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 For many people the concept of identity is difficult to explain, as it is personal and 

somewhat esoteric.  A Scot, for example, might identify him or herself first as Scottish, then as a 

Briton, but also as a Presbyterian.  All three are not necessarily shared by all, as a Scot could also 

identify with being Catholic or abhor any sense of British identity, but this does not mean that 

aspects of identity necessarily have to mutually exclusive.  A sense of identity is what shapes the 

world, but is also what can foment antagonism toward various groups.  Oftentimes, religious 

expression is viewed as a key component to some sort of ethnic identity.  For example, as 

mentioned previously, in former times to be Scottish also meant to be Presbyterian.  Many of 

these same assumptions apply today – to be Hispanic means to be Catholic, to be Greek means to 

be Greek Orthodox, to be Russian means to be Russian Orthodox, to be Thai entails adhering to 

the tenets of Theravada Buddhism, etc.  Obviously, these assumptions are generalizations, and 

there are always exceptions and externalities when dealing with individual identity and religious 

affiliation.  

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS), or the ‘Mormon’ Church as it is 

often known colloquially, presently finds itself at a crossroads when dealing with the religious 

and national identities of its members.  During the early days of its existence, the Church 

certainly embraced American mores and norms as it sought to establish a sort of LDS identity.  

Early converts were requested to move to Zion, or gather in the ‘promised land,’ to strengthen 

the Church at its core, and the territory of Deseret, which eventually became the state of Utah, 

was originally governed as a sort of ‘theodemocracy,’ as Joseph Smith called it (Augustine-

Adams 1999: 571).  As could be expected, with modernization and urbanization, pluralism 

eventually set in, governance became more secular, and religion was separated from society; and 

Utah was no exception.  As the Church has expanded far beyond its original Rocky Mountain 
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base, it has, at times, faced difficulties in finding the proper balance between the indigenous 

cultures of the countries in question, and appropriate ‘LDS’ culture.  Former Church President 

Harold B. Lee acknowledged this during a General Conference address in 1973.  At the time, 85 

percent of Church membership was in the United States and Canada.  Nevertheless, 

congregations existed in over seventy countries, as well (Bennion & Young 1996: 8).  President 

Lee stressed the importance of an internationally-minded Church when he said, ‘No longer might 

this church be thought of as the “Utah church,” or as an “American church”,’ and acknowledged 

that the ‘greatly expanded Church population today is our most challenging problem’ (Lee 

1973).  The Latter-day Saint movement has come a very long way over the past fifty years in 

terms of pluralism and pragmatism.  This paper seeks to identify some of the ways in which the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has both succeeded and failed to accommodate 

growing numbers of members throughout myriad different cultures, while still maintaining a 

common thread of ‘Mormonness.’   

First, it is important to understand some of the early history of the Church, and how a 

sense of Mormon identity was cultivated as a product of an adverse relationship with the rest of 

the United States.  Given the currently perceived American bias in the church, it is ironic that in 

the early days of the Church, there existed sizable anti-American sentiment among the Saints 

(Church members) themselves.   This is certainly understandable, given the Church’s turbulent 

history with the United States.  When the Church was organized on April 6, 1830, Joseph Smith 

stressed that it was done ‘agreeable to the laws of our country, by the will and commandments of 

God’ (Doctrine and Covenants 20:1).  The early Saints sought to live in harmony with United 

States law, but the Church’s relationships with the federal and state governments where they 

lived were tenuous, at best.  After expulsion from Ohio, Latter-day Saints settled in Missouri.  
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However, after time, in one of the few displays of official US-government discrimination against 

a church ever put forth, Missouri Governor Lilburn Boggs issued an extermination order against 

the Mormons.  The Saints were required to leave Missouri or be killed (Augustine-Adams 1999: 

557).  This is interesting with respect to identity, for it was very clear that one could not be 

Mormon and Missourian.  Eventually, following further expulsions from Illinois, Brigham 

Young led the Saints to present-day Utah, in what was then Mexican territory – out of the reach 

of American law.  The isolation in the Salt Lake Valley allowed the Church to thrive, and also 

resulted in a clear and conscious ‘Mormon’ identity. 

