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Women and Religious Organizations: A ‘Microbiological’ Approach to Influence 
 
“In The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, men have the priesthood, but women, 
who are naturally spiritual, have even greater influence: through service in church callings, 
sermons from the pulpit, and nurturing children.” 
 
All scholars who have spent time investigating the topic of women and authority within the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints have heard this statemesnt, or some variation of 
it, many times.1 From a Western feminist point of view, this statement is a rather feeble 
argument of compensation. The church’s formal structures for declaring doctrine, setting 
policy, and adjudicating individuals’ membership status are restricted to men. Therefore, one 
might conclude, Latter-day Saint women’s charismatic activities and social influence at the 
grassroots do not measure up to a standard of gender equality or meaningful parity between 
men’s and women’s influence. From a position that values formal, hierarchical authority as 
the only meaningful indicator of power within a religious organization, statements like the 
one above deserve an exasperated roll of the eyes.  
 
In this essay I would like to challenge—or at least moderate—this eye-roll (automatic 
dismissal of Latter-day Saint women’s power), using the case study of the global Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and drawing on a range of perspectives from existing 
scholarship in Mormon studies, the study of lived religion and culture, the study of 
organizations, and sociology and anthropology. A narrow focus on the visible, vertical 
structures of religious organizations and participation ignores the complexity of 
intraorganizational dynamics.2 Structural power is not the only systematic power at work 
within a religious community.  
 
For me, the difficulty of arguing for the significance of women’s informal or less-visible 
power within a patriarchal religion is that this tack is annoyingly similar to that taken by 
people who have not thought critically about women and internal religious dynamics, but 
simply want to defend the status quo of women’s exclusion from administrative authority. To 
them, there is an essential distinction between men’s and women’s potential: By divine 
design, they argue, male authority is vertical, high-rise like the Church Office Building in 
Salt Lake City, and women’s authority is horizontal, low-rise like the blocks of children’s 
classrooms along the side of a typical Latter-day Saint chapel. This view, too, is flawed. 
Strucures of vertical (highly visible, official) and horizontal (less visible, informal) authority 
within human organizations are not inherently gendered.3 Yet it would be a mistake to 
assume that, because women often act within horizontal or less visible systems of power, 
these hidden systems are insignificant. 
 

 
1 Out of deference to the change in style preferences expressed late in 2018, I have used the full, official name of the church 
at this first mention. In this article, because of limitations in my expertise, I focus on women’s access to power within the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and not other traditions that originated with Joseph Smith. Throughout the rest of 
the article I will variously use terms such as “Latter-day Saints” (to refer to church members), “Mormon” (when an adjective 
instead of a long prepositional phrase is preferable for clarity and ease of reading, and when “Mormon” is part of an existing 
term, like “Mormon studies”), “the Latter-day Saint tradition” or “Latter-day Saint culture” (when referring to communities 
of practicing church members), “Mormon culture,” and “Mormonism” (when referring very broadly to fields of culture, 
knowledge, lifeways, identity, and heritage that surround the religious movements established by Joseph Smith, especially 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints). 
2 See Mark Chaves, “Intraorganizational Power and Internal Secularization in Protestant Denominations,” American Journal 
of Sociology, 99 (1993), 1: 1-48; Mark Chaves, “Denominations as Dual Structures: An Organizational Analysis,” Sociology 
of Religion, 54 (1993), 2: 147-169. 
3 My thanks to Jana Riess for making sure that I did not accidentally conflate horizontal influence and women’s 
participation.  
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In this paper, I use a loose analogy of microbiological systems in the human body to argue 
for the significance of the horizontal or less visible systems of power within religious 
organizations, and by extension the significance of women’s influence within formally 
patriarchal frameworksreligions. The particular case study of Mormon women, both 
historically and in the present, in diverse global contexts, powerfully demonstrates how even 
the most hierarchically oriented collective religious projects depend on other powerful 
systems to survive and thrive.  
 
