
The Psychology of Faith Formation: Examining 
Belief Development of Latter-day Saints.

This essay may be the answer to the question:
Why are you LDS?

Introduction
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints represents one of the fastest-growing 
religious movements of the modern era, with approximately seventeen million members 
worldwide. Central to its growth and retention is a distinctive approach to childhood religious 
education that begins remarkably early and follows a highly structured pathway. Children 
raised within LDS families typically participate in Primary (the children’s organization) from 
age three, progress through Young Men’s or Young Women’s programs during 
adolescence, and are encouraged to serve missions as young adults. This comprehensive 
system creates what developmental psychologists might term a “total environment” for 
faith formation.

The 68-page Youth Guidebook.

A particularly notable feature of LDS childhood religious practice is the monthly testimony 
meeting, where children as young as three or four years old are encouraged to approach the 
pulpit and declare, “I know this church is true. I know Joseph Smith was a prophet. I 
know the Book of Mormon is true.” This practice raises significant psychological questions 
about how early declarative statements of certainty shape cognitive and emotional 
development regarding faith, particularly when the child has had no exposure to alternative 
belief systems or the epistemological tools to evaluate truth claims.

This analysis examines the psychological mechanisms at work in such closed-system 
religious upbringing, exploring how early childhood experiences create cognitive and 
emotional patterns that can make later questioning or departure extraordinarily difficult. 
Within the LDS community specifically, the curriculum of spiritual formation follows a 
remarkably comprehensive and internally consistent pathway from infancy through 
adulthood—one in which the foundational truth claims of the church are never subjected to 
critical examination, opposing viewpoints are systematically excluded, and questioning itself 
is framed as a spiritual deficiency rather than a legitimate epistemic practice.

From the earliest stages of Primary (ages 3-11), children learn church history, doctrine, and 
scripture through carefully curated lesson manuals produced by the Church Correlation 
Department—a centralized body that ensures all educational materials across the global 
church present a unified, approved narrative. These materials do not acknowledge the 
existence of competing historical interpretations, scholarly criticisms, or theological 
alternatives. Children learn, for instance, the official First Vision account as fact without any 
indication that multiple contradictory versions exist in the historical record, or that historians 
have raised substantive questions about the account’s development over time. They learn 
about the Book of Mormon as an ancient historical document translated by divine power, 
with no exposure to the linguistic, archaeological, or genetic evidence that has led 
mainstream scholars to alternative conclusions.

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/general-handbook/12-primary?lang=eng
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/media/collection/2024-book-of-mormon-media-resources?lang=eng
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/2016/06/the-what-and-why-and-how-of-bearing-a-testimony?lang=eng
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/ensign/2016/06/the-what-and-why-and-how-of-bearing-a-testimony?lang=eng
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/bc/content/ldsorg/content/pdf/children-and-youth/PD60008890_youth-eng.pdf?lang=eng


Truth Will Prevail: Who, Why, and What is Church Correlation?

The Correlation Department has been given responsibility to ensure more 
effective correlation of activities and programs of the various priesthood 
and auxiliary organizations and church departments.

This department is responsible to review proposed activities, programs, 
handbooks, curricula, policies, procedures, practices, plans, terminology, 
training and leadership materials, and other materials intended for use 
throughout the Church for content, doctrine, and correlation. Thus, such 
proposed items prepared by general Church departments and organizations 
should be submitted to the Correlation Department for review.

…we have procedures to ensure approved content for materials published in  
the name of the Church or used for instruction in its classes. These 
procedures can be somewhat slow and cumbersome, but they have an 
important benefit. They provide a spiritual quality control that allows 
members to rely on the truth of what is said. Members who listen to the voice  
of the Church need not be on guard against being misled. They have no such 
assurance for what they hear from alternate voices.

Teachers will do well to give up indoctrinating themselves in the 
Sectarianisms of the new Divinity School Theology.

In their teaching, the teachers will use verbiage and terminology which have  
become classic in the Church.

Furthermore, teachers will not advance their own theories about the Gospel 
or Gospel principles.

This pattern continues through the Young Men and Young Women programs (ages 12-17), 
seminary (daily religious instruction for high school students), and institute (college-level 
religious courses). At each stage, the educational framework operates on the assumption 
that LDS truth claims have already been established—the task of religious education is 
therefore not to examine whether these claims are true, but to deepen commitment to truths 
already known. When difficult questions do arise, they are typically addressed through 
devotional frameworks (“pray about it,” “exercise faith,” “put it on the shelf”) rather than 
through rigorous examination of evidence, counter-evidence, and competing claims.

LDS members are strongly encouraged to rely on church-approved sources like scriptures 
and prophet teachings for doctrine, and are generally discouraged from engaging with 
outside religious or critical materials that might undermine faith, often labeled as “not faith-
promoting,” leading some to feel they should avoid anything questioning church history or 
doctrine. While official guidance promotes seeking “reliable sources,” this primarily refers to 
church-sanctioned materials, and exploring critical or alternative views can be seen as 
“studying your way out of the church”.

Members are counseled to avoid “anti-Mormon literature”—a category that has historically 
included not only hostile polemics but also peer-reviewed academic scholarship, 
investigative journalism, and even primary historical documents that present inconvenient 
facts. The implicit message, absorbed from childhood, is that truth can only be found 

https://www.truthwillprevail.xyz/2016/01/who-why-and-what-is-church-correlation.html


through approved channels, that outside sources are spiritually dangerous, and that the very 
act of seeking alternative perspectives represents a failure of faith. In Sunday School 
classes, youth programs, and family scripture study, children never encounter a format where 
LDS truth claims are presented alongside competing claims for fair evaluation. The 
curriculum assumes the conclusion and works backward, providing supporting evidence 
while systematically omitting countervailing evidence.

