has published a number of articles on the 

potentials—and dangers—of the Internet, both as a source of information on the Church‟s 

official sites, and as an efficient medium for disseminating the faith. Mormons have 

become increasingly invested online in the last decades, leading to the creation of a 

virtual LDS community through which individual members and church officials use the 

Internet to fulfill their divine calling to build the kingdom of God on earth.  

The first official Church site, lds.org, was established online in 1996. The site was 

intended to provide members around the world with access to LDS Scriptures online. 

While the site was originally created in English, it soon became available in more than 10 

languages—including French, Russian, Cantonese, Mandarin, and Spanish, thus 

reflecting the Church‟s worldwide presence. An improved version of lds.org was 

launched in 2010 to provide Mormons with tools for studying various aspects of the 

Gospel online, such as scriptures, general conference addresses, magazine articles, and 

lesson manuals. Subsequent to registering for an LDS account and signing in, users can 

highlight, note, and tag most of the content available on lds.org. Annotations are saved 

onto “My Study Notebook”, which contains registered users‟ personal collection of 

quotes and notes.  
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In 1999, the LDS Church launched familysearch.org, which is the largest online 

archive of genealogy records in the world. The Church initially included nearly 400 

million names
29

 of deceased individuals on the Internet and there are over one billion
30

 

today. People can browse their family history by location, including in Africa, Europe, 

the Pacific Islands, the Middle East and other regions. The site allows for “record 

preservation,” meaning that users can post their family history data for storage on the 

Church‟s online servers.  Already as of the year 2000, the familysearch.org received up 

to 8 million visitors per day, making it by far one of the most popular websites on the 

Internet.  

Aligned with the mission to build the true Church of God on earth, from its 

beginning Mormonism advanced the practice of converting the dead as a means to 

provide the deceased with a chance of accessing the kingdom of heaven. As such, Latter-

day Saints have always searched for genealogical information about their ancestors, so 

that proxy baptism could be performed for deceased loved ones who had not had a 

chance of hearing “the truth” before their death. Baptism for the dead is still practiced in 

LDS temples today, which justifies the Church‟s ongoing investment in genealogical 

record keeping over the years. 

Newsroom.lds.org was launched in 2000 in preparation for the 2002 Winter 

Olympics in Salt Lake City. The goal of the site was to provide journalists and the public 

at large with news and information about the Church. In 2010, new features were added, 

                                                 
29

Information found at: http://www.deseretnews.com/article/698815/LDS-genealogy-

online-New-Web-powerhouse-is-formally-launched.html 

 
30

 Information found at: www.deseretnews.com 

 

http://www.deseretnews.com/article/698815/LDS-genealogy-online-New-Web-powerhouse-is-formally-launched.html
http://www.deseretnews.com/article/698815/LDS-genealogy-online-New-Web-powerhouse-is-formally-launched.html
http://www.deseretnews.com/


 91 

such as widgets and social media sharing tools allowing readers to effectively share the 

site‟s content with other online users. This version of Newsroom.lds.org also includes an 

email subscription service, a Facebook fan page, and an option for receiving text message 

alerts. As such, the site provides a variety of interactive channels to follow LDS news. 

Another official Church website, mormon.org, established online in 2001, was 

designed to explain LDS beliefs to non-Mormons. Changes to the site‟s layout were made 

in 2010 to make the content more interactive and to emphasize member involvement in 

the Church, especially in missionary work. On the Church Newsroom website, I found 

the article “A new Mormon.org”, which describes some of the features that were recently 

added to the site. Author and Mormon member Marianne Holman explains, 

New elements, like a live chat button on the upper left-hand corner on every page, 

are designed to facilitate interactive involvement, and have been added to make 

the site more personal and less institutional”
31

.  

 

While the previous version of mormon.org focused primarily on detailing 

doctrines and beliefs, the updated one is less studious and more conversational. It 

showcases hundreds of “Mormon Profiles”, which were created by volunteer members 

following Church authorities‟ announcement of an online ad campaign called “I‟m a 

Mormon”. One article describing the “I‟m a Mormon” profile campaign, explains that the 

initiative stemmed from an attempt to “rebrand” the Church and effectively “cast its real 

life subjects as diverse, secure in their faith and…ordinary. Normal. Fun. Creative. 

Friendly. Happy.”
32

 The profiles displayed on mormon.org are used to underscore the 
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diversity of individuals who constitute the Mormon community and dispel popular 

misconceptions about the Church. The official website displays photo-accompanied 

written profiles of LDS subjects drawn from diverse socio-economic backgrounds, 

ethnicities, occupations and ages, to encourage individuals interested in the Church to 

reach out to Mormons.  In her article, Marianne Holman—cited above—explains, 

A search option on the page allows [online visitors] to select a gender, age and 

ethnicity to narrow their search to find people like them. This search can also 

direct individuals to people who were formerly of their faith or have a similar 

religious background.  

 

Concurrent with its interactive and dynamic features, the new mormon.org site thus 

promotes proselytizing online. Not only do the participants of the “I‟m a Mormon” 

campaign share their faith and beliefs through individual profiles, they also use the site‟s 

“FAQs page” to post responses to gentiles‟ most frequently asked questions regarding 

LDS beliefs and practices.   

