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Almost two decades have elapsed since I published The Angel and
the Beehive: The Mormon Struggle with Assimilation (Urbana: Univer-
sity of Illinois Press, 1994). My book began by acknowledging and
illustrating the “Americanization” thesis advanced by others—
namely that the LDS Church and religion had spent the first half
of the twentieth century in a deliberate policy of assimilation with
American society and was thus following the time-honored trajec-
tory traced by such early scholars as Ernst Troeltsch and Max
Weber—from a peculiar and disreputable sect toward a respectable
church, increasingly comfortable with the surrounding American
culture.1 My main argument, however, was that, since the mid-
twentieth century the Church had begun to reverse course and
was trying to recover some of the distinctiveness that seemingly
had been lost during assimilation. I called this reversal a process of
“retrenchment,” and I emphasized that it was a historic anomaly,
for conventional wisdom predicted that all new religions would ei-
ther be stamped out, be socially and politically quarantined, or
eventually be assimilated by the dominant surrounding culture.
Once on the path toward assimilation, how and why did the LDS
Church resist and then reverse course?

I answered that question by drawing on recent sociological
theories about new religious movements, arguing that new reli-
gions thrive not by full assimilation but by maintaining a degree
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of peculiarity and thus tension with the surrounding culture.2 If
this tension becomes excessive, the new religion will face a “pre-
dicament of disrepute,” as Mormonism did in the nineteenth cen-
tury, and its survival will be jeopardized. However, if assimilation
proceeds too far, the religion faces a “predicament of respectabil-
ity,” where its identity or “brand” does not stand for anything dis-
tinctive enough to be attractive—a condition which Mormonism
approached by the middle of the twentieth century.3 Growth and
prosperity depend upon finding and maintaining an optimum
level of tension on a continuum between disrepute and respect-
ability.4 This external tension typically arises in part from a certain
internal strictness and sacrifice entailed by Church membership,
lest members grow complacent in assuming that the promised re-
wards can be had without any “cost.” The costs and sacrifices im-
posed on members define the boundaries of the LDS way of life
and therefore their very identity as “Mormons”—even as these
boundaries help also to define the external image of the organiza-
tion. The leaders of the LDS Church by midcentury seem intu-
itively to have understood all this and to have deliberately begun
moving the religious and political culture of the Church back in a
sectlike direction, as though to recover some of its lost distinctive-
ness and societal tension. I went on to identify various institu-
tional expressions through which the resulting LDS retrenchment
process had become evident, especially in the realms of formal or-
ganization, focus on modern prophets and scriptures, gender
and family, missionizing, genealogy and temple worship, and reli-
gious scholarship.

While The Angel and the Beehive was well received and fairly re-
viewed in general, it has been criticized, and properly so, for cer-
tain inconsistencies or ambiguities. Any theoretical framework is
likely to fit the data only imperfectly. One issue seems to be the
nature and scope of the assimilation process that I described. To
some of my readers, it has not been clear just what about Mor-
monism was being assimilated to what else? I had originally been
thinking in terms of Mormon assimilation broadly with American
culture, especially American popular culture. Yet some critics
seemed to see continuing assimilation, rather than retrenchment,
in the Mormon turn toward political conservatism and in the con-
stant Church efforts to convince other Christians—especially
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Evangelicals—that Mormons are legitimately part of the Christian
family.5 Isn’t the Church, in effect, pursuing a policy of assimila-
tion with the more conservative denominations? My answer is no.
To the extent that Mormonism identifies itself with other rela-
tively high-cost religions, it is still resisting and rejecting assim-
ilation with the secular culture of the society in general.

A derivative ambiguity in my assimilation-versus-retrench-
ment argument was my failure to emphasize enough that, while
the retrenchment in question, has external implications, it is pri-
marily an internal process. Externally, the Church continues to
seek respectability and acceptance as one Christian religion
among others. Members will recognize, however, that what we tell
ourselves internally is that there is only one true church, and ours
is it! We continue to cherish our peculiarities as ways of emphasiz-
ing that exclusive claim, even as we cringe over what outsiders
make of those peculiarities and try to gloss over them whenever
we are confronted with them.

Another critic has focused on my interpretation of the part
played by the “correlation movement” in the retrenchment pro-
cess. Whereas I saw correlation as the vehicle by which retrench-
ment was implemented, Roger Terry sees correlation as a major
feature of assimilation. He argues that, even though the retrench-
ment process was focused on resisting the worldly cultural en-
croachments of the 1960s and 1970s, the Church actually was qui-
etly coming to resemble the rest of the “global economy domi-
nated by multinational corporations, organizational values, and
professional managers. In light of this development, the Church
wasn’t moving away from American society but with it, and by the
turn of the millennium, Mormons had actually come to define
mainstream corporate respectability.” Seen in that light, says
Terry, despite my claim that correlation and a renewed emphasis
on peculiarity were all part of a retrenchment, that is, going
“against American societal trends, [yet] . . . on a more fundamen-
tal level, this retrenchment effort was simply a well-executed pro-
gram of going with the f low.”6

While I share Terry’s perceptions about the extent to which
the organizational culture of the Church has absorbed the bu-
reaucratic ethos of the corporate world, I would not go so far as to
say, as he does later, that the reverse is also true—i.e., that the
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Church has run the risk of being simply “absorbed into a global
economy dominated by multinational corporations.” The pecu-
liarly Mormon values emphasized by the Church in the retrench-
ment process should not be confused with the means used in that
process (i.e., Correlation), even though such means do implicate
other values as well. As an analogy, we would not, I trust, claim
that the advanced computerization of our genealogical research
program implies that technological values have displaced the
religious values underlying our family history program.

All such questions and criticisms about my theoretical frame-
work are valid and useful, but in general I think my 1994 book has
held up fairly well as an interpretation of LDS Church history
since midcentury. Indeed, until recently, it has been about the
only scholarly treatment of recent LDS history, though it is now
joined by Claudia Bushman’s valuable overview of contemporary
issues in Mormonism;7 and Jan Shipps, I understand, has a truly
comprehensive history of the modern Church well underway.