This educational approach creates what epistemologists might call a “closed doxastic 
system”—a belief structure that contains within itself the criteria for evaluating all truth 
claims, including claims about its own validity. When the system teaches that spiritual 
confirmation (the “burning in the bosom”) is the ultimate arbiter of truth, and that such 
confirmation validates the system itself, there is no external reference point from which the 
system can be evaluated. The system becomes self-sealing: it generates the experiences 
that confirm it, interprets those experiences through its own theological lens, and dismisses 
challenges as evidence of insufficient faith or malevolent opposition. Children raised within 
this framework never develop the cognitive habit of holding their foundational beliefs up for 
examination, because the framework itself has taught them that such examination is 
unnecessary, inappropriate, and spiritually hazardous.

This stands in stark contrast to the biblical model of faith, which repeatedly commands 
believers to engage in rigorous self-examination and diligent study of truth claims. The 
Apostle Paul’s admonition to the Corinthian church could not be clearer: “Examine 
yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves” (2 Corinthians 13:5). The 
Greek word translated “examine” (peirazō) carries the sense of testing for genuineness, as 
one would test metal to determine its purity. Paul does not counsel believers to assume their 
faith is genuine because it feels authentic; he commands active, critical examination. The 
very possibility that one might be self-deceived is assumed—hence the need for testing.

Similarly, Luke commends the Berean Jews as “more noble” than those in Thessalonica 
precisely because they did not accept even apostolic teaching uncritically: “They received 
the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if 
what Paul said was true” (Acts 17:11). Notice the remarkable dynamic at work here: the 
Bereans are praised not for their immediate acceptance but for their insistence on 
verification. They subjected the apostle’s teaching to an external standard—the Scriptures—
rather than relying on subjective spiritual impressions. This is the opposite of a closed 
doxastic system; it is faith that welcomes examination because it is confident in the integrity 
of its foundation.

Paul’s instruction to Timothy reinforces this pattern: “Do your best to present yourself to 
God as one approved, a worker who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly 
handles the word of truth” (2 Timothy 2:15). The phrase “correctly 
handles” (orthotomounta) literally means “cutting straight”—a metaphor drawn from either 
tentmaking (cutting fabric accurately) or road-building (cutting a straight path). The image is 
one of precision, careful workmanship, and diligent study. Timothy is not told to rely on 
feelings or institutional authority but to labor in the Word with the rigor of a craftsman who 
will be held accountable for the quality of his work.

These passages collectively paint a picture of faith that is anything but epistemically closed. 
Biblical faith expects examination, welcomes verification against an external standard 



(Scripture), and demands the intellectual labor of careful interpretation. The believer is not a 
passive recipient of institutional programming but an active agent responsible for testing, 
verifying, and rightly handling the truth. This model produces psychological and spiritual 
resilience because the believer has been trained to engage with challenges rather than avoid 
them, to test claims rather than assume them, and to anchor faith in the objective Word of 
God rather than in subjective experiences that may be manufactured, manipulated, or 
misinterpreted.

The contrast with the LDS educational model is striking. Where Scripture commands 
examination, the LDS system counsels trust in spiritual feelings. Where Scripture commends 
verification against an external standard, the LDS system treats the institution itself as the 
standard. Where Scripture demands diligent study and careful interpretation, the LDS system 
provides pre-packaged conclusions and discourages engagement with contrary evidence. 
The child raised in the biblical model learns that testing faith is an act of obedience; the child 
raised in the LDS model learns that testing faith is an act of betrayal. These divergent starting 
points produce fundamentally different cognitive and spiritual architectures—with profound 
implications for how individuals experience and navigate doubt throughout their lives.

Analysis: The LDS “Q&A” on Anti-Mormon Literature and 
the Contradiction of “Honest Inquiry”
This document from the LDS Church’s New Era     magazine   provides a striking case study in 
how an institution can claim to value honest inquiry while systematically undermining the 
conditions that make honest inquiry possible. The internal contradictions within this single 
text illuminate the broader epistemic closure we have examined throughout this analysis.

The Claimed Commitment to Honest Inquiry
The document explicitly invokes the language of open investigation:

“We’re not against honest inquiry in the Church. We welcome it.”

Paul’s admonition to “Prove all things; hold fast that which is good” (1 Thessalonians 
5:21) is quoted approvingly.

Joseph Smith is cited: “One of the grand fundamental principles of ‘Mormonism’ is 
to receive truth, let it come from whence it may.”

President Hinckley states, “I do not fear truth. I welcome it.”

These statements, taken at face value, would seem to encourage exactly the kind of rigorous 
examination that characterizes healthy epistemic practice. If Mormonism truly welcomes 
truth “from whence it may come,” then surely engaging with critical scholarship—even 
hostile criticism—would be part of that welcome.

The Practical Negation of Honest Inquiry
Yet the actual counsel given in this document systematically contradicts these stated 
commitments. Consider the specific instructions:

1. Avoid the material entirely.

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/new-era/2007/07/q-and-a-questions-and-answers?lang=eng


The opening advice is unambiguous: “Say you would rather read something you trust, 
like the scriptures.” The questioner is counseled not to engage with challenging material 
but to refuse it altogether. This is not “proving all things”—it is refusing to prove anything 
that might challenge predetermined conclusions.

2. Characterize engagement as “waste.”

“Spending a lot of time and energy reading anti-Mormon literature would be a 
waste.” This framing transforms intellectual engagement from a virtue into a vice. The 
seeker who desires to examine all available evidence is not praised for diligence but subtly 
shamed for poor stewardship of time and energy. The message is clear: serious people don’t 
bother with this material.

3. Discourage independent evaluation.

“You may not have the knowledge and experience to successfully investigate and 
counter all of the arguments they make.” This statement is particularly revealing. It 
simultaneously acknowledges that the arguments are substantial enough to 
require “knowledge and experience” to counter, while discouraging the reader from 
developing that knowledge and experience through direct engagement. The implicit 
message is that ordinary members are not competent to evaluate evidence for themselves—
they must depend on institutional intermediaries.