 Today, the LDS Church operates over 100 official websites, which are used 

simultaneously for reference, administration, collaboration and missionary work. In this 

section, I focus only on the major Church sites, which combined together receive 

approximately 7 million unique visitors every month
33

. The Salt Lake Tribune article 

called “LDS Church sees potential in proselytizing online” states, 

Not so long ago, the LDS Church prohibited its missionaries from using the 

Internet, even to contact their families. […] Now the nearly 14 million-member 
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Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is attempting to revolutionize the way 

Mormons find converts and it‟s all online.
34

 

 

Not only is the Church remarkably adaptable, it is also successful at exploiting 

new technologies to pursue its goals. The article specifies, “the American-born church, 

which has been harnessing technology to promote the faith since the 1920 radio days, 

sees great potential in fast-paced storytelling.” Mormon leaders thus recognize the 

usefulness of formatting their message to accommodate the logic of the Internet. Official 

LDS sites are composed of practical, interactive and participatory channels of 

information, which facilitate the virtual Mormon community. The spread of Mormonism 

is no longer limited by the physical constraints of the real-offline world; instead, Internet 

users can experience and appreciate the religion in its more compact and accessible 

online form. In Ensign, a monthly Church magazine designed for adult members, an 

article titled “Sharing the Gospel Using the Internet” was published in July 2008 by 

Apostle Elder Ballard of the Quorum of the Twelve. He remarked, “The Internet allows 

everyone to be a publisher, to have his or her voice heard, and it is revolutionizing 

society.”
35

 Correspondingly, the Internet is transforming people‟s perception of the LDS 

Church and its traditionally stigmatized public image. The virtual Mormon community 

has expanded consistently and is now a focal point for the LDS Church‟s proselytization 

                                                 
34

 Stack, Peggy F. “LDS sees potential in proselytizing online”. Published July 16, 2010. 

Salt Lake City Tribune.  

Available online at: http://www.sltrib.com/sltrib/home/49942960-76/church-

missionaries-online-lds.html.csp 

 
35

 Elder M. Ballard. “Sharing the Gospel Using the Internet” in Ensign, July 2008 issue. 

Pp. 58-63. Also available online at www.lds.org 

 

 

http://www.sltrib.com/sltrib/home/49942960-76/church-missionaries-online-lds.html.csp
http://www.sltrib.com/sltrib/home/49942960-76/church-missionaries-online-lds.html.csp
http://www.lds.org/


 94 

and recruiting.  More than ever, the Church has proven a remarkable capacity to adapt to 

American society. 

 

2. Instructing the lay ministry and Church Internet policy 

The Church uses the Internet as a tool for presenting a unified and coherent image 

of the faith, and as a means for disseminating its message. Elder Porter, a Church leader 

and member of the Quorum of the Seventy stated, “the Church ought to have the same 

Spirit, the same feeling, and the same basic structure worldwide.”
36

 As such, Church 

authorities provide members with detailed and frequently updated instructions for using 

the Internet, through Church publications and on the occasion of the “General 

Conference” held twice annually. In his article, Apostle Elder Ballard, mentioned above, 

cautions “make sure the choices you make in the use of new media are choices that 

expand your mind, increase your opportunities, and feed your soul.” He elaborates, “It is 

also important that you and the people to whom you testify understand that you do not 

speak for the Church as a whole. You speak as one member—but you testify of the truths 

you have come to know.” The measures taken by the Church to preserve its authority 

online appear effective. By including links to official LDS sites on their personal blogs 

and websites, members are conscious of remaining accountable and compliant to 

religious authorities. Hence, members adopt both traditional-offline and fluid-online 

conceptualizations of community so that concurrently, Church hierarchy is preserved and 

the fullness of Mormon community may be realized and experienced online.  

                                                 
36
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The LDS Church encourages members to participate online, as stated by Elder 

Ballard in his famous declaration, 

Most of you already know that if you have access to the Internet you can start a 

blog in minutes and begin sharing what you know to be true. You can download 

videos from Church and other appropriate sites, including newsroom.lds.org, and 

send them to your friends. You can write to media sites on the Internet that report 

on the Church and voice your views as to the accuracy of the reports. (Elder 

Ballard 2008:62). 

 

The LDS Church even created specific websites designed to help Mormon youth use the 

interactive capacity of the Internet to connect with people online. In one Ensign article 

published in March 2011, guidelines for helping youth track their progress and duty 

online is provided. The article clarifies,  

At PersonalProgress.lds.org a young woman can:  

 Work on and complete value projects and value experiences online […]. 

 Submit her project and experience plans online to her parents or leader for 

approval […]. 

At DutyToGod.lds.org, a young man can: 

 Enter, view, and update his plans online. 

 Prepare outlines he can use to teach about the doctrines he is studying.
37

 

 

In order to use any of the tracking and journal features of the “Personal Progress” and 

“Duty to God websites”, youth must register an LDS account on the sites, which requires 

a membership number. The Church promotes the potentials of the Internet to its entire 

membership, but especially to youth because they are more inclined to become involved 

through the Internet. In recent decades, western countries have emphasized the benefits of 

flexible, direct, and stimulating forms of online communication. These elements of 

interaction have become highly valued among the digital generation, which justifies the 
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Church‟s effort to appeal to the young by offering a standard and easily accessible online 

format for practicing the faith.  