After the United States’ victory in the Mexican-American war, and the subsequent 

incorporation of Deseret into an American territory, most Church courts also served as civil 

courts.  Church members brought issues of secular interest – namely land disputes, theft, etc – to 

the Church courts, where they were decided by local ecclesiastical leaders.  This was more in 

response to there being a governance vacuum in Utah at the time than a desire to exert authority 

in secular matters.  Quite simply, there were no civil courts, so the Church courts slowly amassed 

authority in civil matters.  It was not until the early twentieth century, following Utah’s accession 

to statehood, that the Church officially abandoned its role as a judge of both religious and secular 

matters.  Nonetheless, many Church leaders still encouraged members to resolve disputes by 

themselves or with the community.  An underlying wariness of secular law remained from the 

early pioneer days in Missouri (Augustine-Adams 1999: 581-585). 

However, the survival of the Church clearly depended on its eventual, if partial, 

acceptance of American society, which has led it to be criticized for having such an inherently 

‘American’ flavor today.  Historians Leonard Arrington and David Bitton elucidate the matter: 

‘The survival of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints had thus required 
certain anguishing accommodations to American culture: Plural marriage was 
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abandoned; the People’s party was replaced by mainstream party politics; and group 
economics, no longer feasible with the separation of church and state, disappeared as 
competitive individualism was embraced.  In each adjustment a certain amount of 
transvaluation was inevitable; but each seemed necessary for survival.  The church 
was, in effect, reoriented to incorporate the standards of social, political, and 
economic behavior imposed by American society, while at the same time it 
attempted to retain as much of ‘the Kingdom’ outlook as possible’ (Arrington & 
Britton 1979: 251). 
 

 The steady incorporation of American culture into the lives of the Saints in Utah resulted 

in something astonishing: the Mormons essentially ‘out-Americaned’ other Americans.  That is 

to say, through the encouragement of Church leadership, members of the Church became models 

of patriotic, law-abiding citizenship.  The ongoing efforts of Church members to fully participate 

in the American system has changed the face of the Church, with prominent Church members 

leading multi-national corporations, engaged in the highest levels of politics (current Senate 

Majority Leader Harry Reid (NV) is LDS; organizer of the 2002 Salt Lake City Olympics and 

former Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney has been a lifelong member), and the 

Church as a whole has gained more acceptance as an important contributing agent to American 

society (Mauss 1994: 22). 

In the Church it is common to blur the lines between actual LDS ‘culture’ and American, 

even Utahan culture, thus resulting in the Church at times being perceived abroad as an 

American institution on foreign soil.  This has caused problems in the past, especially in areas of 

the world where there is significant anti-American sentiment.  In the 1980s, for example, Latin 

America was a hotbed for anti-American sentiment, and many viewed the Church as a vehicle 

for American imperialism.  In July 1989, a group of Saints were held hostage in a chapel in 

Chile, and later that month a chapel in Santa Cruz, Bolivia was bombed.  Months before, in May, 

two missionaries were killed, also in Bolivia.  Most viewed this as the work of anti-American 
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and not necessarily anti-Mormon terrorists.  Local Church leaders responded by slowly phasing 

out American missionaries and bringing in Latin American ones (Allen 1992: 29). 

 The Church seldom takes firm political stands.  It was noted for its opposition to the 

Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) in the 1970s, and has recently drawn attention to itself in the 

ongoing struggle to define marriage in the United States.  In 2000, when a measure was added to 

the California ballot to legally define marriage as a union of one man and one woman, the 

Church openly and fervently encouraged its members to vote yes on the bill, and also to give of 

their time and means in supporting it.  Members were organized at a local level to hold rallies, 

make phone calls, and generally promote the measure.  Walter van Beek, a Dutch anthropologist, 

explains that while Church involvement in something as controversial as same-sex marriage goes 

along with the zeitgeist of the United States, it finds itself out of place in European society, 

where same-sex marriage is widely accepted.  He says: 