4. Channel all inquiry through approved authorities.

“If you do end up reading something that criticizes the Church, discuss it with 
someone you trust who is knowledgeable in the gospel, like your parents, bishop, or 
seminary teacher.” Notice that the recommended authorities are not historians, scholars, or 
researchers who might have expertise in the actual questions raised. They are institutional 
loyalists whose “knowledge” is defined by commitment to the approved narrative. This 
ensures that challenging information will be filtered through defenders of the system rather 
than evaluated on its merits.

5. Poison the well against critical sources.

The document employs classic well-poisoning rhetoric: critics are described 
as “misinformed,” “antagonistic,” and willing to use “deception and dishonesty,” relying 
on “lies or half-truths,” and seeking to “tear down the Church and scare people 
away.” This comprehensive delegitimization of all critical sources means that any challenging 
information can be dismissed a priori without engagement. If all critics are liars, then nothing 
a critic says needs to be taken seriously—regardless of documentation, evidence, or 
scholarly consensus.

6. Substitute emotional response for evidential evaluation.

“Think of how you feel when you read the Book of Mormon, pray, or bear your 
testimony. How do those feelings compare with the feelings that come from reading 
anti-Mormon literature? Which is guiding you to the truth?”

This is perhaps the most epistemically problematic counsel in the entire document. It 
explicitly instructs readers to evaluate truth claims based on emotional response rather than 
evidential merit. Comfortable feelings validate; uncomfortable feelings disqualify. By this 
standard, any challenging truth—however well-documented—can be rejected because it 



produces discomfort, while any comforting falsehood can be embraced because it produces 
peace.

This approach inverts the biblical model entirely. Scripture nowhere teaches that truth is 
determined by what makes us feel good. Indeed, the conviction of sin that precedes 
salvation is profoundly uncomfortable—yet it is the work of the Holy Spirit leading to life. 
Jeremiah’s prophetic ministry produced intense discomfort in his hearers, yet he spoke truth. 
The test of truth is correspondence with reality, not correspondence with emotional 
preference.

The Self-Sealing Nature of the System
What emerges from this analysis is a textbook example of a self-sealing belief system—one 
that has built into itself immunity from disconfirmation:

 If you encounter challenging information: Don’t read it; it’s a waste of time.

 If you do read it: Don’t trust it; the sources are dishonest.

 If the arguments seem compelling: You lack the expertise to evaluate them; consult 
approved authorities.

 If you still feel troubled: Compare your feelings; truth feels good, so the troubling 
information must be false.

 If you reject the challenging information: Your faith is strong.

 If you accept the challenging information: You have been deceived by enemies of 
the Church.

There is no possible outcome in this framework where challenging information is evaluated 
on its merits and found to be correct. The system has preemptively delegitimized all 
challenges, regardless of their evidentiary basis. This is not “honest inquiry”—it is the 
systematic prevention of honest inquiry while claiming its vocabulary.

The Contradiction with Cited Scripture
The document’s use of 1 Thessalonians 5:21 (“Prove all things; hold fast that which is 
good”) is particularly ironic. Paul’s admonition presupposes that believers will encounter “all 
things”—including things that are not good—and will evaluate them to determine which to 
retain. The LDS counsel inverts this: don’t encounter challenging things; avoid them entirely; 
and if you do encounter them, dismiss them based on their source rather than their content.

Genuine application of Paul’s instruction would look something like this: “Read the critical 
literature carefully. Examine its claims against the historical record. Evaluate its 
arguments on their merits. Retain what is true and well-documented; reject what is 
false or misleading.” This is precisely what the document counsels against.

Similarly, the invocation of Joseph Smith’s statement about receiving truth “from whence it 
may come” is contradicted by the practical counsel to receive truth only from approved 
sources. If truth can come from anywhere, then critical scholarship might contain truth. If 
critical scholarship might contain truth, then it should be engaged rather than avoided. The 
document’s actual counsel reveals that “whence it may come” has an unstated 



limitation: “from whence it may come, provided it comes from sources that support our 
predetermined conclusions.”

The Psychological Function of This Counsel
From a psychological perspective, this document functions to maintain cognitive closure 
while providing believers with a sense that they are being intellectually responsible. The 
member who follows this counsel can genuinely believe they are engaged in “honest 
inquiry” because the institution has told them they are. They can feel intellectually virtuous 
for avoiding critical material—after all, they are being wise stewards of their time and 
protecting themselves from deception.

This is the genius of the system: it redefines “honest inquiry” to mean something that 
prevents actual inquiry, then praises members for practicing this redefined version. The 
member who never reads critical scholarship, who dismisses all challenges as “anti-
Mormon lies,” who evaluates truth claims by emotional comfort, and who submits all 
questions to institutional authorities can genuinely believe—because they have been taught 
to believe—that they are exemplifying the principle of “proving all things.”

The Contrast with Biblical and Historical Christian 
Practice
The approach modeled in this document stands in stark contrast to the biblical and historical 
Christian approach to challenges:

 The Bereans (Acts 17:11) examined Paul’s claims against Scripture—they did not 
refuse to engage with challenging ideas or dismiss them based on source.

 Paul engaged the philosophers at Mars Hill (Acts 17:16-34), demonstrating familiarity 
with their poets and arguments rather than dismissing pagan thought as “anti-Christian 
literature.”

 Augustine read the Manichaeans, the Platonists, and the skeptics—engaging their 
arguments directly rather than avoiding them.

 Aquinas presented the strongest objections to Christian faith in their own voice before 
responding, treating opposing arguments with respect rather than preemptive dismissal.

 The Reformers engaged Catholic arguments directly, producing detailed responses to 
specific claims rather than warning believers to avoid Catholic literature.

This tradition of engagement reflects confidence that truth can withstand scrutiny. The LDS 
approach, by contrast, reflects anxiety that scrutiny might be dangerous—an implicit 
admission that the truth claims of the system may not survive fair examination.

Conclusion
The LDS document on “anti-Mormon literature” represents a case study in epistemic 
closure disguised as intellectual openness. It claims to welcome honest inquiry while 
systematically preventing it. It invokes scriptural authority for “proving all things” while 
counseling members to prove nothing that might challenge institutional claims. It promises 
that truth has nothing to fear while treating critical examination as a threat to be avoided.