Church Internet policy is indicated in the official LDS guide, Handbook 2: 

Administering the Church. It clearly explains the expectation that each member‟s 

personal involvement on the Internet conform to a common representational framework, 

appropriate for promoting a positive public image of the Church. The Handbook states, 

The following guidelines apply if you create a personal website or blog or use the 

Internet tools as part of your Church calling: State that it is not an official Church 

Website. Refer, as appropriate, to your calling and the name of the Church, along 

with the name of the local unit and organization in which you serve. However, do 

not state or imply that the website or the information is sponsored or endorsed by 

the Church. […] Use personal information found in stake and ward directories or 

other Church records only for Church purposes. This information should be 

shared carefully and only with those who need to access it to fulfill Church 

callings and assignments
38

.  

 

Being an active online Mormon is easier when all related content is organized and readily 

available online. My investigation of the structural aspect of the LDS Church has shown 

first, that individual members are free to adopt an expansive collection of online tools to 

fulfill Church callings, as they are not restricted to only one form of virtual media by 

Church authorities. Second, despite benefitting from an almost boundless freedom in its 

personal uses of the Internet for promoting the Church, the Mormon membership online 

is still largely dependent on its traditional hierarchical leadership for preserving its 

vitality. Whether online or offline, members‟ roles are still defined by a responsibility to 

share individual testimonies of faith, which include asserting one‟s belief in the divinity 
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of the prophetic figure, “the prophet, seer and revelator” of the LDS Church. Beginning 

with the baptismal interview, which precedes the baptism ceremony, individuals are 

interrogated—among other things, about their faith in the Church‟s structural framework 

and the religious leaders. The second baptismal interview question states, 

Do you believe the Church and gospel of Jesus Christ have been restored through 

the Prophet Joseph Smith? Do you believe that [current Church President] is a 

prophet of God? What does this mean to you?
39

 

 

According to the scriptures, the prophet of God founded Mormonism. If not for the deep-

rooted belief in an embodied higher power and its saintly followers, or in other terms, a 

pyramidal Church hierarchy, Mormonism would likely never have been born. 

 

3. LDS Missionary work online 

Since 2009, the LDS Church has started a missionary program online. In an 

article published March 2011 in the Deseret News
40

, titled “Select group of missionaries 

serving online”
41

, the author refers to the “chat” missionaries, 

While nearly all of the missionaries arriving at the Provo MTC [missionary 

training center] stay there for three to 12 weeks for training purposes before 

being sent across the globe, a handful of missionaries are assigned there full 

time for the entirety of their missions to help staff the chat services on 

mormon.org. 
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Through its online missionary services, the Church has successfully converted “people in 

42 states and 20 different countries”. The author of the article, Scott Taylor, continues, 

“Studies show the typical person going to the mormon.org chat site is 15 to 20 years old, 

a high school or college student with some questions or uncertainties.” Hence, the Church 

authorities invested in their online chat service because they wanted to offer a medium 

for learning about the faith that is adequate and comfortable for people, especially 

adolescents and young adults. The online missionary program is also useful for those who 

live in countries where there are no missionaries present and where social networking is 

the only means available for experimenting with missionaries and build connections with 

the LDS Church. 

 Another Deseret News article titled “Mormon missionary work moving online”
42

 

discusses a new program started in May 2010 called “Missionaries on the Internet” which 

was started in upstate New York as an attempt to replace the traditional proselytizing 

method of going door-to-door and distributing tracts. The article specifies, “The online 

activity is a deviation from church policy for its missionaries, which restricts computer 

use to exchanging e-mails with home and accessing church Web resources mormon.org 

and lds.org.” Ron Wilson, the Mormon Church‟s department manager of Internet and 

marketing is cited in the article, “Wilson calls the Missionaries on the Internet program 

“a raw test” that could grow to other missions and other nations. But the missionary 
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department will need to study it for much longer that its current existence of single-digit 

weeks.” In the future, missionaries may be more frequently assigned online for the 

entirety of their missions, especially since this means of proselytizing seems especially 

efficient among younger and future generations of adults. In this case, people‟s initial 

perceptions of the Church will likely be established through online conversations, rather 

than face-to-face.  

 

V. Members’ online investment 

Today the “LDS Internet” constitutes more than 6,000
43

 Mormon websites, the 

overwhelming majority of which were created by members. This not only suggests the 

increasingly salient presence of Mormons online, but the number of LDS sites also 

provides striking evidence of a vital virtual Mormon community. The Church article 

“Technology must be used for good” published in Deseret News affirms,  

While God has provided the technological tools that permeate the world, 

individuals are the moral agents that decide how to use them, and those 

choices will only grow as the number of tools expands.
44

 

 

1. The “Bloggernacle”  

The virtual community manifests itself everywhere there is an LDS presence, 

including via the “Bloggernacle”—which is the Mormon portion of the blogosphere. The 
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Bloggernacle allows not only for individual members to participate in a variety of Church 

related discussions, but also regulate each other‟s initiatives online. One LDS blogger 

observes, “blogging can increase our jointly owned riches of spiritual unity as Latter-day 

Saints, and can fortify our mutual journey toward that Zion where we shall be of one 

heart and one mind, with no poor among us.”
45

 The Bloggernacle is a forum for 

expressing a diversity of identities and interests that converge nonetheless in a single and 

unique LDS blogging community. Since 2005, the community of bloggers gives out 

“Niblet Awards” to distinguish the most outstanding contributions to the Bloggernacle. 