‘…an apostle told European stake presidents (regional leaders) to fight against 
legislation accepting same-sex marriages in European countries.  All stake presidents 
listened dutifully and then conveniently forgot the advice.  First, that debate had been 
completed years ago.  America was running behind, a situation illustrating the 
satellite aspect of [the Church in Europe].  No LDS voice was heard when those laws 
were passed in Europe.  But mre important, the stake presidents felt no reason at all 
to be against those laws; in fact, acceptance of same-sex marriages takes so much 
wind out of these fruitless debates that homosexuality becomes much less of an issue 
for Church members as for others.  Finally, any political opposition by the [churches 
abroad] against legitimizing same-sex unions would be a public relations disaster for 
the church in Europe; the general non-Mormon public would experience it as a 
“great leap backwards.”  Evidently, this situation is quite different in America – or 
for that matter in Africa – which more closely resembles the general U.S. opposition 
against homosexuality.  In TV debates in Europe, the ironically humorous question 
of whether “America is really a modern country” is treated quite seriously’ (Van 
Beck 2005: 31). 
 

Though the author cites the 2000 Californian referendum in this quote, it should be noted that the 

Proposition 8 battle from the recent 2008 election in California has resulted in far more negative 
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coverage of the Church, both inside and outside the United States.  In 2008, the California 

Supreme Court overturned the decision from Proposition 22, thus legalizing gay marriage in the 

state.  A new measure was quickly added to the November 2008 ballot that would once again 

define marriage as strictly between a man and a woman, and also define it as an amendment to 

the state constitution, not just a statute put into effect through voter referendum, as was the case 

in 2000.  The Church, through various letters to local leaders in the United States, encourage all 

members, both in the United States and abroad, to participate in the battle to define ‘traditional’ 

marriage.  Once again, however, whether local European leaders received any sort of instruction 

pertaining to the matter remains unknown.  From a strictly personal observation, no ‘everyday’ 

members of local congregations, at least not in Scotland, even appeared to be aware that there 

was a heated debate going on in California regarding the nature of marriage.  Upon being 

informed of the upheaval in the Golden State, Church members in Scotland seemed to shake 

their heads, not understanding such obscure American obsessions. 

This illustrates a key point – that the rest of the world often views LDS Church policy as 

very American in nature, and sometimes out of step with society at large.  There is, of course, a 

fine line between holding true to doctrine, yet molding the practices of the Church to 

accommodate particular societal needs, and what can best be described as apostasy against actual 

Church doctrine in favor of following societal trends.  The Church often finds itself at odds with 

‘the world,’ or ‘Babylon,’ which means the evils and pitfalls of a secular, lost society.  It even 

finds itself in those situations within the United States. 

 Van Beek also mentions a few other problematic areas of ‘Americanism’ that pervade the 

international Church.  At times, Church leaders have stressed the importance that men wear 

white shirts and ties to church as a symbol of purity and worthiness, for white symbolizes 
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cleanliness and purity (hence the notable fashion trends of LDS missionaries).  However, white 

is a color of mourning in Asia, and of fertility in Africa.  A preference for white shirts, while not 

official Church policy, is very American and often misunderstood within the international 

Church (Van Beek 2005: 23). 

The LDS Church also actively supports its pioneer heritage.  July 24, or ‘Pioneer Day’ is a 

state holiday in Utah, replete with parades and floats in Salt Lake City.  In 1997, the Church 

celebrated the sesquicentennial of the pioneers arriving in the Salt Lake Valley.  Celebrations 

were common throughout the Church, and the Church published guidelines and suggestions for 

celebrations that could be brought to pass throughout the world’s congregations.  All Latter-day 

Saints embrace, at least to some degree, the important pioneer heritage of the Church, for without 

the pioneers that carried handcarts across the Great Plains, the Church would not have finally 

taken root, stabilized, and grown, and missionaries might not have carried their message around 

the world.  However, the suggestions provided by the Church involved things very much 

associated with the American West – ‘pioneer spirit,’ “pioneer values,’ ‘pioneer recipes and 

meals’ (Van Beek 2005: 23-24).   Suffice it to say, the chuck wagon is not a point of cultural 

celebration for the entire world, even within the Church.   