For the LDS member beginning to ask questions, this document reveals something 
important: the institution’s response to challenges is not confident engagement but defensive 
avoidance. A system that truly possessed the truth it claims would welcome examination 
from any quarter, confident that scrutiny would vindicate its claims. A system that 
discourages examination, delegitimizes critics, and substitutes emotional comfort for 
evidential evaluation reveals, by its very defensiveness, that it fears what honest inquiry 
might uncover.

The biblical model invites a different approach: “Come now, let us reason together”  (Isaiah 
1:18). The God of Scripture does not ask His people to protect their faith from examination 
but to test all things, examine themselves, and search the Scriptures to see if what they have 
been taught is true. This is the path of genuine, honest inquiry—a path that remains open to 
every seeker willing to walk it.

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy: The Ethics of Belief

William James famously sniffs at the impracticable stringency of 
Clifford’s Principle, advocating instead the more liberal policy 
that we sometimes have the “right to believe” even when we 
lack sufficient evidence (and even when we know that we lack it). 
In places, James goes further and suggests that in certain cases—
especially cases involving religious and moral belief—it is not 
merely permitted but positively commendable or even required 
that we believe on insufficient evidence.

The contrast with educational approaches that encourage comparative analysis is stark. A 
child raised in a tradition that says, “Here is what we believe and why, and here is what 
others believe and why they find it compelling—now consider the evidence and make 
your own informed judgment,” develops fundamentally different cognitive habits than a 
child raised in a tradition that says, “This is true, God has confirmed it, and examining 
alternatives would demonstrate a lack of faith.” The former approach builds critical 
thinking skills that can be applied throughout life; the latter approach builds loyalty and 
commitment but may leave the individual cognitively unprepared to evaluate challenging 
information if and when it is eventually encountered.

This is not an invitation to cynicism or reflexive rejection. It is an invitation to honest inquiry—
the very inquiry that Scripture commands and that the historic Christian tradition has 
modeled for two millennia. For some who undertake this journey, the result may be a 
deepened and more mature commitment to their existing faith, now held with greater 
intentionality and self-awareness. For others, the journey may lead through painful 
deconstruction toward something entirely new. But whatever the destination, the journey 
itself is valuable because it represents the exercise of genuine human agency in the most 
important questions a person can ask: What is true? What is good? What does God 
require of me? And how can I know?

The LDS member who begins to ask these questions need not walk alone. Thousands have 
traveled this road before—navigating the disorientation of faith transition, the grief of 
community loss, and the exhilarating terror of intellectual and spiritual freedom. Resources 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/ethics-belief/


exist: books, podcasts, support communities, and thoughtful guides who understand both 
the psychological complexity and the theological stakes of this journey. Most importantly, the 
God who is truth is not threatened by honest questions; He welcomes them. The Christ who 
said “You shall know the truth, and the truth shall set you free” (John 8:32) spoke those 
words not as a threat but as a promise—a promise available to everyone willing to seek, ask, 
and knock.

If you are an LDS member reading these words and feeling the first stirrings of doubt, I want 
you to know: your questions are not a sign of spiritual weakness. They may be the beginning 
of spiritual awakening. The path forward will not be easy—the psychological and social costs 
of questioning a totalizing belief system are real and significant. But the alternative—a 
lifetime of suppressed questions, unexamined assumptions, and faith maintained through 
avoidance rather than conviction—is a kind of imprisonment that no sincere seeker of truth 
should accept. There is a way out, and there is something beautiful on the other side: a faith 
tested by fire, anchored in truth, and freely chosen by a mind fully awake to its own 
condition.

Observations by LDS leadership:

If we have the truth, it cannot be harmed by investigation.
If we have not the truth, it ought to be harmed.

– J. Reuben Clark
First Counselor in the First Presidency

June 12, 1959 – October 6, 1961

Let me make sure that you understand this important point. There is absolutely nothing wrong with  
asking questions or investigating our history, doctrine, and practices.

– M. Russell Ballard
Acting President of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles

January 14, 2018 – November 12, 2023</p?

One of the key ways that we learn—not only here at BYU
but throughout life—is by asking questions.

– Cecil O. Samuelson
First Quorum of the Seventy

October 1, 1994 – October 1, 2011

Asking questions isn’t a sign of weakness; it’s a precursor of growth.
– Elder Dieter F. Uchtdorf

Acting President of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles
December 27, 2025 (de facto)

The Architecture of Early Belief Formation
Developmental psychology has long recognized that children between the ages of two and 
seven operate in what child psychologist Jean     Piaget   termed the preoperational stage of 
cognitive development. During this period, children are characterized by magical thinking, an 
inability to distinguish between subjective and objective reality, and a profound trust in 
authority figures. They lack the cognitive architecture for abstract reasoning, critical 
evaluation of truth claims, or understanding that beliefs can be wrong despite feeling true.

https://www.simplypsychology.org/piaget.html


When children in this developmental stage are taught to make declarative statements such 
as “I know this church is true,” several psychological processes are activated 
simultaneously. First, there is the phenomenon of verbal commitment, which social 
psychologist Robert Cialdini identified as one of the most powerful tools of influence. Once 
individuals make public declarations, they experience strong internal pressure to maintain 
consistency with those statements. This pressure operates largely beneath conscious 
awareness and persists even when the original reasons for the commitment are forgotten or 
invalidated.

Second, the repetition of these declarations creates what neuroscientists call neural pathway 
strengthening. Each time a child stands and repeats the testimony formula, the neural 
connections associated with those beliefs become more robust. The brain literally wires itself 
around these repeated patterns, making them feel increasingly natural and self-evident over 
time. What begins as learned behavior gradually transforms into what feels like innate 
knowledge.