The title of the award was chosen as a tribute to the now deceased Hugh Nibley, one of 

the most celebrated Mormon scholars by the LDS community at large. Among other 

categories of the award, “Best Big Blog”, “Best Individual/Solo Blog”, “Best Overall 

Blogger” and “Best Post”
46

 imply a competition to become recognized as an active and 

vital member of the virtual Mormon community. The status individuals gain from being 

awarded a “Niblet” is useful both online and offline for proving commitment to the LDS 

Church.  

The Mormon portion of the blogosphere touches upon a variety of topics ranging 

from issues women face in the Church to promoting LDS musical artists. For instance, 

Mormon Matters
47

 is a large group blog that provides a voice to Mormon culture and 

current events for both believing and former/disaffected Mormons. By Common 
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Consent
48

 (BCC) is another group blog, started in 2004 by Mormons interested in sharing 

devotional, scholarly, political, and personal writings about the Church. The home page 

of BCC states, 

BCC authors write independently and do not officially represent the Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints though they do represent a varied swath of their 

lived religion. Many of us have personal blogs that are worth visiting, detailed on 

each author‟s page, listed on the left sidebar of our site, and featured in the lower 

right sidebar.
49

 

 

This statement not only proves compliance to Church authorities, it also reveals a 

willingness to promote the diverse interests of the individuals composing the Mormon 

community. Group blogs commonly feature sidebars with a directory of links to other 

sites as a means to connect people and stimulate rich discussions. In addition, blog 

aggregators or “portals” were created in recent years specifically as gateways to the 

Bloggernacle.  These sites organize LDS blogs by theme and provide links to the newest 

content around the Mormon blogosphere. The most popular portal site, known as The 

Mormon Archipelago
50

, was launched in 2005 by a small group of Mormon members as a 

“practical real-time guide to the best Mormon blogs”
51

. The Archipelago features only 

the blogs that are actively posting and sympathetic to the Church, and provides links to 

the most recent comments posted by LDS bloggers. 
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 One example of such blogs is Feminist Mormon Housewives
52

, a group blog 

founded by Lisa Butterworth, a wife, mother of three, and active member of the LDS 

Church. The blog discusses contemporary Mormon culture and women‟s issues. In her 

post “A Working Mother‟s Rant”
53

 published on February 25, 2011, guest blogger 

Emmie shares her frustration about the Church still upholding traditional gender role 

definitions. She introduces herself as a part-time feminist and working mother upset by 

the pressure placed on LDS women to renounce their careers after the birth of their first 

child. Almost apologetically, Emmie states, 

I am just not cut out to be a homemaker, I would have gone crazy staying home. 

We took the kids to church faithfully and did the best we could and I will say that 

I have wonderful kids. We weren‟t perfect, but who is? 

 

Despite critiquing Mormonism‟s disappointing lack of recognition for working mothers, 

the conversation involving Emmie and other “feminist” bloggers still suggests 

compliance to bipolar heterosexist categories. For example, Emmie briefly describes a 

bunko party she attended the night before and specifies, “I was sitting around with eleven 

other women from our hometown. We were chatting and eating and having a great time.” 

A respondent named Abby explains, “The biggest reason I am working is to pay for our 

kid‟s mission. We have eight children.” Another blogger recounts her experience taking a 

class with her husband as a student at Brigham Young University. In each of these 

instances, Mormon women voice the socio-cultural framework in which female believers 

evolve. The centrality of the family unit in the faith limits women to their traditional 
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nurturing role as spouses and mothers, and by extension to gender segregating activities 

and socialization. As such, the blog‟s tagline “Angry Activists with Diapers to Change” 

concurrently denotes conformity to Mormon beliefs and a desire to address the issues 

women face in fulfilling their role as members of the Church. In its introduction, Feminist 

Mormon Housewives presents a mission to provide “a safe place to be feminist and 

faithful” and contribute to the growing Mormon blogging community.  

 In “Why We Blog: An Introduction”, first of a series of articles published by the 

MormonTimes in February 2011 highlights how “blogging enhances conversation, 

promotes analyses and strengthens testimony”, by reporting the experiences of five 

notable Mormon bloggers nominated to participate in the Mormon Media Studies 

Symposium at Brigham Young University a few months prior. Their blogging expertise 

and reflections confirm that the Bloggernacle is a valuable Mormon media outlet. One of 

these select LDS bloggers, also the founder of Segullah.org, a daily group blog for 

Mormon women, explains, “Mormon bloggers […] desire to understand and be 

understood. And I believe such understanding is a powerful catalyst for building Zion”. 

Similarly, Blair Hodges of LifeonGoldPlates.com states, “The Internet is bringing more 

Mormons together and creating a tight-knit community spanning several continents […] 

with new boundaries emerging between people regarding what it means to be Mormon.”  

