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A former Mormon who is now a Christian seminary student shares her expe-
riences of sharing the good news of God’s grace with Mormons and ex-Mor-
mons. In this ministry, often through social media, the author finds that the 
simple proclamation of God’s grace is often a freeing and wonderful discovery 
for those who struggle with their perceived need to be found worthy before 
God. Indeed, it is a message that many beyond the Mormon world desperately 
need to hear as well.

On Mormons and Grace: 
Notes from the Mission Field

KATHERINE LANGSTON

Mormonism is one of the most aggressively proselytizing faiths in the world. 
At any given time, around 60,000 young men and women, ages eighteen to 

twenty-four, are taking a couple of years out of their lives to spread the word about 
Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon in over one hundred countries around 
the globe. From 2002 to 2004, I was one of them. I grew up a devout Mormon 
in Logan, Utah, and served a volunteer full-time mission to Bulgaria when I was 
twenty-one, stopping pedestrians in the streets of bustling cities, knocking on 
door after identical door in Soviet Union–style apartment buildings. Most folks 
were politely  uninterested—some aggressively so. A precious few invited us in for 
juice and cookies. Almost no one converted.

Eventually, I moved away from Mormonism and embraced orthodox Christi-
anity. I find myself now in the unusual position of being a post-Mormon Christian 
minister (I’m a pastoral intern in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America). 
Though the shape of my faith has changed, lessons from my missionary experience 
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linger: (1) It’s important to share the gospel. (2) No one wants to hear about it from 
strangers at the doorstep.

I remain connected to the Mormon community, particularly Mormons who 
have also left the church, who are struggling with doubts, or who feel otherwise 
marginalized. At least part of my call to ministry is to these folks—specifically, to 
share the gospel with them, to quote-unquote “evangelize” them. I have wrestled 
with what this means, when my default images—and even my muscle memory—of 
evangelism are of being a pest. But over the years, by trial and error and the grace 
of God, I have made some discoveries about what it means to approach Mormons 
with evangelical outreach. Perhaps some of what I have learned can be useful not 
only to those who find themselves interacting with Mormons, but to all of us won-
dering how to be evangelists of the gospel of Jesus Christ in a postmodern, plural-
istic world.

Should Mormons Be Evangelized?

First, a quick crash course on Mormonism, and why I feel an imperative to share 
the gospel with Mormons in the first place. People often ask me, “Isn’t Mormonism 
a Christian denomination?” My response is always, “It’s complicated.” From the 
perspective of theological orthodoxy—by which I mean an expression of the faith 
in harmony with the foundational creeds of Christianity—the simplest answer 
is that Mormonism began as [a Christian denomination], but soon evolved into 
something else. 

From the perspective of theological orthodoxy—by which 
I mean an expression of the faith in harmony with the 
foundational creeds of Christianity—the simplest answer 
is that Mormonism began as [a Christian denomination], 
but soon evolved into something else.

Mormonism emerged as a nineteenth-century restorationist sect in the 
“burned over district,” a pocket of New York known for its zealous revivalism. 
With the aid of Sidney Rigdon, a fiery Campbellite preacher who played a signifi-
cant role in shaping early Mormon thought, founder Joseph Smith threw conven-
tion aside in his project to “restore” the kingdom of God. Together Smith and 
Rigdon revised the Bible, published new revelations, and even invented their own 
monetary currency. Smith, the more magnetic of the two, experimented with 
polyamory. There was a wildness about early Mormonism, a radical edge that cut 
against—and frequently ruptured—the boundaries of nineteenth-century Ameri-
can society.