 An issue that appears to have directly affected the growth of the Church in Africa is the 

way in which the Church goes out of its way to accommodate the vastly different expectations 

that Africans have of religion.  Obviously, Africa is very diverse, but the example put forth by 

Church members on that continent is one of the most illustrative of the Church’s struggles to find 

a ‘happy medium’ between official Church doctrine and local customs.  Missionaries first went 

to Africa in the mid-1800s, but they took their message mostly to the English speakers of South 

Africa, rather than those that spoke Afrikaans.  It was not until 1970 that the first stake (regional 
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administrative unit – a sign of sufficient, stable membership in a particular area) was organized 

on the continent (Moore 2008). 

 Carrie Moore notes that by the 1960s, most Christian churches had given up trying to 

make Africans and African worship services appear European.  The LDS Church stands out a 

great deal in this regard because it continues to stress the importance of having the same message 

and same services around the world, thus serving as a unifier and allowing African Saints to be 

‘equally believers with anyone else in the world.’ Moore notes that a congregation in Uganda has 

Sunday services akin to those held in the West, but also allows drumming and dancing to be 

incorporated for Wednesday night activities.  In response, a local Church member said, ‘But 

drumming and dancing is the real service’ (Moore 2008).  So far, the Church, at least officially, 

shows no signs of adapting services to cater to the cultural preferences of African members.  

Again, this is a somewhat double-edged sword.  As stated before, by attempting to have the same 

services throughout the world, the Church, at least in theory, becomes a unified world body.  

Indeed, it is a common expression within the Church to say that ‘the Church is the same 

anywhere you go.’  However, by refusing to incorporate local culture, especially in Africa, the 

Church might also be missing out on an opportunity to win and retain more converts. 

Of positive note, however, is the Church’s ability to amend its practices in accordance 

with the present mood of society.  For example, before 1978, black males in the Church were 

denied the priesthood, or the authority to act in God’s name.  This has frequently been a source 

of contention or misunderstanding inside and outside of the Church, and certainly hampered the 

Church’s missionary efforts in Africa before 1978.  Certainly the turbulent periods of racial 

prejudice and a call for civil rights could have been a factor in the Church holding off on 

granting the priesthood to blacks.  Whatever, the reason, the purpose of this paper is not to 
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discuss why such power was denied, and why it was subsequently given.  What is important to 

note for the purposes of this papers is something that sets the LDS Church apart from most other 

religions today: the belief in modern revelation.  This effectively creates an open scriptural canon 

and inherent flexibility.  And while doctrines do not change, policies and administrative changes 

are certainly common (Hinckley 1995).  This is vital to the LDS movement, not just in terms of 

spiritual conversion, but in terms of administration, as a belief in a modern-day prophet that 

constantly communicates the actual will of God provides all of the justification anyone should 

need, if he or she is a true believer, in order to carry out new practices.   

 The inherent flexibility associated with Mormonism, due to a belief in flowing revelation, 

certainly makes it easier for the Church to adapt to the times.  The aforementioned granting of 

the priesthood to blacks is no different.  Speaking after the 1978 revelation that granted the 

priesthood to the blacks, Elder Bruce R. McConkie, an apostle in the Church, commented on 

previous statements by Church leaders that led one to believe the priesthood would never be 

given to black members.   

‘There are statements in our literature by the early brethren which we have 
interpreted to mean that the Negroes would not receive the priesthood in mortality.  I 
have said the same things, and the people write me letters and say, “You said such 
and such, and how is it now that we do such and such?”  And all I can say to that is 
that it is time disbelieving people repented and got in line and believed in a living, 
modern prophet.  Forget everything that I have said, or what Brigham Young or 
President George Q. Cannon or whomever has said in days past that is contrary to 
present revelation.  We spoke with a limited understanding and without the light and 
knowledge that now has come into the world. 
 
‘We get our truth and our light line upon line and precept upon precept.  We have 
now had added a new flood of intelligence and light on this particular subject, and it 
erases all the darkness and all the views and all the thoughts of the past.  They don’t 
matter anymore…. It is a new day and a new arrangement’ (Allen 1992: 31-32). 
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Obviously, belief in such statements requires faith in the mission of the LDS Church, but the 

existence of a modern prophet is the crux of everything the LDS Church stands for, and is also 

perhaps the Church’s greatest asset with regard to flexibility and change. 