By challenging this eye-roll [a reaction that has often characterized my own response, as a 
feminist and practicing Latter-day Saint], I seek to broaden the ways in which scholars 
conceptualize the participation of actors with little formal power in highly centralized, 
hierarchical religious organizations.4 My insistence on the gravity of women’s influence even 
within a patriarchal religious organization like the global Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints is in the same vein as Saba Mahmood’s goal, in her study of Egyptian Muslim women, 
to “redress the profound inability within current feminist political thought to envision 
valuable forms of human flourishing outside the bounds of a liberal progressive imaginary.”5 
The work of Mahmood and other scholars such as Catherine Brekus convincingly 
demonstrates that within patriarchal contexts such as Islam and Mormonism, women exercise 
agency and develop capacity as they cultivate moral discipline and maintain social structures 
and norms.6 In this essay, my focus is not agency, but influence—the power not only to make 
choices for oneself, but to make choices that shape the lives, experiences, and expectations of 
others. Just as we would be simpletons to insist that the only thing that mattered about human 
life was having a skeleton clothed with muscles and sinew, we must not narrow our 
understanding of religion to formal administrative structures alone. 
 
As the science of the human body has shown, what determines human survival and vitality is 
much more than a person’s upright posture and muscle mass. Many of the body’s internal 
systems, invisible to the eye, play a major role in physical survival, well-being, and identity, 
although these essential processes are incredibly complex. Immune and autoimmune 
responses can be the source of healing, illness, chronic pain, and dramatic survival. Mouth 
bacteria have recently been linked to Alzheimer’s disease, and the balance of gut flora may 
be related to colon cancer occurrence. Memories of diving into cold water on summer days, 
are not “stored” like a book on a shelf, but are actively reconstructed between various groups 
of neurons in different regions of the brain. These systems are much more difficult to 
understand than a stack of vertebrae in the spinal column, but they are just as important. 
Because of the complexity of the human body, the microbiological analogy that I will use 
throughout this essay depends less on detailed correlation and more on three images of 
complex systems within the body that, though not immediately apparent, are tremendously 
consequential.  
 
In this essay, I will discuss three “microbiological” systems within a religious organization. 
This line of theorization is new and my own expertise limited, so I will not go so far as to 

 
4 One study of Catholic women religious identifies ways in which even less powerful actors, without a place in the vertical 
hierarchy, can walk a middle ground between passive acquiescence on the one hand and exit or open opposition on the other, 
a dynamic that is certainly also at work within Latter-day Saint communities. Simona Giorgi, Margaret E. Guider, and Jean 
M. Bartunek, “Productive Resistance: A Study of Change, Emotions, and Identity in the Context of the Apostolic Visitation 
of U.S. Women Religious, 2008-2012,” in Paul Tracey, Nelson Phillips, and Michael Lounsbury, eds., Religion and 
Organization Theory (Bingley, UK: Emerald Group Publishing Limited, 2014), 259-300, 263-264. 
5 Saba Mahmood, The Politics of Piety (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2005), 155. 
6 Mahmood, Politics of Piety, 29; Catherine Brekus, “Mormon Women and the Problem of Historical Agency,” Journal of 
Mormon History 37, no. 2: 59-87. See also Jamillah Karim, American Muslim Women: Negotiating Race, Class, and Gender 
within the Ummah (New York: NYU Press, 2009), 18. 