Smith in particular had a brilliant mind for synthesizing ideas, and he was 
deeply attracted to esoteric strains of thought. As Mormon theology evolved, it 
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grew more inventive. An “occultural bricoleur,”1 Smith borrowed from New Eng-
land folk magic,2 hermeticism, Kabbalah, Swedenborgian mysticism,3 local legends 
about the origins of the Native Americans, freemasonry, and, of course, Christian-
ity to piece together a unique religious system with unfolding layers of initiation 
and complexity. The practice of plural marriage, for which it could be argued that 
these theological innovations were a cover, created an entirely new conception of 
God. Smith, and his eventual successor, Brigham Young, taught that God is an 
embodied post-human, married to multiple wives in a celestial realm, who begets 
human spirits and sends them to earth to gain physical bodies so that they can 
progress to godhood themselves.4 In addition, Mormonism has an institutional 
“worthiness” system of regular check-ins to determine fealty to church leaders and 
conformity of thought and behavior; they teach that salvation comes by obedience, 
not by grace.5

For these (and other) reasons, it is a mistake to consider Mormonism an 
orthodox expression of the Christian faith. While it is correct to say that Mor-
monism emerges from a Christian milieu culturally, and that most Mormons 
believe in Jesus as a salvific figure, its theology falls well beyond the bounds of 
Christian orthodoxy. The Mormon doctrine of God puts it in “a completely differ-
ent matrix”6 from trinitarian Christianity, and it is perhaps best understood as a 
“fourth Abrahamic faith.” In this sense, Mormonism should be regarded as other 
non-Christian religions, and Mormons need to hear the gospel as much as anyone.

The People Who Leave Mormonism

Overall, Mormons do a better job of retention than do other religious groups in 
America. Like other religious groups, however, attrition is rising among millenni-
als and Gen Z. Jana Riess and Benjamin Knoll report that, as opposed to previous 
generations, where attrition leveled off at around 30 percent, more than half of 

1  Gina Colvin, “Joseph Smith the Occultish Bricoleur: Sheldon Kent,” A Thoughtful Faith Podcast, #205. 
August 9, 2017, https://tinyurl.com/r944k5h.

2  Colvin, “Joseph Smith.”
3  Colvin, “Joseph Smith.”
4  In a sermon given on April 7, 1844, at the funeral of a man named King Follett, Smith said, “God 

himself was once as we are now, and is an exalted man, and sits enthroned in yonder heavens! This is the great 
secret. If the veil were rent today, and the great God who holds this world in its orbit, and who upholds all 
worlds and all things by his power, was to make himself visible, I say, if you were to see him today, you would 
see him like a man in form like yourselves in all the person, image, and very form as a man; for Adam was cre-
ated in the very fashion, image, and likeness of God, and received instruction from, and walked, talked and 
conversed with him, as one man talks and communes with another.” Joseph Smith and B. H. Roberts, History 
of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, vol 6 (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book Company, 1969), 305. 

5  “We believe that through the atonement of Christ all mankind may be saved by obedience to the laws 
and ordinances of the gospel.” Article of Faith 3, Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints website. https://
tinyurl.com/r2yx33z.

6  Luis Ladaria, S.J., “The Question of the Validity of Baptism conferred in the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-Day Saints,” L’Osservatore Romano, Vatican, August 1, 2001, http://tinyurl.com/yc4l8uyn.
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Mormon millennials in the United States have left  the church—and it’s still early 
in the lifecycle. Th is number is expected to increase over time.

Mormons who leave before the age of twenty report a fairly easy transition—a 
feeling of “freedom, possibility, and relief” at their deconversion. Th ose who defect 
when they’re older—in their late twenties, thirties, and beyond—and particularly 
if they’ve served proselytizing missions, married in the faith, and/or given large 
amounts of money to the church, experience signifi cant emotional upheaval. Riess 
explains, “Leaving the church cost them relationships, even marriages. Th eir road 
out the door was fraught with pain and brokenness. Some have had to fully recon-
struct their identity outside Mormonism.”7

It is with this older group that I tend to work most closely. Here, patterns 
of deconversion follow a similar trend. A catalyst, such as encountering informa-
tion that doesn’t align with the church’s offi  cial narrative, or talking with a loved 
one who is experiencing a crisis of faith, leads a believing Mormon to scrutinize 
Mormon teaching and history more critically. As they uncover additional chal-
lenging information, they enter what researchers have called the “traumatized 
believer” stage.8

From there, they might become either a “traumatized disbeliever” on their 
way out of the church, or a “less-literal believer” on their way to ongoing activ-
ity as a “secular participant” in the church. Th e latter is a largely uncomfortable 
stage that tends to be chosen as a strategy to reduce strain in family relationships, 
and still leads many to end their participation eventually. A devastating sense of 
betrayal characterizes the transition from true believer to traumatized believer 
and lingers throughout the subsequent stages regardless of the person’s trajectory. 
For a majority, as noted previously, this leads to a loss of faith entirely.