Meanwhile, I offer in this article something of an update to
The Angel and the Beehive. The book was published in 1994, just as
Howard W. Hunter succeeded Ezra Taft Benson as president of
the Church, to be succeeded himself in 1995 by Gordon B.
Hinckley. The Hinckley era, to which the Hunter presidency was a
compatible prelude, slowly but surely introduced a series of
changes in Church policy that have had the cumulative effect of
pulling the pendulum of ecclesiastical culture back somewhat
from the retrenchment mode and toward assimilation. This rever-
sal has not occurred uniformly along all the dimensions which I
discussed in my book, but it has occurred extensively enough to
give the Church a different “feel” now from the retrenchment en-
vironment that reached its zenith in the administration of Presi-
dent Benson. I will first identify some examples of this seeming
retreat from retrenchment, and then I will suggest the tensions to
which the Church seems to have been responding in the policy
changes it has made. My presentation here can be only suggestive,
for I haven’t yet gathered the kind of systematic data needed for
reliable conclusions. Nor am I claiming that there has been a
wholesale rollback of the retrenchment policies, but only some
relatively modest “course corrections.”
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Prophets, Scriptures, and Doctrine
Although the retrenchment themes of “follow the prophet”

and “he will never lead the Church astray” have continued un-
abated, some Church leaders have recently softened these intima-
tions of infallibility. In the 1989 October general conference, El-
der James E. Faust, while calling for the sustaining of the current
prophet (Benson), also denied in passing any claim of infallibility
for the prophets and pointed to the collective and consultative na-
ture of the revelatory process as protection against being led
astray.8 In 1992, Elder Dallin H. Oaks acknowledged that the
Church can claim to speak for “higher authority” on moral ques-
tions but not on “the application of those moral questions to spe-
cific legislation.”9 More broadly, a 2007 LDS Newsroom article
began with the declaration that “not every statement made by a
Church leader, past or present, necessarily constitutes doctrine,”
and goes on to emphasize the collective deliberation and consul-
tation required among the Presidency and the Twelve in the pro-
cess we sometimes call “canonization.” There is no hint of any in-
fallibility claim but only an explanation that the revelations and
doctrines of the Church are always relative to time, place, audi-
ence, and circumstances.10 In 2009, the Mormon Times, a section
of the Church-owned Deseret News which also maintains a blog
with the same name, carried a series of articles by Michael Ash, a
prominent LDS apologist, on LDS prophets and their fallibility,
on scriptural relativity, individual dissent, etc., starting with an ar-
ticle attacking the notion of a prophet’s infallibility and redefin-
ing the meaning of “lead[ing] astray.” While Mormon Times rou-
tinely includes a disclaimer of official endorsement, it seems
highly unlikely that such an article (or extensive series) could have
appeared under Deseret News auspices in the 1980s.11

Obviously none of these instructions contradicts the injunc-
tion to follow the prophet, but the emphasis and tone are both
very different from what we received in the 1980s, for example,
from Elder Ezra Taft Benson’s “fourteen fundamentals,” which in-
sisted not only that a prophet could never lead us astray but also
asserted that the prophet was authorized to pronounce on any
topic whatsoever, temporal or spiritual; or from Elder Bruce R.
McConkie’s unequivocal designation of certain ideas as “deadly
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heresies,” even though some of them had conspicuously been
taught by earlier presidents of the Church.12 Despite McConkie’s
authoritative tone and his following among the folk as the final ar-
biter of true doctrine, his stature has recently been undermined
somewhat at the official level. The introduction that he had writ-
ten for the 1981 edition of the Book of Mormon was modified to
eliminate the claim that the Lamanites were the “principal” ances-
tors of today’s Native American Indians and replaced by the more
modest assertion that the Lamanites were “among” the ancestors
of the Indians. Here we can see the orthodoxy of FARMS taking
precedence over McConkie’s orthodoxy.13 Similarly, many of the
italicized chapter headings that he had written for the Book of
Mormon were rewritten to eliminate their obvious and unneces-
sary racist connotations.14 Finally, to the great relief of many of
us, his Mormon Doctrine, for half a century the chief resort of strict,
doctrinaire Mormons, was finally allowed to go out of print in
2010.15 It had officially been replaced in 2004 by True to the Faith,
an anonymously written and more basic description of gospel top-
ics arranged in alphabetical order. It bears the First Presidency’s
imprimatur but without their names, communicating that chang-
es among personnel in the First Presidency do not affect this
book’s official status.

An even more conspicuous indication of assimilationist think-
ing at the doctrinal level can be found in the recent official ten-
dency to soft-pedal, if not to abandon totally, some of the most
distinctive teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, such as those
in the King Follett Discourse. In its ongoing efforts to enhance its
image as a mainstream Christian denomination, rather than a
weird “cult,” the Church seems to be backing away as much as is
feasible from such distinctive teachings as heavenly parents, the
eternal progression of God from a mortal state, and the potential
human destiny of godhood.

The earliest indications I saw of this tendency was the seem-
ing equivocation of President Hinckley’s answers to questions
about these doctrines in some of his public interviews during the
1990s. For example, in an August 1997 interview with Don Lattin,
religion writer for the San Francisco Chronicle, President Hinckley
was asked directly whether Mormons believe that God was once a
man, and he answered, “I wouldn’t say that. There was a little cou-

6 DIALOGUE: A JOURNAL OF MORMON THOUGHT, 44, no. 4 (Winter 2011)



plet coined, ‘As man is, God once was. As God is, man may be-
come.’ Now that’s more of a couplet than anything else. That gets
into some pretty deep theology that we don’t know very much
about.”16 Then the nimble president switched the subject to
“eternal progression.”

Similar def lections away from such topics can be seen in his
interview the same month with David Van Biema of Time maga-
zine, which the reporter readily recognized as “downplaying the
faith’s distinctiveness.”17 Interestingly enough, President Hinck-
ley seemed to be reacting to concerns about equivocation on mat-
ters of traditional doctrine when he included the following com-
ment during one of his addresses in the October 1997 general
conference: “I personally have been much quoted, and in a few in-
stances misquoted and misunderstood. I think that’s to be ex-
pected. None of you need worry because you read something that
was incompletely reported. You need not worry that I do not un-
derstand some matters of doctrine. I think I understand them
thoroughly, and it is unfortunate that the reporting may not make
this clear. I hope you will never look to the public press as the au-
thority on the doctrines of the Church.”18

Lest we assume that such retreats from LDS doctrinal distinc-
tiveness are for public consumption only, we need look no farther
than the 2010–11 official lesson manual for the priesthood and
the Relief Society to see a rather remarkable erosion of distinctive
doctrines. One might have thought that Principles of the Gospel,
used for years as the manual for new converts and investigators,
had already been properly vetted, cleansed, and simplified for the
“lowest common denominator” of LDS doctrine, but no: It had to
be relieved of yet more material that might detract from a main-
stream Christian image for Mormonism. Among the traditional
LDS teachings that have been eliminated or seriously watered
down in the new version, Gospel Principles, are that faithful mem-
bers can become gods; God was not always a god but became God
in the same way that LDS members can become gods; both Jesus
and Satan are our brothers; and we are children of heavenly par-
ents (including a mother), and that what is required for salvation
is true faithfulness, not primarily obedience to a checklist of
works-oriented commandments.19 Yet another kind of important
change in this manual has been a reworking of the citations to
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sources, such that the main sources of dubious doctrines, espe-
cially Elder McConkie, have been removed or replaced, as for ex-
ample, in the discussion of the gathering of Israel and of signs of
the Second Coming.20