 3 

assert that my categorizations are universal to all human religious experience. However, I 
believe that these three systems are present within the organized forms of the world religions 
that I have encountered in the course of my research career, including Christianity, Islam, and 
Buddhism. First, there is the cultural environment of images, music, rituals, practices, tastes, 
dispositions, and discourses. I link it to the immune system, which maintains the integrity of 
the body by making distinctions between native and foreign elements, creating bodies that 
directly engage with the external environment. Second, there are localized relational 
networks of interpersonal influence. I liken these shifting, spontaneous relational connections 
between individual believers to the colonies of bacteria in the gut. Third, there is the 
ontological reality that is the work of the shared religious endeavor, whereby that which 
cannot be seen or touched (the divine) is made real, almost tangible, and loyally taken-for-
granted through constant acts of collective affirmation. I compare these to the neural 
networks of cells and synapses in the brain that store individuals’ life experiences and hence 
their very sense of self and existence. Within the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
all around the world, these microbiological systems facilitate women’s pursuit of and 
influence over their collective religious existence. 
 
While none of these three “microbiological” systems are inherently “male” or “female,” the 
example of Latter-day Saint women demonstrates how these cultural, relational, and 
ontological systems can significantly influence the entire body of the church. While the 
structure of formal hierarchical authority is indisputably influential within the Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints—without it, the church would resemble the iconic bowl of 
Utah green Jell-O on a hot day—it would be a serious mistake to name it as the only 
influential system within Mormonism, and by extension to say declare that Latter-day Saint 
women did not have access to systems of influence, or that a woman’s participation in Latter-
day Saint institutional and community life is only constraining, and not enabling. Just as Saba 
Mahmood in her study of Egyptian women asked what resources and capacities a pious 
lifestyle makes available, we might ask what resources and capacities the microbiological 
systems of complex religious organization make available to Latter-day Saint women, in their 
diverse situations around the world.7  
 
At the outset I will state two things that seem obvious about organized religious movements, 
but which are quite important to keep in mind.8 In the first place, religious organizations are 
organized. Notwithstanding religious claims to divine genesis and direction, they behave like 
other kinds of large organizations, subject to the same pressures and constraints that come 
with scale, geographic distribution, bureaucracy, and so on. No matter how many multi-
million-megawatts are available to leap down as divine power from on high, power must still 
be conducted through a manmade network of people held together by deadlines, meetings, 
schedules, telecommunications, flow charts and the like.  
 
In the second place, religious organizations are religious. They differ from political, civic, 
corporate, environmental, and other kinds of organizations in the particular orientation of 
their formation and ongoing life. For instance, while church Latter-day Saint doctrines 
contain strong theological and cultural strains emphasizing the equality of all before God, or 
reverence for the natural world, the Cchurch is not primarily oriented toward achieving 
equality for all humankind or saving the planet. Although many jockey for power and status 

 
7 Mahmood, Politics of Piety, 168. 
8 C.R. Hinings and Mia Raynard, “Organizational Forum, Structure, and Religious Organizations,” in Paul Tracey, Nelson 
Phillips, and Michael Lounsbury, eds., Religion and Organization Theory (Bingley, UK: Emerald Group Publishing Limited, 
2014), 159-186, 161. 
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within the Church’s internal political and cultural hierarchies (despite scriptural injunctions to 
humility and modesty), people who convert usually do not do so because they aspire to 
regional leadership positions, insisting on a guarantee of free and fair elections before 
accepting baptism. Religious projects depend on religious logics to solve religious problems. 
These logics can be multiplex and contradictory, but they are ultimately rooted in a particular 
religion’s distinctive claims and concerns. 
 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints exemplifies both organizational and religious 
realities. Some scholars observers have compared its highly centralized, bureaucratic, 
patriarchal structure to a multinational corporation or even a Stalinist regime. Its exclusivist 
religious claims assert the charismatic content of this bureaucracy. A separate structure exists 
for its volunteer-led local congregations that are generally more egalitarian, culturally 
adaptive, and erratic in personnel. Latter-day Saint women also present seeming 
contradictions, historically defending polygamy while fighting for women’s rights, engaging 
in charismatic home practices while also lobbying asserting their desire for social influence 
on the national and world stage. Mormon practice ticks the boxes on both sides of the usual 
binaries: rationalized yet charismatic, hierarchical yet grassroots, global yet American, 
cosmopolitan but provincial, heavily mediatized yet also strikingly dependent on face-to-face 
interactions.9  
 
Yet I do not think that the existence of micobiological organizational systems is unique to the 
Latter-day Saint tradition. The example of Mormon women is simply useful because it tends 
to evoke a knee-jerk reaction that highlights some common assumptions about the structures 
and exercise of power. Research and analytical models in the study of organizations and 
anthropology, in particular, illuminate aspects of power relations (including relations with 
divine power) we might also consider. 
 