Third, the social reinforcement accompanying these declarations—approving smiles from 
parents, praise from leaders, the warm attention of the congregation—activates the brain’s 
reward circuitry. The child’s limbic system learns to associate testimony-bearing with positive 
emotions, safety, and belonging. This emotional conditioning operates independently of 
rational evaluation and can persist throughout life, even when intellectual doubts emerge.

The LDS practice of having children bear testimony before they can cognitively understand 
what they are claiming creates what might be termed premature cognitive closure. The child 
learns the conclusion before encountering the questions, essentially receiving the 
answer key before taking the test. This reversal of the natural epistemic process—where one 
typically gathers evidence before forming conclusions—has profound implications for how 
these individuals later approach questions of faith and doubt.

Psychological Lock-In: The Mechanisms of Belief 
Persistence
As children raised in closed religious systems mature into adolescence and adulthood, 
several psychological mechanisms work in concert to maintain the beliefs established in 
childhood. Understanding these mechanisms helps explain why sincere, intelligent 
individuals often find it extraordinarily difficult to question or leave faith traditions in which 
they were raised, even when confronted with challenging information.

Cognitive Dissonance and Its Resolution

Leon Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance remains one of the most robust findings 
in social psychology. When individuals encounter information that conflicts with deeply held 
beliefs, they experience psychological discomfort that demands resolution. Importantly, this 
discomfort can be resolved in multiple ways: changing the belief, changing the behavior, or—
most commonly—distorting the conflicting information to preserve existing beliefs.

For individuals raised in the LDS faith, challenging information about church history, doctrine, 
or leadership creates significant cognitive dissonance. However, the emotional investment in 
their beliefs—built through years of testimony-bearing, mission service, temple covenants, 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Leon-Festinger/Cognitive-dissonance
https://ia800203.us.archive.org/33/items/ThePsychologyOfPersuasion/The%20Psychology%20of%20Persuasion.pdf


and social integration—makes belief change extraordinarily costly. The path of least 
resistance is typically to discount, reframe, or avoid the challenging information.

The LDS community provides ready-made frameworks for this discounting process. 
Troubling historical information might be dismissed as “anti-Mormon lies.” Doctrinal 
inconsistencies might be resolved through appeal to continuing revelation. Personal doubts 
might be attributed to insufficient faith, sin, or the influence of Satan. These frameworks 
allow believers to encounter significant challenges while maintaining their core beliefs intact.

Confirmation Bias and Information Filtering
Confirmation bias—the tendency to seek, interpret, and remember information that confirms 
existing beliefs—operates powerfully in closed religious systems. Individuals raised in the 
LDS faith typically develop information-gathering habits that reinforce their beliefs. They read 
church-published materials, attend church meetings, associate primarily with fellow 
members, and consume media that supports their worldview.

When these individuals do encounter challenging information, confirmation bias shapes how 
they process it. Supportive information is accepted readily; challenging information faces a 
much higher burden of proof. This asymmetric skepticism is not conscious deception but a 
natural function of how human cognition operates, particularly regarding beliefs tied to 
identity and community.

The LDS church actively supports this information filtering through teachings 
about “approved” sources. Members are encouraged to avoid “anti-Mormon” literature and 
to bring questions to church leaders rather than seeking outside perspectives. This creates 
an epistemically closed loop where the institution being questioned is also the arbiter of what 
questions are legitimate and what sources are trustworthy.

Social Identity and Belonging
Perhaps the most powerful psychological mechanism maintaining faith in closed systems is 
the integration of religious belief with social identity and community belonging. For 
individuals raised in the LDS faith, their religious community is not merely a place of worship 
but the totality of their social world. Family relationships, friendships, professional networks, 
and romantic partnerships are typically situated within the church community.

This integration means that questioning one’s faith implicitly threatens every meaningful 
relationship in one’s life. The psychological concept of “social death”—the loss of one’s 
identity and community—becomes a realistic possibility for those who doubt. Research on 
former members of high-demand religious groups consistently shows that social loss, not 
intellectual disagreement, is the most painful aspect of leaving.

Furthermore, the LDS church structures significant life milestones—baptism at eight, 
priesthood ordination for young men, temple marriage, mission service—as both religious 
and social achievements. Opting out of these milestones means not only religious non-
conformity but social alienation from peers who are progressing along the expected pathway. 
This creates powerful incentives for compliance even among those experiencing private 
doubts.



Comparative Analysis: Orthodox Christian Faith 
Development
To understand the distinctive features of LDS faith formation, it is illuminating to compare it 
with approaches taken in other Christian traditions, particularly historic or orthodox 
Christianity. While significant variation exists across denominations, several general patterns 
distinguish traditional Christian approaches from the LDS model.

Epistemic Humility and Age-Appropriate Development
Historic Christian traditions, particularly those influenced by classical education models, 
have generally distinguished between teaching children the content of faith and expecting 
them to make definitive knowledge claims. The language of “I believe” (credo) rather than “I 
know” acknowledges that faith involves trust and commitment in the face of uncertainty 
rather than absolute certainty based on personal revelation.

This distinction is not merely semantic. It shapes how individuals relate to doubt throughout 
their lives. When faith is understood as trust amid uncertainty, doubts become a normal part 
of the journey rather than evidence of spiritual failure. When faith is framed as certain 
knowledge, doubts become existentially threatening—evidence that one’s spiritual 
experiences were invalid or that one has fallen from grace.

Many Traditional Christian catechesis typically delay confirmation or full church membership 
until adolescence, when young people have developed the cognitive capacity for abstract 
reasoning and genuine choice. While children are certainly taught the faith, the formal 
declaration of personal commitment awaits a developmental stage more capable of 
meaningful assent. This approach aligns more closely with developmental psychology’s 
understanding of when genuine belief formation becomes possible.