In less than ten years of existence, the Bloggernacle has transformed into a distinct entity 

focused on resolving the socio-local and intellectual disparities that exist between 

members of the Church worldwide. The unifying thread of the Bloggernacle is a drive to 

manifestly participate in the ongoing and interactive dialogue about the Church.  
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2. Mormons on “Second Life” 

There is even a Mormon community on Second Life (SL), the online 3-D virtual 

world, where thousand of gamers connect and millions of dollars are transacted. 

Members founded Mormon island, which includes an LDS visitor‟s center, a virtual 

replica of the 40 foot-high statue of Christ found in temple visitor‟s centers, a chapel, and 

a model of the Salt Lake City Tabernacle. These elements combined constitute “Mormon 

Island”, a virtual place of worship and community on Second Life for anyone interested 

in the LDS faith. LDS buildings and institutions are fervently represented on SL, hinting 

at “Mormon Island‟s” investment in closely resembling the offline Church‟s most visible 

and remarkable architectural aspects.  

On Mormon Island, users can discuss the faith, proselytize, and attend religious 

services or Church activities, all designed to dispel popular misconceptions about the 

religion. In the Mormon Times, an article titled “Virtual Mormons get a „Second Life‟”
54

 

elaborates, 

Skyler Goode is the creator of an online Mormon community in a virtual reality 

role-playing game on the Internet called Second Life. In real life he is Keith 

Thompson, a high priest in the Stayton, Oregon, ward of the Church of Jesus-

Christ of Latter-day Saints. What began as a hobby to fill time has become a 

personal mission to create a real sanctuary where people can feel spiritual while 

role-playing in a virtual world.   

 

On Second Life, each person chooses their own “avatar” which constitutes users‟ 

representation in the virtual world. In the virtual role-playing game, Keith Thompson is 
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an eight-year-old child “born” on December 11, 2006 and adopted by virtual parents. The 

article specifies, 

Thompson was adopted by a man avatar and a woman avatar. They hadn‟t yet 

been virtually married when Thompson, or rather, Skyler, became their virtual 

child. He watched his virtual family come together—and then fall apart. „It was a 

typical American family today,‟ Thompson said. „I watched my parents get 

married and a few months later I watched them get divorced.‟ 

 

Over time, Thompson decided to use SL to do something more than just play the game, 

as a means to disseminate the gospel and help others find their spiritual path. He bought 

land on SL and built LDS-themed buildings, and added the keyword “Mormon” to the 

game‟s search engine so that people could easily find the “Mormon Island”. The Mormon 

Times article explains, “Thompson‟s Mormon community has about 100 residents, 

making it the largest religious community in Second Life. The islands he created […] 

have become a haven for those who visit the game—a haven from the darker side of 

virtual life.” Keith Thompson created a virtual Mormon community on SL to “help other 

players maintain a balance between fantasy and reality” and encourage participants to 

become involved in the Church both online and offline. Thompson also underlines the 

benefits of practicing the faith on SL for those who are disabled. Thompson himself is on 

disability with a severe attention deficit disorder. He notes, 

More and more people are losing themselves in the virtual worlds. And at least 

now there is a place where they can come and we can either remind them and tell 

them, „Hey! You are way too into this!‟ or if they really have a need, like those of 

us who are disabled, we can invite them in to become a part of spreading the 

gospel in this way—in doing something good. 

 

In addition, Thompson has provided missionary lessons to investigators‟ avatars on 

several occasions and he has successfully converted five people to the faith (they were 

properly baptized offline). Hence, some members of the faith see SL as one of the next 
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frontiers for sharing the gospel. In another Mormon Times article titled “Reflections: Can 

avatars be Mormon?”
55

 the author concludes about the Mormon community on SL, 

The story showed me how defining membership in the church can be for some 

people. They don‟t just want to be Mormons on Sunday, they want to be known 

as Mormons everywhere they have a presence, even on hobby Web sites. I think it 

revealed on of the most fundamental aspects of religion—assembly. 

 

Second Life is yet another example of a means for members to congregate and be together 

online based on the common thread of their faith.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
55

 Farmer, Molly. “Reflections: Can avatars be Mormon?” in Mormon Times. Published 

January 2
nd

, 2009. Available at: http://www.mormontimes.com/article/7116/Reflections-

Can-avatars-be-Mormon 

 

http://www.mormontimes.com/article/7116/Reflections-Can-avatars-be-Mormon
http://www.mormontimes.com/article/7116/Reflections-Can-avatars-be-Mormon


 107 

Chapter V: Conclusion 

This thesis is a study of the Mormon culture of community and 

recruitment.  Mormonism is a new world faith, founded in America in the 1830s.  Over 

the course of its short history, the LDS Church has grown to approximately 14 million 

members worldwide.  The Mormon Church is distinctly confident in its capacity to attract 

and continue to grow its membership. In Contemporary Mormonism: Latter-day Saints in 

Modern America, author Claudia Bushman, an American historian with a specialty in the 

history of Latter-day Saints underlines, 

Mormon identity has proved surprisingly pliable and enduring in a society that is 

often hostile to Latter-day Saint belief and practice. When Mike Wallace asked 

President Gordon B. Hinckley about the appeal of the Church, Hinckley 

acknowledged difficulties. He called it the most demanding religion in America. 