CULTURAL 
 
In the microbiological analogy, culture is like a religion’s immune system: the system of the 
body whose “tasks are to determine friend from foe, innocuous from dangerous, inert from 
toxic,” and which exhibits adaptive responses to changing environments.10 Similarly, a 
religion’s cultural systems engage with the external environment, curating and regulating an 
internal environment of circulating ideas, images, objects, ritual practices, dress, dietary 
practices, dispositions, and other symbols in a given place and time. For example, research on 
Christian movements within the Yoruba populations in West Africa highlights a “deep 
affinity” between the transplanted Christian message and local cultural resources. African 
Christian prophet movements made use of the “indigenous categories of religious life.”11 
Thomas Murphy’s research on the overlap between Guatemalan Mormons’ cultural 
understandings of “hot” and “cold” in medicine with the Word of Wisdom is another 
example of this negotiation between specialized religious cultures and the broader local 
culture.12 

 
9 One scholar of organization theory speculates that “religious control regimes vary along two dimensions,” the degree of 
hierarchical control and the degree of congregational control. In theory, hierarchical and congregational control are 
negatively correlated, but “the most interesting cases may be those where elements of hierarchical and grassroots control 
exist. Paul DiMaggio, “The Relevance of Organization Theory to the Study of Religion,” in N.J. Demerath III et al, eds., 
Sacred Companies: Organizational Aspects of Religion and Religious Aspects of Organizations, 7-23, 13. 
10 Duncan M. MacGillivray and Tobias R. Kollmann, “The Role of Environmental Factors in Modulating Immune 
Responses in Early Life,” Frontiers in Immunology 2014 (12 September), https://doi.org/10.3389/fimmu.2014.00434. 
11 Lamin Sanneh, Translating the Message: The Missionary Impact on Culture (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1998), 221. 
12 Thomas W. Murphy, “Guatemalan Hot/Cold Medicine and Mormon Words of Wisdom: Intercultural Negotiation of 
Meaning,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 36 (1997), 2: 297-308. 
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Mormons’ emphasis on themselves as a “peculiar people” depends on a culture marked by 
difference from surrounding society. Charles L. Cohen has argued that, despite processes of 
assimilation, “Mormons . . . retain their distinctive sense of peoplehood,” a strong and 
unyielding “sense of who they know themselves to be” that leads them to “patrol their 
sociological boundaries.”13 Within the Church, canonized scripture and central policy set out 
formal prescriptions and proscriptions regarding church members’ beliefs, actions, and 
organizational participation. Even more extensive is the tangle of grassroots religious culture, 
which both marks the distinctiveness (“peculiarity”) of the Latter-day Saints and exhibits 
affinities with host cultures around the world. 
 
Historical scholarship on Mormon culture and lived religion has shown how early 
Mormonism developed a distinctive culture, intimately related to strong strains in the 
antebellum American religious culture in which it arose, including enthusiastic and emotional 
religiosity, Christian humanism, corporate organization, and a desire to unite material and 
spiritual life.14 Scholars of Mormon material history have examined everyday objects such as 
quilts, brick molds and butter churns, architecture, and ornamental art as evidence of “the 
day-to-day experience of Mormonism,” with great relevance for ordinary women’s lives.15 
Ritual activity in temples in Kirtland, Nauvoo, St. George, Salt Lake City, Cardston, and 
other nineteenth century edifices depended not only on stone and wood cut, hauled, and 
framed by men, but also on curtains, carpets, lace, veils, ceremonial clothing, and food for 
male laborers—all the work of women’s hands. 
 