Gender and Family Policies
Church teachings and policies on gender and family have al-

ways evolved in response primarily to cultural and political devel-
opments in the surrounding American society. Although these
teachings were expressing a preference for neo-Victorian domes-
ticity by the middle of the twentieth century, one systematic socio-
logical study found that, by 1990, the instructions to women and
families in the Ensign “had evolved in such a way that the tradi-
tional ideal [was still being] reaffirmed even as new roles and be-
haviors [were being] accommodated.”21 Such normative discrep-
ancies between the ideal and the actual always introduce strains
and anxieties, especially between generations. Recall that, in
1987, President Benson had delivered some rather stern instruc-
tions to LDS mothers employed outside the home. These direc-
tives drew on earlier counsel from President Spencer W. Kimball,
who had called on wives to “come home from the typewriter, the
laundry, the nursing; come home from the factory, the cafe. No
career approaches in importance that of wife, homemaker,
mother—cooking meals, washing dishes, making beds for one’s
precious husband and children.” Benson himself then added:
“The Lord clearly defined the roles of mothers and fathers in pro-
viding for and rearing a righteous posterity. In the beginning,
Adam—not Eve—was instructed to earn the bread by the sweat of
his brow. Contrary to conventional wisdom, a mother’s calling is
in the home, not in the market place.”22

Then in 1995, “The Family: A Proclamation to the World” was
promulgated in large part as a product of the strains in the
Church for the previous two decades over gender roles and also
over policies toward homosexuals. While the ideal doctrines and
policies set forth in the proclamation have continued to be pro-
moted since then, and some of them even reemphasized, a certain
amount of softening at the operational level can now be seen in
Church counsel on women’s careers versus their domestic priori-
ties. Note the remarkable contrast between the earlier Kimball-
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Benson injunctions and the apostolic counsel of Elder Quentin L.
Cook in 2011, when he urged the Saints to keep in mind two im-
portant principles. One was that no woman devoting herself pri-
marily to raising and nurturing children needs to “apologize” for
her career decision; and the second was that “we should all be
careful not to be judgmental or assume that sisters are less valiant
if the decision is made to work outside the home. We rarely un-
derstand or fully appreciate people’s circumstances.”23 His tone
here seems to me almost defensive, as though both kinds of ca-
reers, and not just the second, had come under criticism among
the Saints in recent years.

Even in 2007, General Relief Society President Julie B. Beck
offered a rather relaxed reiteration of motherhood as the ideal
for Mormon women in her address, “Mothers Who Know.”24 Her
remarks generated considerable controversy on the many new
feminist blogs that had been created since Benson’s time. Eventu-
ally a kind of counter-construction to Beck’s conceptualization
was offered by the bloggers with the title, “What Women Know.”
In analyzing this controversy and counter-document, Andrea
Radke-Moss, a historian at BYU-Idaho, found a great variety in
women’s reactions to Beck’s talk, ranging from strong support to
strong disagreement with the perception of some women that she
was trying “to pigeonhole all women into one set of expecta-
tions.”25 To me the most remarkable thing about the controversy
over the Beck speech was the freedom which the bloggers felt in
publicly offering their opinions, including some strong dissents,
to a message that was, after all, delivered in general conference.

I concur with the Radke-Moss observation that this episode
represents a new posture by Church leaders that encourages “a
more honest discussion of controversial . . . issues in church publi-
cations.” Even if the blogosphere had been available twenty years
ago, it’s hard to imagine this kind of episode without a few disci-
plinary councils in its wake.

Instead, the Beck controversy was followed, in the worldwide
training conference the next year, by comments from Church
leaders that seemed responsive particularly to that controversy. El-
der Oaks, for example, pointed out that, in emphasizing the pri-
mary responsibility that mothers have for the nurture of their
children, the Proclamation on the Family doesn’t say exclusive re-
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sponsibility. Then when Julie Beck herself, in a 2008 meeting with
a group of BYU women, was asked if they should have careers, she
is quoted as having said, “Whatever your dreams are, go for it. . . .
Sometimes you don’t have control over the Lord’s time and plan.
. . . Go for broke, but don’t lose sight of the gospel. When the time
comes to marry and have children, re-evaluate.”26

Clearly the Church’s instructions to Mormon women have left
considerable space for individual adaptations but at the cost of a
certain accompanying ambiguity. Indeed, the Church itself is now
a major employer of mothers; for example, a fifth of all BYU fac-
ulty members are women, and some of them certainly have small
children at home.27 Counselors and researchers who have studied
the consequences of this ambiguity find that it can be quite alien-
ating for women. In 2008, two psychologists from BYU’s counsel-
ing and career center presented a paper at the annual conference
of the Association of Mormon Counselors and Psychotherapists
(AMCAP). They spoke of the “anxiety and guilt” experienced by
many women, whether or not they choose a career outside the
home. In a culture that tends to look upon such choices as a di-
chotomy of good versus evil, women who choose careers feel the
judgment of women on one side of the dichotomy, and those who
stay home full time feel the judgment of those on the other side.
The women who came to their counseling center, the two thera-
pists reported, found it very helpful just to be able to talk about
their predicament.28

Certainly the examples of modern Mormon women in the
“I’m a Mormon” series on mormon.org provide models that are
remarkable in their variety—which, I take it, is the whole idea of
those vignettes; but they don’t do anything to clear up the ambi-
guity that many women seem to perceive in Church doctrines and
policies about the roles advocated for women.29 At the same time,
however, official policies directed toward the most intimate as-
pects of husband-wife relationships, which had earlier been quite
intrusive, have increasingly (and appropriately) been left to the ul-
timate discretion of the couples themselves—for example, in mat-
ters of birth control, artificial insemination, and in-vitro fertiliza-
tion.30

Other important changes in the LDS ecclesiastical culture are
also apparent since the 1970s. In those days, even as feminist poli-
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tics were gaining ground in the outside world, Church policies to-
ward women had increasingly ref lected the retrenchment motif
occurring in the Church more generally. “Correlation” placed un-
der priesthood control all auxiliary programs that had once been
quasi-independent under female leadership. Restrictions on the
participation of women in sacrament meeting programs were
added so that (for example) opening and closing prayers had to
be offered by men, and the major “sermon” at the meeting was al-
ways given by “the priesthood” (i.e., a man). Women were still ex-
pected to take crying children out of the sacrament meetings and
to look after them during the subsequent auxiliary meetings.
With the turnover of another generation, however, women start-
ed to give prayers and otherwise participate more equally in sac-
rament meetings. Women began to participate not only in month-
ly ward council meetings but even in some weekly priesthood ex-
ecutive committee meetings.31 Fathers began to share more fully
in caring for children during meetings.

Even at BYU, a Women’s Research Institute (WRI) was estab-
lished in the early 1970s and in 1975 began to sponsor an annual
women’s conference. On the other hand, with the passage of
time, the presentations at these conferences became increasingly
“correlated,” which is to say that their content became less aca-
demic or intellectual and more devotional and spiritual in na-
ture.32 The WRI also sponsored a variety of research projects and
grants on issues of importance to women, but it apparently had
outlived its mandate by 2010, when it was closed down, much to
the disappointment of its large constituency.33 Yet at about the
same time, a new multivolume series on LDS women’s history,
WOMEN OF FAITH IN THE LATTER DAYS, was initiated in the
Church Historical Department with Richard E. Turley Jr. and
Brittany A. Chapman as co-editors.34 With the blessing of many
priesthood leaders, at least in California, Claudia Bushman’s oral
history project through the School of Religion at the Claremont
Graduate University has produced more than a hundred rich and
candid interviews with LDS women of varying ages in California,
and at least one book is projected that will analyze the experi-
ences reported in these interviews.