Engagement with Doubt and Challenge
Orthodox Christian traditions operate from a fundamentally different understanding of how 
faith originates and develops—a difference with profound psychological implications. In 
classical Christian theology, faith is not primarily a human achievement cultivated through 
institutional programming, but rather a divine gift initiated unilaterally by God through the 
moving of the Holy Spirit upon an individual’s conscience. This theological framework holds 
that the Holy Spirit first brings conviction of sin—an awakening to one’s moral condition 
before a holy God—which creates both the capacity and the desire to repent and believe. As 
the Apostle Paul wrote to the Ephesians, salvation comes “by grace through faith, and this  
not of yourselves; it is the gift of God”  (Ephesians 2:8). The Westminster Confession 
articulates this understanding systematically: “The grace of faith, whereby the elect are 
enabled to believe to the saving of their souls, is the work of the Spirit of Christ in their  
hearts.”

This theological starting point has significant psychological ramifications. If faith originates 
through divine initiative rather than institutional conditioning, then the believer’s 
relationship to their faith takes on a qualitatively different character. The individual who 
has experienced conviction of sin and the gift of repentance possesses an internal reference 
point—a personal encounter with transcendence—that exists independently of institutional 
authority. This believer does not depend on organizational validation to know that something 



real has occurred; the Spirit’s witness is self-authenticating in a way that organizational 
teaching cannot replicate. Consequently, challenges to institutional claims do not necessarily 
threaten the core spiritual experience.

Furthermore, this understanding of faith’s origin carries with it the gift of discernment. 
Classical Protestant theology teaches that the same Spirit who initiates faith also illuminates 
Scripture and guides the believer into truth. This does not mean the believer becomes 
infallible, but it does mean the believer possesses genuine cognitive and spiritual resources 
for evaluating truth claims—including claims made by religious institutions. The believer is 
not merely a passive recipient of institutional teaching but an active participant in the pursuit 
of truth, equipped by the Spirit to “test all things and hold fast to what is good” (1 
Thessalonians 5:21).

This theological framework creates space for robust intellectual engagement with challenges 
to faith. Orthodox Christian traditions, particularly those with rich intellectual histories, have 
generally engaged more openly with objections and difficulties precisely because they 
believe truth has nothing to fear from examination. The existence of apologetics—the 
reasoned defense of faith—presupposes that challenges exist, deserve response, and can 
be addressed through careful argument and evidence. Far from being a concession to doubt, 
apologetics represents confidence that Christian truth claims can withstand scrutiny.

The great intellectual figures of Christian history modeled this engaged approach. Augustine, 
a former skeptic and adherent of Manichaeism, brought his philosophical training to bear on 
questions of evil, free will, and the nature of God—questions he did not avoid but wrestled 
with publicly throughout his career. Thomas Aquinas systematically engaged with the 
strongest objections to Christian belief, presenting them fairly before offering responses in 
his Summa Theologica. His methodology assumed that faith seeking understanding would 
find satisfaction, not shipwreck.

Similarly, William Lane Craig has spent decades engaging the most formidable objections 
to Christian theism in public debates with leading atheist philosophers and scientists. His 
willingness to subject Christian truth claims to open scrutiny—in formats where he could be 
publicly refuted if his arguments failed—reflects the confidence of a tradition that believes it 
has nothing to hide and nothing to fear from honest examination. Craig’s work on the 
cosmological argument, the historical evidence for the resurrection, and the coherence of 
Christian doctrine has provided countless believers with intellectual resources for navigating 
doubt and responding to challenges.

These figures—ancient and modern—share a common conviction: that Christian faith is not 
a fragile construction requiring protection from scrutiny, but a robust engagement with reality 
that welcomes the hardest questions because it trusts that truth will vindicate itself. They 
model for believers what it looks like to hold faith and intellectual honesty together, to 
acknowledge difficulties without being destroyed by them, and to emerge from the crucible 
of doubt with convictions tempered and strengthened rather than abandoned.

This tradition creates markedly different expectations for believers encountering challenges. 
Rather than viewing challenging information as spiritually dangerous material to be avoided, 
believers formed in these traditions may see engagement with challenges as an opportunity 
for deeper understanding. Doubt is not a shameful failure to be suppressed but a natural part 
of the journey that, when honestly addressed, can lead to more mature and resilient faith. 

https://www.premierchristianity.com/interviews/william-lane-craig-the-christian-professor-who-puts-the-fear-of-god-into-atheists/2895.article#:~:text=Craig%20is%20arguably,around%20the%20world.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Summa_Theologica
https://ftc.co/resource-library/blog-entries/apologetics-a-reasonable-defense/#:~:text=Apologetics%20simple%20means%20to%20offer,a%20defense%20of%20their%20faith.
https://ftc.co/resource-library/blog-entries/apologetics-a-reasonable-defense/#:~:text=Apologetics%20simple%20means%20to%20offer,a%20defense%20of%20their%20faith.


The believer who has wrestled with the problem of evil and emerged with faith intact 
possesses a qualitatively different relationship to that faith than one who has never allowed 
the question to surface. The faith that emerges from such engagement tends to be more 
robust precisely because it has been tested in the fires of honest inquiry.

This approach also produces psychological resilience in the face of new challenges. When 
believers have been taught that their faith can withstand questioning, they are less 
likely to experience a catastrophic crisis when encountering difficult information. They 
have cognitive frameworks for processing challenges—“This is hard, but I’ve worked 
through hard things before”—rather than experiencing every challenge as an existential 
threat. The intellectual tradition itself becomes a resource: Augustine wrestled with this 
question; Aquinas addressed a version of this objection; Lewis faced similar doubts; Lane 
was always open to debate. The believer is not alone with their questions but joins a 
centuries-long conversation of faithful inquiry.

The LDS approach, by contrast, tends to frame doubt itself as the problem to be 
overcome rather than the challenges prompting the doubt. When members encounter 
troubling historical information or theological difficulties, the counsel typically received 
focuses on managing the doubt rather than examining its sources. The spiritual discipline 
of “shelving” difficult questions—setting them aside on a metaphorical shelf with faith that 
answers will eventually come—can provide temporary psychological relief but carries 
significant risks. Questions placed on shelves tend to accumulate. When the shelf eventually 
collapses under the weight of unaddressed concerns—often triggered by a single new piece 
of information or a life crisis that makes avoidance no longer possible—the resulting faith 
crisis can be catastrophic precisely because the individual has never developed the cognitive 
and spiritual muscles for engaging with difficulty.