7  Jana Riess, “Why Can’t Ex-Mormons Just Leave the LDS Church Alone?” Religion News Service, July 
2, 2019, https://tinyurl.com/u6gvg8b.

8  “LDS Personal Faith Crisis,” June 2013,  https://faenrandir.github.io/a_careful_examination / documents 
/faith_crisis_study/Faith_Crisis_R28e.pdf.
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One survey respondent, a woman in her thirties, described her experience 
this way:

After researching Book of Abraham issues in an attempt to resolve 
some concerns of a family member, I quickly realized from reviewing 
the topical index at fairlds.org that there was much in the history that 
I did not know. As a result, I decided for the first time in my life to 
examine the church objectively through the lens of logic and critical 
thinking. None of my supernatural beliefs survived that examination.

It could be argued that this mirrors well-documented trends of religious 
decline in American life overall, and there is some truth to that—the unaffiliated 
comprise the fastest-growing religious group in the country, and church participa-
tion is on a decidedly downward trajectory everywhere in North America. This 
makes ex-Mormons an interesting microcosm of what is happening in our culture 
more broadly.

The unaffiliated comprise the fastest-growing religious 
group in the country, and church participation is on a 
decidedly downward trajectory everywhere in North 
America. This makes ex-Mormons an interesting 
microcosm of what is happening in our culture more 
broadly.

However, there is a key distinction between ex-Mormons and other religious 
leave-takers: according to Pew, 62 percent of so-called “nones” still retain some 
sort of belief in God,9 whereas 58 percent of former Mormons identify as atheist or 
agnostic.10 What causes the disparity? At least two things come to mind—both of 
which are, admittedly, not rooted in research (which, as far as I’m aware, doesn’t 
yet exist), but are based on my gut instinct. First, Mormonism creates an “all-or-
nothing” narrative: either it’s all true or it’s all false, so in coming to the conclusion 
that it’s false, the traumatized Mormon rejects all notions of God in the process. 

Second, for the most part, conservative evangelicals and “counter-cult” min-
istries are the only Christians who bother much with Mormons. Their evangelism 
tactics are aggressive: picket signs at the church’s semi-annual general conferences 
in Salt Lake City, websites dedicated to sensationalized exposés of nineteenth- 
century scandals, even a 1970s animated cartoon called The Godmakers that pokes 
fun at some of Mormonism’s more esoteric beliefs.11 These strains of Christianity 

9  Pew Research Center, “The Unaffiliated,” Pew Forum, https://tinyurl.com/swx8882. 
10  Stephen Cranney, “Who Is Leaving the Church? Demographic Predictors of Ex–Latter-day Saint Sta-

tus in the Pew Religious Landscape Survey” (abstract), BYU Studies 58:1, https://tinyurl.com/tfg83wf.
11  The Godmakers, “The Godmakers—Banned Mormon Cartoon” (video, 06:26), February 28, 2012, 

http://tinyurl.com/wka4jp8.
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seem cruel and unappealing. Thus, when a person leaves Mormonism, they can 
scarcely imagine how Christianity could offer much, if anything, to their lives. 
They don’t give it so much as a parting glance on their way to total disbelief.