 The past ten years have seen the Church take enormous steps toward catering to its larger, 

international audience, much to the credit of former President Gordon B. Hinckley.  Most official 

statistical reports published by the Church are quick to point out that over half of the Church’s 

over thirteen million members live outside of the United States.  One very interesting program 

has been the Perpetual Education Fund.  Modeled after the Perpetual Emigration Fund, in which 

new converts in the early days of the Church were loaned money by the Church, to pay it back 

once they were secure and established in the Salt Lake Valley, the Perpetual Education Fund 

seeks to provide student loans to Church members in developing nations, particularly those who 

have served as missionaries, that allows them to attend university, obtain better training, and get 

secure better employment than they would otherwise obtain.  President Hinckley explains: 

‘We have many missionaries, both young men and young women, who are called 
locally and who serve with honor in Mexico, Central America, South America, the 
Philippines, and other places.  They have very little money, but they make a 
contribution with what they have.  They are largely supported from the General 
Missionary Fund to which many of you contribute, and for these contributions we 
are deeply grateful. 
 
‘They become excellent missionaries working side by side with elders and sisters 
sent from the United States and Canada.  While in this service they come to know 
how the Church operates.  They develop a broadened understanding of the gospel.  
They learn to speak some English.  They work with faith and devotion.  Then comes 
the day of their release.  They return to their homes.  Their hopes are high.  But many 
yof them have great difficulty finding employment because they have no skills.  
They sink right back into the pit of poverty from which they came. 
 
‘Because of limited abilities, they are not likely to become leaders in the Church.  
They are more likely to find themselves in need of welfare help.  They will marry 
and rear families who will continue in the same cycle that they have known.  Their 
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future is bleak indeed.  There are some others who have not gone on missions who 
find themselves in similar circumstances in development of skills to lift them from 
the ranks of the poor’ (Hinckley 2001). 

 

This is certainly a commendable idea, and by 2009, according to current LDS Church 

President Thomas S. Monson, 35,600 young men and young women have participated in the 

program.  Also, 18,900 individuals have completed their training, and, on average, with the 2.7 

years of training received through the Perpetual Education Fund, income has increased by three 

to four times (Monson 2009).  Also, the payback rate stood at ninety percent in 2007 (Walch 

2007).  Aside from the obvious educational and economic advantages offered through the 

Perpetual Education Fund, it also serves as a means to help member in developing nations 

becoming more financially stable and self-reliant, and in turn, be more capable of leading the 

Church in their native land.  That is vital to the LDS Church’s emphasis on being an international 

Church.  True internationalization requires local leadership to be self-sufficient.  For a Church 

often accused of implanting Americanism throughout its congregations abroad, whether through 

culture or through the actual leadership in a given area, letting native members steer their own 

course and become natural leaders is certainly a step in the right direction. 

 Certainly, the study of religious affiliation and national identity has the potential to be 

polemical.  In an ever-globalizing world, it is only natural that the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-day Saints seeks to consolidate its status as a global church with a global view.  The LDS 

Church often overlooks certain cultural differences with the purpose of providing its message as 

the unifying cultural thread that will serve to the betterment of society.  To be American does not 

mean to be Mormon, but it is often felt that to be Mormon means to accept a certain amount of 

Americanism, whether in the form of dress, moral code, entertainment, or even Church 

celebrations.   
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It is certainly ironic that a church that started out so roguish and that went to great lengths 

to set itself apart from the rest of the United States had to adopt some of the mores and norms of 

American society in order to survive.  It is only natural that as the Church evolved from an 

inward-looking body, content to have its converts ‘come to Zion,’ to an outward-looking one, 

that the American customs that had been inculcated to its members would become intertwined 

with the message and habits put forth by an overwhelming majority of American and Canadian 

missionaries.  The Church has certainly modernized its world view over the past fifty years, 

much to its credit, though an ongoing American influence remains.  It remains to be seen what 

other measures the Church will take in the coming years in order to better retain converts and 

appeal to a broader audience.   Whether one believes, as the Mormons do, in a modern-day 

prophet and an open canon of scripture, or one studies the LDS Church from a strictly academic 

standpoint, the Church certainly presents an interesting sociological study about the importance 

and difficulties in adapting Church customs to meet the needs of respective regions, and also the 

lingering effects of perceived American imperialism caused by the inherent American nature of 

the Church. 
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