Midwest Social Sciences Journal: A Content Analysis of Doubt: How Latter-day Saints 
Interact Online, When One of Their Own Seeks Answers

The Internet exposes members to a confusion of contradictory 
doctrines or statements from past church leaders. As a New York 
Times headline put it: “Some Mormons Search the Web and 
Find Doubt” (Goodstein 2013). This tension between 
institutional authority and online dissent has given rise to 
culturally specific mechanisms for managing doubt within 
Mormonism. Most notably, the metaphor of the shelf, where 
troubling questions are temporarily set aside (Fielding 1975), has 
become an institutionalized coping strategy for dissonance 
reduction (Knoll and Riess 2017). As members turn to online 
forums to discuss these shelved concerns, however, they engage in  
complex boundary work that tests the limits of the Church’s 
carefully maintained plausibility structures (Berger 1967; Smith 
1993).

Moreover, the shelving approach implicitly teaches that faith and honest inquiry exist in 
tension—that one must choose between being faithful and being intellectually thorough. This 
creates a fragile faith that depends on the absence of challenges rather than the capacity to 

https://scholar.valpo.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1194&context=mssj
https://scholar.valpo.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1194&context=mssj


meet them. The member who has been told for decades that “anti-Mormon lies” threaten 
faith, and who has consequently avoided all critical engagement, may experience exposure 
to even modest challenges as devastating. They have been given no framework for 
processing difficulties except avoidance, and when avoidance fails, they may conclude that 
faith itself has failed.

The psychological contrast between these approaches is substantial. The Christian tradition 
that begins with God’s initiative, provides the gift of discernment, encourages rigorous 
engagement with challenges, and frames doubt as a normal part of the journey, produces 
believers with fundamentally different psychological resources than a tradition that begins 
with institutional conditioning, discourages outside sources, counsels avoidance of 
challenges, and frames doubt as spiritual failure. Both traditions produce sincere 
believers, but the psychological architecture of their faith—and consequently their 
experience of doubt and challenge—differs markedly.

Community Structure and Exit Costs
While all religious communities involve social integration, the intensity of LDS social structure 
creates particularly high exit costs. The three-hour Sunday block, weeknight activities, 
home teaching (now “ministering”), temple attendance, and extensive lay leadership 
demands mean that active LDS members spend significantly more time in church-related 
activities than members of most other traditions.

This intensive involvement builds strong community bonds but also means that departure 
involves losing a proportionally larger part of one’s social world. Additionally, the LDS 
concept of eternal families—the teaching that family relationships can continue eternally only 
through temple sealing—adds a theological dimension to social pressure. Leaving the 
church means not merely social distance from family but potential eternal separation.

Historic Christian traditions generally maintain a clearer distinction between religious 
community and total social world. While church involvement is certainly encouraged, the 
expectation of consuming involvement in church activities is typically less intensive. This 
creates relatively lower exit costs for those who choose to leave, allowing departure without 
complete social reconstruction.

Implications for Personal Agency and Authentic Faith
The psychological dynamics examined above raise important questions about the nature of 
belief, choice, and authenticity in faith development. These questions have implications not 
only for understanding LDS faith formation but for religious education more broadly.

The Question of Genuine Choice
One of the central values in liberal democratic societies is the freedom of belief—the right to 
choose one’s own religious commitments. However, the psychology of early childhood 
development suggests that “choice” in matters of faith is more complex than simple 
decision-making. When beliefs are established before the cognitive capacity for evaluation 
develops, when social structures make departure extraordinarily costly, and when 
psychological mechanisms operate beneath conscious awareness to maintain existing 
beliefs, the concept of free choice becomes problematic.

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9569318/#:~:text=The%20Church%20of,leaving%20an%20organization.


This is not to suggest that individuals raised in closed religious systems cannot make 
genuine choices about faith. Many do engage in serious reflection and either reaffirm their 
beliefs with greater depth or make the difficult choice to depart. However, it does suggest 
that the playing field is not level. The psychological momentum strongly favors the 
continuation of beliefs established in childhood, regardless of their truth value.

The Possibility of Authentic Faith
A related question concerns whether faith formed through the mechanisms described above 
can be considered “authentic.” This is ultimately a philosophical and theological question 
rather than a purely psychological one. Different traditions will answer it differently based on 
their understanding of faith, revelation, and human agency.

From a psychological perspective, what can be observed is that beliefs established through 
early conditioning and maintained through social pressure may feel subjectively certain while 
lacking the epistemic grounding that genuine knowledge typically requires. The individual 
sincerely experiences their beliefs as knowledge, not because they have investigated 
alternatives and found them wanting, but because their cognitive and social environment 
has made alternatives essentially unthinkable.

Some would argue that faith is authenticated precisely through this kind of committed trust, 
regardless of its psychological origins. Others would contend that genuine faith requires the 
possibility of genuine doubt—that assent given under conditions where refusal is functionally 
impossible cannot be considered authentic commitment.

Mormon demographics confirm the psychological 
analysis we developed.
Pew Research Center findings provide the clearest picture:

Roughly a quarter of current Mormons (26%) are converts to the faith. This is a much higher 
proportion than among Catholics (11%) and Jews (15%), but significantly lower than among 
Buddhists (73%), Jehovah’s Witnesses (67%), and Protestants.

This means approximately 74% of current LDS members were raised in the faith from 
childhood (born into LDS families).

Retention rates tell an interesting story:

The data has shifted over time. Mormons have a relatively high retention rate of childhood 
members compared with other major religious traditions. Seven-in-ten of those raised 
Mormon (70%) still identify as Mormon. However, more recent Pew data from 2023-24 
shows a notable decline: Of those raised in the church, a bit more than half — 54% — still 
identify with the faith as adults (down from 70% in Pew’s 2008 report).