Evangelistic Listening

Despite all this, ex-Mormons are seekers. They have to be: regardless of outcome, 
the process of reconstructing one’s worldview is long, painful, and, I would argue, 
deeply spiritual work. Yet many undertake this journey alone. There are almost no 
pastoral caregivers in their communities. The Mormon church is operated entirely 
by volunteer lay leaders with no experience or training in pastoral care and theol-
ogy, and they are largely unequipped to deal with the complexity of such transi-
tions. In addition, the few Christians who reach out to Mormons tend, as noted 
above, not to take a posture of listening, empathy, and openness.

Thus, my most important priority in building relationships with ex- Mormons 
is to be a listening ear—to allow room for their confusion, to make it safe to won-
der out loud. Sometimes they want to share insights they’ve gained as they’ve reca-
librated their lives; sometimes they need someone to witness their pain. I have 
discovered that when they feel free to share from the heart, the Holy Spirit moves 
in the midst of relationship and brings God’s healing, renewing love—even if they 
aren’t able to name it as such.

Not infrequently, these conversations turn to the Christian faith. In such 
instances, I am able to share the gospel more directly: through a word of forgive-
ness, a reassurance of grace, a story from my own Christian journey, a prayer or 
a blessing, or a correction to a harmful teaching with more sound theology. This 
isn’t my objective going into a conversation or interaction, though I pray to be 
aware of openings. Instead, I hope merely to hint at the possibility of a third way 
beyond the trauma of their experience and the rejection of religion that so often 
accompanies it; to serve as an embodied example that a relationship with God can 
be a source of life and not despair.

“Translating” the Gospel Message of Grace

The most important message to share with ex-Mormons is the reality of God’s 
grace. This is so important—and so lacking in much of Mormon discourse—that 
I attempt to make it a focal point of conversations with active Mormons as well. 
Because of Mormonism’s emphasis on “worthiness,” self-reliance, and obedience, 
many Mormons have grown up with a mistaken notion of what I like to call 
“God, the Cosmic Vending Machine”: you input worthiness and obedience in 
exchange for God’s output of blessings. When the goodies inevitably get stuck 
on the way out, the blame is directed inward—you are forced to conclude that 
the reason you didn’t get the results you were looking for was because you didn’t 
“qualify for” them.
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Of course, grace is a “church word” that doesn’t carry the same mean-
ing in the broader culture that it does in Christian parlance. In Mormonism 
in particular, it is a largely foreign concept. So over the years, I have experi-
mented with how to “translate” the gospel message of God’s grace in ways that 
are salient and resonant.

One key insight came in conversation with two dear friends a few years ago. 
We were together at a camp retreat for doubting and disaffected Mormon women. 
I was asked to share a spiritual message at sunrise with a small group. Gathered 
around in our pajamas and sweats, leaning forward in folding camp chairs, we 
had a wide-ranging conversation about grace. We talked about how, as Mormons, 
many of us wore ourselves to the bone in an attempt to “qualify for” the love and 
acceptance of our community. But grace means that we don’t have to earn love—
it’s ours to begin with—and knowing this fact frees us to love and serve more 
fully. One friend, Nancy Ross, an art scholar with a sharp theological mind (who 
was recently ordained as a Christian minister herself) observed, “It really seems 
like the dichotomy between ‘grace and works’ is wrong. The opposite of grace isn’t 
works; it’s shame.”

As we unpacked her observation in conversation, we discovered its depth. 
When love and acceptance are contingent, even a secret lack of compliance leads 
to internalization of the rejection that would surely follow if it were found out. On 
the other hand, an experience of unconditional love—of grace—frees us from this 
construct, opening the floodgates of hope. 

This was such a valuable insight for this community that I have shared it 
with many Mormons over the years. My explorations of how to communicate this 
message culminated recently in a short letter I wrote to an older Mormon woman, 
who knows I’m preparing to be a Lutheran pastor. When I was attending Mormon 
services with my family last May, she pulled me aside and confessed that she strug-
gles to feel God’s love. She said, “You talk about grace a lot. What is it?” I bumbled 
through a not-too-helpful response in the moment, then later that day sat down to 
reflect more on her question. Eventually, I wrote a reply that I sent her in an email:

Grace is the bedrock of what is truly real. Grace is the assurance of God’s 
unconditional love—a love that can never be earned, nor qualified for, 
nor lost. Grace is the recognition that we don’t need to spend ourselves 
chasing “enough”: good enough, smart enough, rich enough, fit enough, 
politically active enough, successful enough. We are made enough by 
God’s declaration. Grace gives us space to be wrong, to change our 
minds, to be better, because our fundamental worth is never at stake. 
Grace gives us space to allow others to be wrong, to change their minds, 
to be better, because their fundamental worth is never at stake.