Yet probably nothing has done as much to increase the voices
and visibility of Mormon women in this generation as the cre-
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ation of all the electronic social media, especially the bloggo-
sphere; and these, as far as I can tell, have encountered more ap-
preciation than disapproval from Church leaders. It is primarily
because of such blogs as Exponent II (an e-continuation of the ven-
erable feminist quarterly newspaper by the same name) and Mor-
mon Feminist Housewives that Peggy Fletcher Stack could de-
clare, “Feminism is back!”35 In their feminist content, these sites
range from somewhat conservative to rather adventurous, but al-
most all of them have been founded by women who are participat-
ing members of the LDS Church and anxious to explore the inter-
section between their feminist yearnings and the roles expected
of them in the teachings and policies of the Church.36 The discus-
sions cover a huge range of interests from the personal and mun-
dane to the deeply philosophical and theological. Expressions of
anguish and anger are not uncommon, as the bloggers reach out
to each other for insights and understanding about their personal
efforts to cope with family problems or their struggles to come to
terms with their experiences at church. Tresa Edmunds, one of
the most active and outspoken of the bloggers, speaks of the lin-
gering “environment of fear” (of Church discipline or family dis-
approval) into which today’s Mormon women “come out” as femi-
nists, and I do not doubt that such fears would have been justified
a generation ago; but Church discipline for public expressions in
these blogs seems very unlikely in today’s LDS Church.37 Appar-
ently it is even safe now to discuss the history and development of
the concept of a Heavenly Mother, which astonished me when I
saw the extensive article on that subject in 2011 in BYU Studies, of
all places!38

Dealing with the Issue of Homosexuality
Since my book was finished in the early 1990s, the retrench-

ment policy had not yet confronted certain newer issues of gender
and family, particularly homosexuality. As this issue became in-
creasingly prominent, the reaction of Church leaders was predict-
ably quite conservative. I think all Latter-day Saints were taken by
surprise to learn how many Mormon families were affected by
this issue and particularly by how rapidly homosexual relation-
ships and lifestyles gained acceptance in the surrounding society.
In the later 1990s and early 2000s, as same-sex marriage increas-
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ingly became a divisive political issue, Church leaders tried to
walk the narrow line between (on the one hand) condemning all
aspects of homosexuality and politically resisting attempts to nor-
malize it, while (on the other hand) urging civility, kindness, and
love toward homosexuals.39 As late as 2006, the Church Handbook
of Instructions still required that members with even homosexual
feelings should repent and be referred to professional counseling.
During the same period, however, both the emerging profes-
sional literature and the personal accounts of LDS families and in-
dividuals were raising doubts about the traditional assumption
that the homosexual preference was either entirely learned or en-
tirely a matter of choice.40 The clash between the traditional and
the emerging understandings about the issue came to a head po-
litically in the 2008 Proposition 8 campaign in California and sim-
ilar campaigns in other states, which quickly translated such
scientific questions into contentious public policy issues, especial-
ly the legitimacy of same-sex marriage.

The public relations blowback for the Church from its politi-
cal campaigns made clear the need to take new public positions
on gay rights that would emphasize the need to distinguish its
firm position on marriage from other questions about the rights
of homosexuals, both in society generally and in the Church par-
ticularly. One result was the rather remarkable and unexpected
entry in November 2009 of Michael Otterson, the managing di-
rector of LDS Public Affairs, into the debate over various civil
rights for homosexuals in Salt Lake City—and this time on the
more liberal side of the debate. As Church spokesperson, he sup-
ported a Salt Lake City ordinance outlawing discrimination in
housing or employment on the basis of sexual orientation or gen-
der identity. Elder Jeffrey R. Holland publicly added his personal
view that the new Salt Lake City ordinance in question should
also be adopted by the state legislature.41 In September 2010, the
press reported on a dramatic meeting of invited adults in the
Oakland California Stake, called by the stake president, in which
Elder Marlin K. Jensen of the Seventy listened quietly but emo-
tionally to numerous personal accounts about the anguish of gay
members and their families who had been dealing with the poli-
cies and politics of the Church relating to homosexual relation-
ships. The meeting culminated in a dramatic apology from Elder
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Jensen for the pain these people had experienced throughout the
Proposition 8 campaign, although he did not, of course, apolo-
gize for the campaign itself.42

In view of such developments, it was perhaps not surprising
to see a softening of the Church’s guidance on relationships with
homosexual members in the latest Church Handbook of Instruc-
tions, released in November 2010. This version of the Handbook
made a clear distinction between homosexual behavior, which
would require repentance, and homosexual feelings, which would
not. The same instruction reiterated the 2006 guidance that celi-
bate homosexual members were to be eligible for all blessings of
membership, including callings and temple recommends.43

Perhaps the most explicit indication of the official change in
tone on this subject was the development that occurred in the
wake of President Boyd K. Packer’s address at the 2010 October
general conference, which (among other things) referred to ho-
mosexuality as an “impure and unnatural” condition that could
be overcome. This talk was widely criticized, and not only outside
the Church. The damage control was immediate: Before Elder
Packer’s remarks could be published in the Church magazine, or
even on the LDS website, they were modified to remove his char-
acterization of homosexuality—a post hoc revision that must have
had few, if any precedents, in the experience of a president of the
Quorum of the Twelve.44

A few days later, the Utah Human Rights Campaign (HRC)
and its allies delivered to Church headquarters a petition with
150,000 signatures denouncing Packer’s characterizations of ho-
mosexual feelings and relationships. Otterson then responded
with a long statement emphasizing common ground with the
HRC, acknowledging the legitimacy of the HRC’s concerns about
civil rights and understanding for homosexuals, and condemning
persecution and bullying, even while maintaining the Church’s
right to reject same-sex marriage.45 Another form of outreach
from headquarters occurred when several prominent members of
the Utah gay community were given special invitations to the
Christmas concert in the huge Conference Center.46 Liberal Mor-
mon blogger Joanna Brooks charted these steps as very reassur-
ing, but her Religion Dispatch colleague John-Charles Duffy had a
more pessimistic interpretation.47 All things considered, though,
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the Church has come some distance during the past decade (and
especially since the Prop 8 campaign) in an effort to reduce the
tension between its policies and the emerging consensus for ac-
commodating homosexuals in modern societies.48

Rapprochement with Independent Scholarship
Perhaps the most conspicuous indication of a retreat from re-

trenchment—and the one most gratifying to scholars like me—has
been the outreach and rapprochement of the current generation
of Church leaders to scholars, especially those not employed by
the Church. Whether Mormon or not, and whether devout or
not, these scholars have lately enjoyed a tacit acceptance by lead-
ers—sometimes even appreciation—as well as access to the Church
library and archives that is unprecedented in the history of the
Church, with the possible exception of the brief “Arrington
Spring” in the early 1970s. This more conciliatory and encourag-
ing posture toward scholars seems to have started during the pres-
idency of Howard W. Hunter (1994–95) and was continued and
expanded under President Gordon B. Hinckley (1995–2008).49

The excommunications and other forms of discipline exercised
against intellectuals during the 1980s and early 1990s seem to
have dwindled or even stopped altogether, and a new official
openness has become apparent toward unsponsored scholarship
in general and toward controversial issues in particular.50 Of
course, there was no official announcement of such a change
from any Church leaders, but many events and developments dur-
ing the Hinckley years testify to a greater appreciation among
Church leaders for the benefits and usefulness of the work done
by Mormon scholars, whether or not they are employed or spon-
sored by the Church.