But he ticked off some attractions. „One, we stand for something. […] People are 

looking for something in this world of shifting values, of anchors that are 

slipping… That‟s one thing. Two, we expect things of our people…We expect 

them to measure up to certain standards…But it‟s wonderfully fruitful and has a 

tremendous effect upon people.‟ More than a religion, members believe, 

Mormonism is a lifestyle, an island of morality in a sea of moral decay.” 

(Bushman 2006: 35). 

 

The belief system of the Mormon Church is a strong notion of family as the most 

important social unit for all individuals. This notion of family leads to an emphasis on 

involving oneself with other Mormons who share this same core value. Scholar Tim 

Heaton describes Mormonism as a “pronatalist religion with a particularist theology of 

family” (Heaton 1986: 249). For example, “Family home evening” is meant to bring 

families together and strengthen their love and respect for each other. Mormons are 

advised to spend one evening per week with their family members, playing games, 

praying and reading scriptures. This practice encourages togetherness and mutuality, as it 

is a time for expression and dialogue between family members, regardless of age, gender 
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or personal differences. Mormons‟ commitment to family and children also shows that 

the religion stresses the collective rather than the individual entity. By extension, the 

experience of community bonding created by the Church is brought into the home. The 

ideology of the Mormon family unites the community of members and provides it with 

vigor and purpose. 

Community bonding or interdependency revitalizes both individuals‟ faith in their 

beliefs and the authority of the religious institution. In Sunday church meetings, I was 

struck by the connection that occurred between Mormons, as they publically recounted 

extraordinary religious experiences, such as “feeling the Spirit” or “receiving a blessing 

from God”.  Although each member‟s testimony was unique because it related to a 

personal life experience, all of these stories served to demonstrate and validate the 

assertion that the LDS Church is the true Church of God on earth. Members feel 

empowered to share their experiences of faith with the community because it supports the 

claim that they are active and devout believers. The testifier is an example of faith and his 

or her witnesses rejoice in their connection to the orator.  Hence, drawing on my personal 

experiences and scholarly work, I discovered that an important part of what it means to 

be Mormon and live the gospel to its fullest involves testifying to one‟s faith, equally 

fervently to members and non-members. Those Mormons who actively practice the 

religion are agents of conversion. In their article “Networks of Faith: Interpersonal Bonds 

and Recruitment to Cults and Sects”, Stark and Sims emphasize, 

[Door-to-Door] missionaries do not serve as the primary instrument of 

recruitment in the Mormon faith. Instead, recruitment is accomplished primarily 

by the rank and file of the Church as they construct intimate personal ties with 

non-Mormons and thus link them into a Mormon social network. (Stark and Sims 

1980: 1386-87). 
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John Heinerman and Anson Shupe, who published extensive scholarly work on an 

array of religious movements, describe Mormonism today as a “high-tech religion” 

(Heinerman and Shupe 1985:55). The Internet is a powerful medium for building and 

maintaining social ties, sharing information, and facilitating discussions between people 

who share common interests. The Internet allows for the supersession of space and the 

annihilation of time as users communicate with individuals around the globe from the 

comfort of their home. As such, online interactions are conducive to an unstructured, 

flexible, and egalitarian conversation. Online, Mormons not only access readily available 

and processed information, they define their desired level of interaction and involvement 

with other individuals, as well as benefit from instant gratification anytime other users 

respond with positive feedback.  The danger is a standardized approach to religious life 

and spirituality.  

The Church promotes the Internet as a tool for presenting a unified and coherent 

image of the faith based on consensus and solidarity, and as a means for disseminating its 

message. Hence, the Church on the Internet promotes a vision of transformation possible 

on a global and a personal level. Elder Porter, a Church leader and member of the 

Quorum of the Seventy stated, “the Church ought to have the same Spirit, the same 

feeling, and the same basic structure worldwide.”
56

 By virtue of its ongoing expansion on 

the Internet, Mormonism created a vital virtual Mormon community, adequate for 

connecting members and pursuing the divine calling to build the true Church of God on 

earth. 

                                                 
56

 Cited from the article “Change and Accomodation” by Elder Bruce D. Porter. 

Available online at lds.org 
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Mentioned earlier in my study, technology and communications theorists Kolko 

and Reid, argue, “[People] participate in virtual communities to simultaneously broaden 

and hone their conception of their selves.” (Kolko and Reid 1998:213). They explain how 

on-line identities allow for personal expression and participation without social markers 

becoming a source of interpretation or judgment. Alas, they correspondingly emphasize 

the fragmented and manipulable nature of virtual selves, and argue that homogenous 

interests may emerge from the creation of virtual communities. As such, the Internet as a 

tool for building Zion or “global Mormonism” mainly presupposes a rational association, 

in which people are united by the parochialism of their religion. Members‟ religious 

affiliation online often takes precedence over other forms of personal identification, 

stressing their distinct roles and goals as Latter-day Saints.  