Grace does not condemn, but restores. It guides us into a practice 
of justice that does not exalt punishment, but seeks the transformation 
of evil into good. Grace is the power that does the transforming. Grace 
doesn’t kick in to cover what we lack, but envelops us, warts and all, in 
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abundance. Grace says, “You are accepted, who or where or how you 
are.” It is the thing that frees us to accept our acceptance. Grace does 
not require goodness but with its touch makes us good.

Grace does not require worthiness but with its embrace makes us 
worthy. Grace does not require righteousness but with its influence 
makes us righteous. Grace says, “Give me all you hate and fear about 
yourself, and I will exchange it for peace and love.” Grace says, “Give 
me all you hate and fear about your neighbor, and I will show you God’s 
image in them.”

The opposite of grace is not good works, for grace is the source of 
all good works. The opposite of grace is shame, which tells us no matter 
how hard we work we will never be whole. Grace says, “Here is whole-
ness, an infinite supply, and all for free. Go share it.”

If you are tired, if you are weary, if you are angry, if you are broken, 
if you are mourning, if you struggle, if you doubt, if you fear you can’t 
take another step, grace says, “You are not alone.” Grace is the reassur-
ance that nothing—neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, 
neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor 
depth, nor anything else in all creation—will be able to separate us 
from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. Grace is the real-
ity that nothing in the world is assured except this: You are God’s. You 
are forgiven. You are beloved.

Ministry Online

The majority of interactions I have with Mormons occur online, in secret Face-
book groups, blogs, and anonymous spaces like Reddit.12 Even the deep in-person 
friendships I have developed in this community originated, for the most part, on 
the internet. These forums are rich spaces of connection and are largely utilized as 
release valves, serving an important function. Still, the widely observed phenom-
enon of internet spaces trending negative applies here as much as anywhere. Thus, 
while there are myriad spaces for deconstruction and venting, there are few for 
intentional reconstruction.

One exception to this is a group run by my dear friend, Gina Colvin, called 
Spiritual Formation and Reconstruction. Gina, also a convert to Christianity 
from Mormonism, is well known in the community for her podcast, A Thought-
ful Faith,13 which was created to help Mormons through the difficult experience 
of a faith crisis in ways that are spiritually, relationally, and emotionally healthy. 
Her Facebook group is a space where people feel free to ask questions, lament, 
and explore.

12  As of this writing, the ex-Mormon subreddit has 120K subscribers.
13  Colvin, Thoughtful Faith, https://www.athoughtfulfaith.org.
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Gina has a humorous, passionate, yet completely non-pressuring way of 
hosting her podcast and leading the group. She posts prayers and articles from 
thoughtful Christian writers. She encourages simple spiritual practices. She asks 
engaging questions of podcast guests. She gets righteously indignant at the unhelp-
ful interactions group members report with their Mormon leaders. Her creation 
and curation of helpful content, her light touch, and her credibility as a person who 
practices what she preaches make her particularly effective—even in an environ-
ment as fraught with contention as online media.

Another powerful example is Community of Christ, the second-largest 
denomination emerging out of the Mormon movement. Though it traces its roots 
to Joseph Smith, Community of Christ rejects the esoteric developments of Joseph 
Smith and Brigham Young in favor of trinitarian orthodoxy, and has developed a 
ministry for individuals questioning Mormonism, called Latter-day Seekers. They 
have a moderated Facebook group with about 2,200 members, where trained lay 
volunteers from Community of Christ interact with Mormons asking questions 
about theology and practice, a podcast called Project Zion (where I am an infre-
quent host), and, due to the geographic distance of many questioning Mormons 
from one another, a completely online worshiping community.14

There are times I’m frustrated by the lack of faith or 
openness to God in post-Mormon communities, but her 
point was that God’s work of resurrection takes radical 
form. Sometimes old images and notions of God must 
die completely before God can raise up new life and faith 
in Christ.