Perhaps the most concrete evidence can be found in several
important books published by Mormon scholars on controversial
subjects during the Hinckley years. The first of these was actually
a trilogy, Standing on the Promises, dealing with the African Ameri-
can experience in the LDS Church.51 Published by Shadow Moun-
tain, an imprint of the Church-owned Deseret Book of Salt Lake
City, this trilogy is semi-fictionalized history. It draws on historical
data from many archives, including those of the Church itself, and
stays close to the documented facts, even though it is ostensibly
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“fiction.” It is remarkably candid about the tragic treatment of
black Latter-day Saints in Mormon history, especially considering
its publisher. The appearance of these titles from the official
Church press could not have happened without approval at the
highest ecclesiastical level (and, indeed, did not happen without
some tense negotiations between authors and nervous editors, as
reported to me by one of the authors).

On another delicate subject in Mormon history, namely the
Mountain Meadows Massacre, historian Will Bagley published
Blood of the Prophets: Brigham Young and the Mountain Meadows Mas-
sacre (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2002), which ar-
gued, among other things, that Brigham Young was not merely an
accessory after the fact but had approved the massacre before the
fact. Yet there was no official reproof or condemnation for his at-
tack on the traditional Church account of that massacre. Instead,
the Church commissioned three of its own senior, distinguished
historians to reopen the whole history of that tragedy and to write
a new and fuller account from scratch. In doing so, the Church
opened its archives without restriction to these authors, who put
their own integrity on the line as professional historians, commit-
ting themselves to produce a full and candid account based on a
complete search not only of Church archives but of several other
archives as well. The result by Ronald W. Walker, Richard E.
Turley, and Glen M. Leonard was Massacre at Mountain Meadows:
An American Tragedy, which was evaluated favorably enough by
professional peers to be published by the Oxford University Press
in 2008 as the first of a two-volume work on the topic.52 With
fuller evidence than that available to Bagley, this book acknowl-
edged the markedly hostile rhetoric and histrionics of Brigham
Young before the massacre but did not find evidence to support
Bagley’s conclusion that Young approved the actual massacre,
either before or after the fact.

In 2003, I published All Abraham’s Children: Changing Mormon
Conceptions of Race and Lineage, which demonstrated that the ra-
cialist heritage of Mormonism was originally far more extensive
and doctrinal than just its application to black people, though
that heritage has by now been greatly attenuated and even re-
versed. In 2004, Kathleen Flake published The Politics of American
Religious Identity: The Seating of Senator Reed Smoot, Mormon Apostle
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(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press), which revealed
how the seating of the first Mormon U.S. senator was almost pre-
vented by the failure of the LDS leadership to abandon polygamy
in good faith for nearly two decades after that practice had been
ostensibly ended in 1890. Then, in 2005, three biographies of
LDS presidents were published, including one of the founding
prophet: Joseph Smith, Rough Stone Rolling, by Richard Lyman
Bushman, and two of the most important presidents of the late
twentieth century: Gregory A. Prince and William R. Wright’s Da-
vid O. McKay and the Rise of Modern Mormonism, and Edward L.
Kimball’s Lengthen Your Stride: The Presidency of Spencer W. Kimball
(including a supplemental DVD).53 All of these presidential biog-
raphies were remarkably candid, partly because they were based
not only on archival materials under Church control but also on
many materials that were not.54

These biographical and other works cited above were not the
only important books on Mormon history to come out during the
Hinckley years, but they were especially noteworthy because (1)
so many of the authors were independent of Church control or
employment but were given generous access to the Church ar-
chives; and (2) all of these books engaged sensitive and controver-
sial issues in Mormon history that would, in my judgment, have
brought official censure or discipline upon these authors a quar-
ter century earlier. Think, for example, of D. Michael Quinn’s Dia-
logue: A Journal of Mormon Thought article on post-Manifesto po-
lygamy, which today would probably not raise an official eyebrow
but which began the unraveling of Quinn’s relationship to the
Church in the 1980s.55 Or consider the candid but sympathetic
Mormon Enigma: Emma Hale Smith (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday,
1984), by Linda King Newell and Valeen Tippets Avery, which was
met by official censure and silencing of the authors in Church-
sponsored venues in 1984, but which was honored at a special
twenty-five-year retrospective session of the Mormon History As-
sociation’s annual conference in 2009 with the current Church
Historian in attendance.56 As if these contrasts between the 1980s
and the current era do not speak for themselves, consider the fol-
lowing eloquent statement in an LDS Newsroom release in June
2009. I submit that this statement could not have been issued by
the LDS Church of 1985:
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The new Church History Library is the substance behind the
growing emphasis of transparency in the Church’s interaction with
the public. This facility opens the door for researchers and histori-
ans of all kinds to flesh out the stories of Mormon heritage that pass
through the imagination of Latter-day Saints from generation to
generation. The Church cannot undertake this project on its own. It
requires a groundswell of countless individuals—from within and
without the Church—operating on their own personal inspiration.
The story of the Church will inevitably be told as historians of good
faith are given access to the library’s records and archives. . . . It is in
the interests of the Church to play a constructive role in advancing
the cathartic powers of honest and accurate history. In doing so, the
Church strives to be relevant to contemporary audiences that oper-
ate under changing cultural assumptions and expectations. A care-
ful, yet bold presentation of Church history, which delves into the
contextual subtleties and nuances characteristic of serious historical
writing, has become increasingly important. If a religion cannot ex-
plain its history, it cannot explain itself.57

As the Church leadership has thus reached out in friendship
to all sorts of individual scholars “of good faith,” it has also seem-
ingly embraced the Mormon History Association itself, with
which it had earlier maintained a meticulous and wary arms-
length relationship. Since 2002, the Church Historian has at-
tended nearly every conference of the MHA by assignment—and
not just with perfunctory greetings, but as a participant through-
out the conference. Furthermore, at the 2007 MHA conference,
the Church Historian presented a check for $10,000 from the LDS
Foundation to the MHA leadership to inaugurate a new endow-
ment campaign. He also made a “generous personal donation
and challenged those in attendance to ‘go thou and do like-
wise!’”58 Probably a similar gesture from the Church leadership
toward Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought at this stage would
suggest either the arrival of the Millennium or a drop in tempera-
ture to absolute zero in hell, depending on your view of Dialogue;
but even the new posture of Church leaders toward the MHA is a
strong indication that the work of sincere and competent scholars
of various kinds is now welcome.