Historically, organizations run by Mormon women, such as the Primary and the Young 
Women’s Mutual Improvement Association (the historical predecessor to the modern Young 
Women program) had much more autonomy and official vertical authority than at the 
present. In their study of modes of power within Mormonism, Jill Derr and Brooklyn Derr 
pointed out that around the turn of the century, the female-led Relief Society and the Young 
Ladies’ Mutual Improvement Association were calling their own missionaries, holding their 
own annual conferences, creating centrally prepared handbooks and lessons, and initiating 
their own programs across an increasingly international membership.16 Beginning in the early 
decades of the twentieth century, and accelerating during the Correlation movement of the 
1960s, church growth prompted central streamlining efforts whereby these organizations, 
including those run by women, were gradually brought under the supervision of the 
centralized male priesthood hierarchy.17 
 
Contemporary Mormonism is also fertile ground for studying lived religion. Tona Hangen 
describes a vibrant culture always thrumming below the surface of official structures, “where 

 
13 Charles L. Cohen, “Construction of the Mormon People,” Journal of Mormon History 32 (2006), 1: 25-64, 63. 
14 See, for example, Amanda Porterfield, Corporate Spirit: Religion and the Rise of the Modern Corporation (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2018), 103-105; Richard Bushman, Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling, A Cultural Biography of 
Mormonism’s Founder (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005); and Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, A House Full of Females: Plural 
Marriage and Women’s Rights in Early Mormonism, 1835-1870 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2017).  
15 See, for example, Josh E. Probert, “The Materiality of Lived Mormonism,” Mormon Studies Review 3 (2016): 19-29, and 
Thomas Carter, Building Zion: The Material World of Mormon Settlement (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2015). 
16 Jill Mulvay Derr and C. Brooklyn Derr, “Outside the Mormon Hierarchy: Alternative Aspects of Institutional Power,” 
Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 15 (1982): 21-43, 23-25. 
17 Derr and Derr, “Outside the Mormon Hierarchy,” 25; Tina Hatch, “‘Changing Times Bring Changing Conditions’: Relief 
Society, 1960 to the Present,” in Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 37 (2004), 3: 65-98; Matthew Bowman, The 
Mormon People (New York: Random House, 2012), 184-215. 
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improvisation, resistance, blending, and creativity are found in abundance.”18 Provocatively, 
she observes, “If ‘the laity’ comprises nearly everyone in Mormonism, and leaders learn 
mainly by doing rather than through formal professional training, then lived Mormonism is, 
in that sense, the only kind there is.”19 In other words, grassroots cultural practices within 
Mormonism “involve processes of selection, repurposing, collage, and embellishment” that 
may stand in tension with existing official  materials and messages.20  
 
While grassroots culture is not inherently or exclusively a feminine realm, it is clear that 
Latter-day Saint women play an outsize role in shaping their religious culture. In the first 
place, there are simply more female than male Latter-day Saints.21 In the second place, 
Latter-day Saint women are generally well-represented in positions managing the 
congregations daily or weekly activities and interactions. As Tona Hangen notes, 
“uncorrelated” materials and autonomous approaches are especially prevalent in church 
lessons at the lowest levels of local organization, where women participate: children’s and 
youth organizations, and private homes.22  
 
Of particular significance is women’s participation in Primary, the Church’s organization for 
children (girls and boys). While there are many worldwide variations, official guides state 
that ideally, Primary is to be led by an all-female presidency consisting of the Primary 
president, two counsellors, and a secretary.23 The music leader and pianist are usually, though 
not always, female. The majority of teachers tend to be female, though it is common to have 
some male teachers, especially for older classes.24 In large congregations it is often—though 
not always—the case that, as in the Elkton Ward documented by Susan Taber, “of all the 
organizations in the ward, the Primary has the largest staff.”25 
 