Children of record statistics:

The LDS Church tracks “children of record” (babies blessed into the faith). The church has 
averaged 100,000 baby blessings per year to a number called “children of record.” One 
researcher calculated that we retain about 64% of our children in the faith. Therefore, to have 
enough children to offset the children lost to religious switching, we would need to have an 
average of 3.28 children.



Convert retention is notably lower:

In 2001, sociologist Armand Mauss estimated that about 50 percent of LDS converts in the 
US stopped attending church within a year of baptism, while outside the US the rate was 
about 70 percent.

The psychological implications:

These statistics strongly support the thesis of the essay. The fact that roughly three-quarters 
of active LDS members were raised from birth in the faith—combined with the significantly 
higher retention rate of those raised in the church compared to converts—suggests that 
the childhood formation process creates substantially stronger attachment than adult 
conversion. The “lock-in” effect we discussed appears to be borne out empirically: those 
who receive the early childhood conditioning are far more likely to remain than those who 
encounter the faith as adults with fully developed critical faculties.

The recent drop from 70% to 54% retention among those raised LDS (per the 2023-24 Pew 
study) may reflect the impact of internet access to challenging information that we discussed
—the epistemic closure that once characterized LDS communities is harder to maintain in 
the digital age.

Conclusion
The psychological contrast between these approaches is substantial. The Christian 
tradition that begins with God’s initiative, provides the gift of discernment, encourages 
rigorous engagement with challenges, and frames doubt as a normal part of the journey, 
produces believers with fundamentally different psychological resources than a tradition that 
begins with institutional conditioning, discourages outside sources, counsels avoidance of 
challenges, and frames doubt as spiritual failure. Both traditions produce sincere believers, 
but the psychological architecture of their faith—and consequently their experience of doubt 
and challenge—differs markedly.

It is with deep respect and genuine affection that I offer this analysis to my LDS friends 
whose sincerity, moral earnestness, and commitment to family and community I have long 
admired. My purpose in writing is not to wound but to invite, not to tear down but to point 
toward something I believe to be infinitely precious. I have no interest in winning arguments 
or scoring rhetorical points. What compels me is something far more urgent: the conviction 
that the God who made us desires to be known by us, and that He has made Himself known 
in a way that transcends institutional structures, organizational loyalty, and childhood 
conditioning.

The historic Christian faith has weathered twenty centuries of challenge—philosophical 
attack, scientific revolution, political persecution, and internal scandal. It has been tested in 
the fires of the academy and the arena, in the catacombs and the concentration camps. And 
still it stands. Not because its adherents have avoided difficult questions, but because 
generation after generation has found that honest inquiry leads not away from Christ but 
deeper into the mystery of His grace. This faith does not ask you to suppress your questions 
or shelve your doubts. It invites you to bring them—all of them—to the foot of the cross, 
where the God who made you meets you not with institutional demands but with nail-scarred 
hands.



The gospel that Augustine discovered after years of intellectual wandering, that brought the 
skeptic C.S. Lewis to his knees, that has transformed countless millions across every culture 
and century, remains as powerful and available today as it was two thousand years ago. It is 
not a system to be mastered but a Savior to be encountered. It does not begin with what you 
must do for God but with what God has already done for you. And it offers what no 
institution can manufacture and no human effort can earn: the free gift of redemption to 
every soul that turns to Christ in repentance and faith.

My sincere prayer is that this essay might speak to the heart of someone wrestling in the 
quiet hours with questions they have been taught not to ask. If that is you, I want you to 
know that your questions are not evidence of spiritual failure. They may be the very means 
by which the Holy Spirit is drawing you toward something truer and deeper than you have 
yet known. The God of the Bible is not threatened by your doubts; He is pursuing you 
through them. And the faith He offers is not a fragile construct that must be protected from 
scrutiny, but a solid rock that can bear the full weight of honest examination.

I invite you to take a long, hard look at the traditional Christian faith—not the caricature you 
may have been taught to dismiss, but the real thing in all its intellectual depth and spiritual 
power. Read Augustine’s Confessions and discover a fellow traveler who knew the agony of 
doubt and the ecstasy of finding rest in God. Open the Scriptures not as a proof-text for 
predetermined conclusions but as a living word through which the living God still speaks. 
And above all, ask the Holy Spirit to show you what is true—trusting that the God who 
desires to be known will not leave sincere seekers in darkness.

On Scripture as Living and Active:

2 Timothy 3:16-17 — “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for 
reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be 
complete, equipped for every good work.”

On the Holy Spirit as Guide into Truth:

1 John 2:27 — “But the anointing that you received from him abides in you, and you have no  
need that anyone should teach you. But as his anointing teaches you about everything, and 
is true, and is no lie—just as it has taught you, abide in him.”

On God’s Desire to Be Known and His Faithfulness to Sincere Seekers:

Matthew 7:7-8 — “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will 
be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the 
one who knocks it will be opened.”

James 1:5 — “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all 
without reproach, and it will be given him.”

On Approaching Scripture with Humility Rather Than Predetermined Conclusions:

Psalm 25:4-5 — “Make me to know your ways, O LORD; teach me your paths. Lead me in 
your truth and teach me, for you are the God of my salvation; for you I wait all the day long.”

Proverbs 2:3-6 — “Yes, if you call out for insight and raise your voice for understanding, if 
you seek it like silver and search for it as for hidden treasures, then you will understand the 
fear of the LORD and find the knowledge of God. For the LORD gives wisdom; from his 
mouth come knowledge and understanding.”



The door stands open. The invitation is genuine. And the Christ who said “Come unto me, 
all you who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest” is still speaking those 
words today—to you, if you have ears to hear.

May God grant you courage to seek, wisdom to discern, and grace to receive what He so 
freely offers.

This article was developed with the assistance of artificial intelligence tools, which have 
proven to be valuable research assets across numerous academic disciplines. While AI-
generated insights informed portions of this work, all content has been carefully reviewed 
and edited by the author to ensure accuracy and relevance.
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