Two other indications of the same new posture can be found
in the responses of Church leaders (1) toward the establishment
of new courses and endowed chairs in Mormon studies at some of
the nation’s universities, and (2) toward various important aca-
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demic conferences on Mormonism held under auspices not con-
trolled by the Church. The public statements in Church-spon-
sored media, such as the LDS Newsroom, about the new aca-
demic Mormon studies programs are clearly favorable and sup-
portive, despite the strictly secular contexts in which these pro-
grams are being created.59 With a similar collegial attitude, the
Church is now sending some of its General Authorities, with aca-
demic backgrounds and credentials of their own, to participate in
important conferences under outside, secular auspices—not mere-
ly as official observers but as regular and equal program partici-
pants.

Aside from the conferences of the Mormon History Associa-
tion, already mentioned, perhaps the earliest of these “outside”
conferences was the May 2005 conference on “The Worlds of Jo-
seph Smith,” held at the Library of Congress, with Elder Dallin H.
Oaks of the Twelve as a major speaker.60 Other examples would
include the 2009 annual conference of the Center for Studies on
New Religions (CESNUR), where Elder Robert S. Wood of the
Seventy was the concluding banquet speaker;61 the inaugural
conference in 2010 of the Mormon chapter of the Foundation for
Interreligious Diplomacy, held at the University of Southern Cali-
fornia, where the opening speaker was Elder Bruce D. Porter of
the Seventy;62 and even the Third Congress of Traditional and
World Religions, held in Kazakhstan in July 2009, where Elder
Paul B. Pieper of the Seventy presented a paper.63 Similarly, Elder
Quentin L. Cook of the Twelve participated as one among a di-
verse collection of LDS commentators at the Patheos website on
“The Future of Mormonism.”64

In light of all these developments, well might Richard Bush-
man have declared that a new “golden age” of historical scholar-
ship has dawned among the Mormons. In a capstone address at
the June 2011 oral “festschrift” in honor of his eightieth birthday,
Bushman rejoiced in the new intellectual environment, citing
some of the same developments I have discussed here.65 This new
era, he claimed, “has brought into existence a realm of independ-
ent inquiry where scholarship is no longer judged by its partisan
conclusions but by its accuracy and insight.” Mentioning espe-
cially Elder Marlin K. Jensen, LDS Church Historian, and Richard
E. Turley Jr., Assistant Church Historian, Bushman credited them
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and their colleagues in the new LDS Church History Library with
“the conviction that the Church and its history can f lourish in the
realm of free, open, and independent inquiry. . . . We do not need
to conceal our history. We believe it will be more convincing and
more engaging and more true if we tell it as it is.” Bushman also
acknowledged the foundational but abortive efforts of Leonard J.
Arrington, Church Historian in the 1970s, to implement essen-
tially the same philosophy of historical research and writing but
discreetly avoided placing the Arrington project and its fate
within the context of the retrenchment era, as my theoretical
framework does.66 He suggested simply that “Leonard . . . would
be immensely pleased with what is happening now . . . [when] his-
tory writing . . . is built on a much steadier foundation than his
Camelot, with much better prospects for continuance.” By “stead-
ier foundation,” I presume that Bushman was referring to the
wider support for such scholarly (as contrasted with apologetic)
history among today’s General Authorities.67

Explaining the Partial Retreat from Retrenchment
I have offered a variety of evidence, mainly from the public re-

cord, in an effort to demonstrate that, in several important re-
spects, the Church has modified the single-minded retrenchment
thrust that characterized its policies after the mid-twentieth cen-
tury. For about the last twenty years, the retrenchment motif has
been displaced by a more assimilationist posture in certain as-
pects of doctrine and scripture, in the definition of gender and
family roles, in policies toward homosexuals and homosexuality,
and in a new engagement with scholars and scholarship in Mor-
mon studies that have recently emerged in the world outside
Church sponsorship or control. While I think I have made a pretty
good case for this change of direction in the ecclesiastical culture
of the Church, I hasten to add that the retrenchment of the past
half century has not been entirely rolled back, especially at the
grass-roots level. Correlation, a major vehicle of retrenchment, is
alive and well. “There is only one true Church” and “follow the
prophet” continue to be recurrent slogans with intimations of
prophetic infallibility. Adult lesson manuals continue to be intel-
lectually simplified and sanitized treatments of history and doc-
trine, with official instruction that they are not to be supple-
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mented with “outside” materials. “The Family: A Proclamation to
the World” continues to be emphasized, with variations from tra-
ditional gender roles considered as exceptions to be justified,
rather than as truly acceptable alternatives. Many of the “pecu-
liar” doctrines and practices of Mormonism continue to be em-
phasized, both inside and outside the Church, including the
importance and historicity of the Book of Mormon, missionary
service, genealogical research, temple worship, and the Word of
Wisdom.

My argument, then, is not that retrenchment has ended and
we are back to the assimilationist posture of 1950. The theory in
my 1994 book is a cyclical one—or rather a pendular one—in
which the growth and strength of the Church depend on periodic
“course corrections” to maintain an optimum level of cultural ten-
sion with the surrounding society, which itself is constantly chang-
ing.68 While the function of retrenchment (intentionally or not)
might be to restore an assimilating religion to “optimum” (rather
than minimal) tension with the surrounding society, each new re-
trenchment campaign seems to start from a more advanced stage
of assimilation than the last one did, so that the ecclesiastical cul-
ture is never pulled all the way back to the tension level from
which it started. The actual pattern, then, seems to be two steps
toward assimilation and only one back toward retrenchment. The
end result is typically still a well-assimilated religious community
in the long term.69 In the short term, though, we might see the op-
posite—a strong retrenchment thrust followed by a partial retreat
again toward assimilation, which is what I think has occurred
during the past two decades.

But why and how? The answer to why seems to be an effort on
the part of the Church to respond to the accelerated and sharp-
ened attacks on its public image in the wake of its new political
prominence. As Mormonism has grown in size and in geographic
dispersion around the United States, the political initiatives of its
hierarchy, as well as of its prominent individuals, have attracted
increasing attention to its history, its internal and external poli-
cies, and especially its peculiarities. In the mid-1970s, during the
campaigns of the International Women’s Year (IWY) and the
Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), the Church began to exert its
political muscle, both publicly and surreptitiously, in ways that
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were unprecedented in the twentieth century.70 During the ensu-
ing three decades, up through the most recent political cam-
paigns in various states over gay rights and same-sex marriage, the
membership of the Church also increased fourfold. Mormons
gained over-representation in Congress, and prominent indivi-
dual Mormons became serious candidates for the presidency.