Moreover, while approximately five million members live in the U.S, making the 

LDS Church the fourth largest individual denomination in America, over eight million 

Mormons reside elsewhere, including in developing countries in South America and 

Africa, where Internet access can be sparse, if not completely unavailable. Despite a drive 

to significantly increase Internet access in Church buildings in these regions, the LDS 

faith still seems to exclude its non-western and less privileged membership from truly 

participating in the home-based and individual online proselytizing investment. As a 

result, the virtual LDS community showcases only the most salient, practical and 

modern-American aspects of the faith, obscuring the diversity of local church 

communities across borders. This presents, perhaps, the latest challenge to the LDS 

Church‟s effort to invest in the Internet as a tool for proselytizing, especially since 

interactive communication is now a focal point and organizing tool for the Church.  
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  Church leaders provide the lay ministry with guidance and support through formal 

public discourses on the occasion of “General Conference,” which is held twice annually 

in Salt Lake City, and broadcast on the radio, television and the Internet. General 

instructions and advice are delivered through Church publications, which are also 

available to read online. Members are clearly actively involved online, which also reflects 

Mormonism‟s disposition to accommodate to changing circumstances by adopting means 

and strategies aligned with the ideologies of larger American society. The Church is 

governed by a succession of live prophets believed to receive direct revelations from God 

by virtue of their sacred power. Mormonism has thus redefined and modernized its 

doctrines accordingly to new prophetic revelations, and to fit changing circumstances. As 

Claudia Bushman states, “[Mormon] doctrine is open-ended as more scripture may be 

forthcoming” (Bushman 2006:17). The Church institution communicates continuously 

and through many voices, challenging members to demonstrate their faith through 

improving their fellowship, volunteering for the community and recruiting new members.  

  The Mormon community is not restrained by definite limits or structure; it is open 

and welcoming to investigators, individuals from other religious denominations and 

atheists across cultures and socio-economic backgrounds. Members strongly believe in a 

divinely sanctioned mandate to spread and share the Mormon gospel with the world.  In 

studying religion, Lewis Rambo identified conversion as a process “mediated through 

people, institutions, communities and groups” (1993:17).   

  In my opinion, the anthropological benefit of this thesis is first, its contribution to 

the body of knowledge about Mormonism researched and studied by non-Mormons.  The 

institution of the Mormon Church overwhelmingly provides the most information about 
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the Church available anywhere, and non-Mormons have only studied the Church for 

approximately the last 50 years.  The study of Mormonism requires constant updating due 

to the efficiency demonstrated by the Mormon institution to evolve and modernize.   

Second, I think this thesis contributes to Anthropology by specifically looking at how the 

goal of recruitment has been embedded into the concept of community, both online and 

offline. I think that researching Mormon strategies of communication, particularly its use 

of the Internet, is a good beginning point for investigating modern Mormon influence and 

its intentions.  
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Glossary 
 

 

Note: These definitions were retrieved from the Encyclopedia of Mormonism, which is 

available, online at: http://eom.byu.edu/index.php/Garments 

 

 

Apostle: One sent forth to serve as a special witness of Jesus Christ. There are 15 

Apostles living on the earth today. They make up the First Presidency and the Quorum of 

the Twelve Apostles of the Church. 

 

Baptisms for the dead:  Mormons believe that God has prepared a way for all people to 

receive baptism. Proxy baptisms are performed on behalf of those who have died, in 

order to assure their eternal salvation with their Mormon family members. 

 

 

Book of Mormon:  Mormons believe the Book of Mormon is a record of God's dealings 

with the people who lived in the ancient Americas, engraved on gold plates.  

Accordingly, in September 22, 1827, an angel named Moroni — the last Book of 

Mormon prophet — is to have delivered these records to the Prophet Joseph Smith, who 

translated them into English and founded the Mormon faith. 

 

Doctrine and Covenants:  The Doctrine and Covenants is a book of scripture believed 

by Mormons to contain revelations from the Lord to the Prophet Joseph Smith and other 

latter-day prophets. It is considered unique in Mormon scripture because it is not a 

translation of ancient documents.   It is one of four books of scripture used in the LDS 

Church, the other three being the Bible, the Book of Mormon, and the Pearl of Great 

Price. 

 

Garments:  White undergarments worn by Mormons who have received the “ordinance 

of the temple Endowment”, or access to Mormon Temples.  Garments represent purity 

and other Mormon “covenants of righteousness.”  Once received in a ceremony, 

Mormons wear the garment under their regular clothing for the rest of their lives, day and 

night, as a reminder of these sacred covenants with God. 

 

 

 

Gospel: The central doctrine of the Mormon gospel is the Atonement of Jesus Christ. 

The Prophet Joseph Smith said, “The first principles and ordinances of the Gospel are: 

first, Faith in the Lord Jesus Christ; second, Repentance; third, Baptism by immersion for 

the remission of sins; fourth, Laying on of hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost” (Articles 

of Faith 1:4). 

 

 

http://eom.byu.edu/index.php/Garments
http://lds.org/study/topics/prophets?lang=eng
http://lds.org/study/topics/atonement-of-jesus-christ?lang=eng
http://lds.org/study/topics/joseph-smith?lang=eng
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First Presidency: Since its founding, the First Presidency has served as the supreme 

governing authority of the LDS Church.  It usually consists of the President of the Church 

and two Counselors, although up to six counselors and numerous "assistants" have at 

times been included in the presidency. 