Much of my own ministry comes in the form of blogs,15 Facebook posts, 
tweets, responding to questions in online forums, and appearing as a semi-regular 
guest on podcasts. I have my own small Facebook group for post-Mormon women 
feeling called to ministry, to encourage vocational discernment. These online 
interactions often function as an introduction to more engaged one-on-one con-
versations, by email, phone, or meeting in person, when someone reaches out to 
talk more about something that caught their imagination. More often, however, 
these attempts at outreach stand alone; I have to trust that the Holy Spirit is work-
ing in ways invisible to me.

14  Not all of the Latter-day Seekers ministry occurs online. Particularly in predominantly Mormon 
areas, such as Utah and Idaho, they host informal house church gatherings and have several official congrega-
tions that are post-Mormon–friendly.

15  I have my own blog, lostingrace.org, and am also an infrequent contributor at feministmormon-
housewives.org.
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What Can We Learn?

A few months ago, as Gina and I were talking about the gifts and struggles of min-
istry in this context, she made an observation that struck me as particularly wise: 
“You just have to let them be atheists for a while.” There are times I’m frustrated by 
the lack of faith or openness to God in post-Mormon communities, but her point 
was that God’s work of resurrection takes radical form. Sometimes old images and 
notions of God must die completely before God can raise up new life and faith in 
Christ. As missionaries, it is important for us to remember that the work, time-
table, and outcome are entirely in God’s hands—and that God is ever-faithful.

Wherever we are in North America, it’s a mission field. Some lessons I have 
learned through evangelistic outreach to Mormons can be very helpful in discern-
ing our path forward—with these and other seekers:

1. Evangelism is imperative. Sharing the gospel is work to which we are 
called, not because of some imperialistic impulse to dominate, but 
because Jesus Christ, crucified and risen, is drawing people to himself so 
that all can know the boundary-breaking love of God.

2. We must know and love the people. Cultures and communities are not 
interchangeable—and neither are individuals within them. We must 
know and love the person in front of us, right here, now. The more deeply 
we can be embedded in the contexts in which we serve, the more we will 
be able to be in mutually life-giving relationships, and the more fully we 
will be able to recognize the needs of the people and communities with 
whom we interact.

3. We must listen before speaking. This isn’t about convincing people that 
we know better. It’s about being open, present, and loving, and allowing 
them to help us see and understand them as fully as possible. Whether 
they have been wounded in the name of God, like ex-Mormons have 
been, or are just generally apathetic about religion, like many in our cul-
ture have become, we can’t assume we know what people need. A posture 
of presence with people in their pain, their struggles, and their attempts 
to make meaning out of the complexity of their lives will inevitably 
change us for the good.

4. Go where the people are. The days of opening a church building and 
drawing a crowd are long gone. We must go where the people are and rely 
on their hospitality to invite us into their lives. This might be online (in 
the case of younger generations, it almost certainly is). It might be local 
gathering places not traditionally associated with church—bars, parks, 
schools, coffee shops, gyms. Where and how can we meet people where 
they are?

5. “Translate” the gospel. Church words have been rendered more or less 
meaningless in contemporary culture. The work of “translating” the gos-
pel into language that is understandable to our communities is among 
the most urgent tasks of our time.
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6. God is faithful. Ultimately, this is the work of the Holy Spirit. God will 
do what God will do. We may or may not see “results,” like increased 
giving and more butts in seats, but like the parable of the sower, as we are 
generous in sharing the word of God, we can have confidence that God 
knows where the supple soil is and will raise up fruit—thirtyfold and 
sixtyfold and a hundredfold. 
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