Unwelcome national attention to Mormonism’s legacy of po-
lygamy was once again stirred up by schismatic groups and mag-
nified by popular television programs. Hostility and ridicule
from gay rights advocates and their allies in politics and the mass
media raised such issues as Church control over individual Mor-
mon political decisions, unwholesome secrecy in the temples and
governing councils of the Church, Mormon gender inequality, im-
plausible elements in the founding narratives of Mormonism, and
even the unusual Mormon underwear. Highly touted and success-
ful Broadway productions such as Angels in America and The Book
of Mormon: The Musical, while not necessarily unfriendly to Mor-
mons or the Church, nevertheless added to the emerging national
(and international) image of Mormonism as weird and laughable.
In short, the Church in recent years has been losing control over
its own public image, its own “brand.”

To counteract these attacks on its image, the Church seems to
have turned primarily to its Department of Public Affairs. The
public relations enterprise has been a prominent part of Church
operations at least since the 1970s; but with the appointment of
Michael Otterson as its head in 1997, Public Affairs has gained a
new importance and turned the Church in a new direction.71 In
the past, the responses of Church spokesmen to scandal or to crit-
icism (internal or external) have had a somewhat defensive tone, a
kind of “circling of the wagons,” a tendency to avoid revealing
more than necessary while making an effort to get on to a differ-
ent subject. This approach has often left an impression that there
was more to the story, perhaps something the Church was trying
to hide.72 Now, however, under Otterson, the strategy seems al-
most opposite, whether the spokesmen (and now spokeswomen,
too) are Church leaders or Public Affairs representatives.

There seems to be a new, proactive expansiveness and trans-
parency in facing the world’s questions and criticisms.73 Otterson
himself is exceedingly smooth and quick in taking on the media;
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as only one example, I would cite his July 2011 reaction to the pe-
jorative “cult” label so thoughtlessly attached to the LDS Church
by media commentators (who should know better) and by Chris-
tian evangelicals (who have a vested interest in using the label).74

Especially impressive has been Otterson’s handling of the popu-
larity of the clever Broadway The Book of Mormon: The Musical,
starting with the low-key official Church reactions and culminat-
ing in an expensive PR blitz that, in effect, turned the tables on
the musical’s producers by surfing on their wave of popularity
with a conspicuous and pricey promotion of the “I’m a Mormon”
series in Times Square and in placards atop hundreds of New
York taxis.75

Beyond these new proactive measures toward the mass media,
the Church, through Public Affairs, has also embraced the popu-
lar “social media” in a big way, sponsoring a variety of its own
websites and encouraging individual Mormons to go out and en-
gage the world with their own personal ideas and testimonies.76

More importantly, for my argument about the pull-back from re-
trenchment, one sees no effort to discipline dissenting LDS blog-
gers or otherwise to control either the content or access to the
content on those sites which present alternative views on official
Church positions. Instead, Church spokespersons enter those
sites and conversations with skill and good will. Rather than warn-
ings about “alternate voices,” we are urged instead to engage in
the discussions about the Church and its people, lest we abdicate
to others the right to define us and our public image.77 In the
words of Elder M. Russell Ballard, “There are conversations going
on about the Church constantly. Those conversations will con-
tinue whether or not we choose to participate in them. But we
cannot stand on the sidelines while others, including our critics,
attempt to define what the Church teaches.”78

It seems that the Church leaders have recognized a certain in-
evitability about their loss of control over how the Church is dis-
cussed and covered in these sites and have decided that its inter-
ests are better served by maintaining a constructive relationship
with them than by opposing them. Good examples are the long
conversation of Richard Bushman with Michael Cromartie, Ken
Woodward, and a dozen journalists and scholars at a Florida
meeting of the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life in 2007;79
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Michael Otterson’s regular appearance for the past five years on
the Washington Post’s “On Faith” series;80 his informative inter-
view with Steve Evans on the blog By Common Consent in 2009;81

and Elder Quentin L. Cook’s entry into the Patheos discussion on
the future of Mormonism in 2010.82 In the same spirit was the
long two-part interview that the LDS Newsroom gave in 2008 to
Times and Seasons, another prominent site in the Mormon
bloggernacle, even before Otterson’s interview with BCC.83

Such openings to the outside and increased transparency
have had some effects on internal Church policies as well. Public
Affairs callings at the stake level have been greatly enhanced as
the local face of the LDS Church through proactive bridge-build-
ing with local civic and religious leaders, regular communications
with local mass media, and various civic and humanitarian pro-
jects such as Mormon Helping Hands.84 Indeed, an important
Churchwide result has been to reconceptualize the mission of the
Church in four parts instead of three. At least since President
Kimball’s time, the Saints have been taught that the “three-fold
mission of the Church” consists of preaching the gospel, perfect-
ing the Saints, and redeeming the dead. Section 2.2 in Book 2 of
the new 2010 Church Handbook of Instructions changes somewhat
the terminology and arrangement of these three and adds a
fourth: “In fulfilling its purpose to help individuals and families
qualify for exaltation, the Church focuses on divinely appointed
responsibilities. These include helping members live the gospel
of Jesus Christ, gathering Israel through missionary work, caring
for the poor and needy, and enabling the salvation of the dead by
building temples and performing vicarious ordinances.” This re-
vision of the Church’s mission statement was not reported in any
official LDS Newsroom releases, and only incidentally in Mormon
Times.85 Otherwise it does not seem to have received much atten-
tion in the regular meetings of the Saints, as far as I can tell, per-
haps because the new (fourth) emphasis on humanitarian goals
represents an outreach to the world, so different from the more
strictly spiritual nature of the original three from the “retrench-
ment” era. Yet many LDS blogs have certainly picked up on the
change and praised it.86

Another ref lection internally of the new Public Affairs orien-
tation was the decision to make Book 2 of the 2010 Church Hand-
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book of Instructions available on the internet, which seemed to take
both the Saints and the outside world by surprise, given the stren-
uous efforts to restrain access to earlier versions. Comments
about the new internet access were very appreciative both from in-
side and outside the Church.87 Both substantively and symboli-
cally, this decision bespeaks the new policy of greater transpar-
ency, candor, and openness in the Church and should help to neu-
tralize the public stereotype of an unduly “secretive” Mormon
leadership. It will also help rank-and-file Church members to feel
inclusion and “ownership” where programs and policies are con-
cerned. Since the membership in general is not involved in the
creation and promulgation of Church rules and policies, these
sometimes come across as what “they” (remote leaders) impose
upon “us” (ordinary folk). However, now that all members can di-
rectly access and review the policies that affect them the most, a
more informed membership will gradually emerge with a greater
awareness of Church expectations, both in personal behavior and
in the requirements of all the various callings held by themselves
and their fellow ward members. The rules and policies will seem
more like “ours” as a Church than as “theirs.”