 

 

The Pearl of Great Price: One of the volumes of scripture included in the standard 

works of the Church, the Pearl of Great Price includes extracts from Joseph Smith‟s 

Translation (considered by Mormons an inspired version) of the Bible as well as a 

translation of some Egyptian papyri containing the writings of the prophet Abraham, 

excerpts from Joseph Smith‟s testimony and history, and the Articles of Faith of The 

Church. 

 

 

Sacrament Meeting: During Sacrament meeting, which is held every Sunday, the 

members of the Church participate in the sacrament as instituted by the Savior at his last 

supper. Bread and water are blessed and passed around to all in attendance and members 

are assigned to give talks. (Mormon.org). 

 

 

Salvation:  In the doctrine of the LDS Church, the terms “saved” and “salvation” have 

different meanings. As used in Romans 10:9-10, the words “saved” and “salvation” 

signify a covenant relationship with Jesus Christ through which, followers are assured 

salvation from the eternal consequences of sin if they are obedient. “Salvation” and 

“saved” are also used in the scriptures in other contexts with several different meanings. 

 

Quorum of the Twelve Apostles: One of the governing bodies of the LDS Church 

hierarchy, members of which are considered to be Apostles, special witnesses of Jesus 

Christ, and the group from which the President is named. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.wordiq.com/definition/President_of_the_Church_%28Mormonism%29
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Baptismal Interview Questions 
 

 

Do you believe that God is our Eternal Father? Do you believe that Jesus Christ is the 

Son of God, the Savior and Redeemer of the world? 

 

Do you believe the Church and Gospel of Jesus Christ have been restored through the 

Prophet Joseph Smith? Do you believe that [current Church President] is a prophet of 

God? What does this means to you? 

 

What does it mean to you to repent? Do you feel that you have repented of your past 

transgressions? 

 

Have you ever committed a serious crime? If so, are you now on probation or parole? 

Have you ever participated in an abortion? a homosexual relationship? 

 

You have been taught that membership in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints includes living gospel standards. What do you understand of the following 

standards? Are you willing to obey them?  

 

1. The law of chastity, which prohibits any sexual relationship outside the bonds of a 

legal marriage between a man and a woman. 

2. The law of tithing. 

3. The Word of Wisdom. 

4. The Sabbath day, including partaking of the sacrament weekly and rendering service to 

fellow members. 

When you are baptized, you covenant with God that you are willing to take upon 

yourself the name of Christ and keep His commandments throughout your life. Are you 

ready to make this covenant and strive to be faithful to it? 
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First meeting with the missionaries—Interview Questions 
 

 

Below are the questions I had prepared for Elders Hubbard and Hanover in light of our 

first meeting on July 8th, 2010 at the “Depot Cafe” in downtown Mill Valley, California: 

 

5. Were you born in the faith? 

6. Do you attend or plan to attend college? If so, which one? 

7. Why did you choose to go on a mission? 

8. How did you prepare to go on a mission? 

9. Did you get to choose your mission destination? 

10. Have you ever doubted your beliefs? 

11. What is expected of an LDS Church member (going on a mission, tithing etc.)? 

12. Have you ever been to an LDS pageant? If so, what was it like and how did it make 

you feel? 

13. What do you think of media presentations and exhibits in Temple Visitor‟s Centers? 
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The Articles of Faith  

of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints  

 

1. We believe in God, the Eternal Father, and in His Son, Jesus Christ, and in the Holy Ghost. 

2. We believe that men will be punished for their own sins, and not for Adam's transgression. 

3. We believe that through the Atonement of Christ, all mankind may be saved, by obedience to the 

laws and ordinances of the Gospel. 

4. We believe that the first principles and ordinances of the Gospel are: first, Faith in the Lord Jesus 

Christ; second, Repentance; third, Baptism by immersion for the remission of sins; fourth, Laying 

on of hands for the gift of the Holy Ghost. 

5. We believe that a man must be called of God, by prophecy, and by the laying on of hands by those 

who are in authority, to preach the Gospel and administer in the ordinances thereof. 

6. We believe in the same organization that existed in the Primitive Church, namely, apostles, 

prophets, pastors, teachers, evangelists, and so forth. 

7. We believe in the gift of tongues, prophecy, revelation, visions, healing, interpretation of tongues, 

and so forth. 

8. We believe the Bible to be the word of God as far as it is translated correctly; we also believe the 

Book of Mormon to be the word of God. 

9. We believe all that God has revealed, all that He does now reveal, and we believe that He will yet 

reveal many great and important things pertaining to the Kingdom of God. 

10. We believe in the literal gathering of Israel and in the restoration of the Ten Tribes; that Zion (the 

New Jerusalem) will be built upon the American continent; that Christ will reign personally upon 

the earth; and, that the earth will be renewed and receive its paradisiacal glory. 

11. We claim the privilege of worshiping Almighty God according to the dictates of our own 

conscience, and allow all men the same privilege, let them worship how, where, or what they may. 

12. We believe in being subject to kings, presidents, rulers, and magistrates, in obeying, honoring, and 

sustaining the law. 

13. We believe in being honest, true, chaste, benevolent, virtuous, and in doing good to all men; 

indeed, we may say that we follow the admonition of Paul—We believe all things, we hope all 

things, we have endured many things, and hope to be able to endure all things. If there is anything 

virtuous, lovely, or of good report or praiseworthy, we seek after these things. 

Joseph Smith 
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