Conclusion
All things considered, it seems clear that at least a partial re-

versal of the late twentieth-century retrenchment process is un-
derway, both in the ecclesiastical culture of Mormonism and in
the efforts of the leadership to improve and soften the Mormon
public image. These internal and external processes are con-
nected, for they are both driven by an organizational imperative
to modify the degree of cultural and political tension that had de-
veloped in recent decades. Tension is increased both by Church de-
mands on the membership that seem excessive or “weird” to the
outside and by Church policies that seem at odds with the general
normative and political consensus—or that challenge powerful in-
terest groups. Tension is reduced to the extent that demands on
members seem less strenuous and/or the Church seems to pose a
lesser political challenge to interest groups in the “establishment.”
As I have argued here, tension reduction seems to be the order of
the day as the new century unfolds. Internally, certain traditional
ideas about the Book of Mormon and some doctrines from the
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Nauvoo era have been dropped or soft-pedaled as no longer cen-
tral to Mormonism, thereby reducing somewhat the discrepan-
cies with traditional Christianity. Although the “The Family: A
Proclamation to the World” remains very much in force as a state-
ment of doctrine and policy, modifications and exceptions are in-
creasingly accommodated at the operational level—that is, in the
ways that gender roles are expressed in actual behavior. Accom-
modations for the spiritual needs and human rights of homosexu-
als have been made in Church policies, both internally and in civil
law. Scholarship on Mormon doctrine, history, and culture is now
welcomed by Church leaders, even when it comes from independ-
ent scholars, LDS and otherwise. These internal changes, though
not dramatic, should be apparent to any of us who were active
scholars in Mormon studies through the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s.

Externally, meanwhile, the Church has ramped up its assimi-
lationist thrust, especially through a Public Affairs apparatus that
has been enhanced both in visibility and in sophistication. The
initiatives taken in recent years, whether by Public Affairs or by
the Church leaders more generally, point to policies that have be-
come less defensive, and more proactive and transparent, in the
struggle to define and enhance the Church’s public image. It is no
longer enough to go back and forth with the Evangelicals on
whether Mormons are, in fact, Christians. That was yesterday’s
preoccupation.88 Today, though still in conversation with Evan-
gelicals, Mormon outreach seems much more interested in ac-
tively cultivating new relationships with Catholics, Jews, and Mus-
lims, both Churchwide and through initiatives of stake Public Af-
fairs Councils at the local level. Besides the special VIP invitations
extended to dignitaries from these religions to the open-house
events at our new temples, interfaith outreach takes many other
forms as well, which are well publicized by articles in the LDS
Newsroom and Mormon Times, among other venues.89 Like most
of these other traditional faiths, the LDS Church has also recently
embraced humanitarian outreach to all communities, regardless
of their religion, as a fourth part of its public mission state-
ment—certainly a move also in an assimilationist direction.

Is all of this working? Is the LDS Church gaining increased ac-
ceptance and respectability as a legitimate and valued institution
in the American religious family? That is a much harder question
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to answer, despite all the new energy and resources that Public Af-
fairs has exerted toward that end. The residue of ill will over the
campaigns against same-sex marriage remains strong, especially
among gay rights sympathizers in the secular world and in the
more liberal religious communities, where it is used to validate
traditional claims about Mormon weirdness, retrograde theologi-
cal and social teachings, and political conspiracies.90

So far the results of the latest Public Affairs offensive seem
somewhat mixed, even among observers who might wish the
Church well. A Washington Post observer early in 2011 outlined
the mixed blessings for the Church of the political prominence of
Mitt Romney and other Mormon politicians. Whereas Michael
Otterson was quoted as saying he thought such prominence indi-
cated that the Mormon community had “finally arrived,” many
other experts quoted in the same article saw as much mistrust and
ill will as ever toward Mormons.91 This article was duly noted at
LDS Newsroom and was followed by a great variety of prominent
voices from American religions and politics weighing in on the
pluses and minuses of the growing LDS political visibility.92 In
one of these responses, Otterson himself wrote extensively to clar-
ify what he meant (and did not mean) in saying that Mormons had
“arrived.” Comments by bloggers following the comments by
Otterson and others certainly displayed the range of popular
opinion about Mormons on the national scene.93

One of the most interesting—and perhaps problematic—as-
pects of the various Public Affairs initiatives directed externally is
their unintended consequences for internal LDS consumption
(and perhaps vice versa). For example, the enormous variety in
the models of Mormon womanhood expressed in the “I’m a Mor-
mon” ads certainly complicates the model that one would infer
from the Proclamation on the Family, an interesting point aired
by an LDS woman in Utah, who described these ads as “drastically
misleading”: “The disparity between the image my Church is try-
ing so hard to convey to the world and the image local members
are being told they must adhere to . . . is a bit unnerving.”94 Of
course, the professionals and bureaucracies in the Church that
are tasked with external image-making are different from those
tasked with internal Saint-making, so such discrepancies are prob-
ably inevitable. In a similar vein, one wonders also if the efforts at
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Public Affairs to take relatively liberal positions (or at least less
conservative ones) on external issues such as gay rights, illegal im-
migrants, and “green” construction policies, provide an exagger-
ated impression of diversity among the Saints on these issues
while attempting to separate the Church itself from its common
image as arch-conservative.95

What is apparent, however, from this presentation is the grow-
ing importance of LDS Public Affairs policies and spokespersons
in a “course correction” intended to reshape the popular image of
Mormons and their Church in such a way as to reduce the politi-
cal and cultural tension with American society. This external
course correction, however, is having its implications also for cer-
tain internal changes that promise to soften, or even partially roll
back, a few prominent features of the earlier retrenchment poli-
cies regarding doctrine and scripture, women’s roles, and the ac-
ceptance of homosexuals and scholars with “alternate voices.”
One wonders what additional course corrections are around the
corner as the Church approaches its bicentennial, and what impli-
cations these might have for LDS members in other parts of the
world.

Notes
1. My thinking here was informed also by theories about the “natu-

ral history” of new social movements, which I had used in my earlier
work on the sociology of political “reform” movements. See, for exam-
ple, my essay, “On Being Strangled by the Stars and Stripes: The New
Left, the Old Left, and the Natural History of American Radical Move-
ments,” Journal of Social Issues 27, no. 1 (1971): 183–202; I was guest edi-
tor for this issue. See also my Social Problems as Social Movements (Phila-
delphia: Lippincott, 1975), chap. 2, esp. 57–71.

2.This idea, too, was derivative from earlier studies showing that
commitment and growth in religious movements are importantly de-
pendent on demands for strictness and sacrifice from the membership.
See, e. g., Dean M. Kelley, Why Conservative Churches Are Growing (New
York: Harper and Row, 1972); and Rosabeth Moss Kanter, Commitment
and Community: Communes and Utopias in Sociological Perspective (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1972). During the 1980s, Rod-
ney Stark, in collaboration with William S. Bainbridge and other youn-
ger colleagues, elaborated such ideas into an entirely new paradigm for
understanding the success of new religious movements (NRMs). See,
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