Beyond numerical mass, women are influential not so much for the doctrinal content of the 
lessons (which are standardized in lesson manuals and repeated year after year throughout a 
young person’s childhood and adolescence), but for the strong, distinctive habitus that they 
create.26 Numerous studies have noted Mormonism’s communitarian, collective, corporate 
character.27 For instance, in her study of American Latter-day Saints, anthropologist Fenella 

 
18 Tona Hangen, “Lived Religion among Mormons,” in Terryl L. Givens and Philip L. Barlow, eds., The Oxford Handbook 
of Mormonism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 209-224.  
19 Hangen, “Lived Religion among Mormons,” 210. 
20 Hangen, “Lived Religion among Mormons,” 218. 
21 A number of studies support the fact of greater numbers of women than men at church. For example, the Pew Research 
Center found that the percentages of Mormon women compared to men stood at 56% women to 44% men in 2007 and 54% 
women and 46% men in 2014. http://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/religious-tradition/mormon/ A recent 
study by Jana Riess also suggests that male Latter-day Saints are more likely than female Latter-day Saints to leave their 
Church. Jana Riess, The Next Mormons (Oxford University Press, 2019). Gender imbalances are particularly high in Latter-
day Saint congregations for single adults, called “singles wards.” 
22 Hangen, “Lived Religion among Mormons,” 218. 
23 In the majority of Latter-day Saint congregations worldwide, and at the apex of the organization (the General Primary 
Board), the Primary organization is run by women. The Young Women organization also typically has an all-female 
presidency and staff of teachers. These norms are reflected in the Church’s website. https://www.lds.org/topics/church-
organization/how-the-church-is-organized?lang=eng&old=true 
24 There are notable exceptions to this gendered arrangement. For example, in small church units in the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, in which there is a chronic women’s understaffing problem, Primary and Young Women are often taught by 
men. This is probably the case in other areas of the world where there are stark differences in women’s and men’s education 
and status and where church units are small. 
25 Susan Buhler Taber, Mormon Lives: A Year in the Elkton Ward (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1993), 51. Again, 
there are notable exceptions. Single adult wards have no Primary, nor do many domestic worker branches in Hong Kong, for 
example. 
26 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, Richard Nice, trans., (London: Routledge, 
1979),  101-114, 466.   
27 Fenella Cannell, “‘Forever Families’: Christian Individualism, Mormonism and Collective Salvation,” in Todne Thomas, 
Asiya Malik, and Rose Wellman, eds., New Directions in Spiritual Kinship: Sacred Ties Across the Abrahamic Religions 

Field Code Changed

http://www.pewforum.org/religious-landscape-study/religious-tradition/mormon/
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Cannell has described how “individual agency and responsibility are held in perpetual tension 
with a strongly desired and articulated collective salvational imperative.”28 This collective 
theology is articulated explicitly, to some extent, in some passages of scripture prescribing 
group unity and some aspects of the temple liturgy emphasizing family ties. However, the 
collective ethos is also expressed implicitly in the organizational form of Latter-day Saint 
worship and spirituality, which emphasizes deliberate gathering and organizing into cohorts 
and quorums. Laurel Thatcher Ulrich has pointed out that for Latter-day Saint women, “the 
concept of gathering that was at the heart of Mormon theology” was so important that 
“retreating into a private heaven was neither possible nor righteous.”29 
 
The collective habits that shape Latter-day Saint realities both earthly and divine do not arise 
spontaneously but are the result of weekly training from a very young age, beginning in the 
local Primary organization (each of which has its own distinctive culture that varies not only 
from country to country but congregation to congregation).30 Within Primary, the female 
president models leadership and delegation, and her female counsellors model leadership and 
deference to higher authority. Children learn to sit in chairs, to set up chairs in rows, put 
chairs away in stacks (i.e. to transform their space for shared reception of an authoritative 
lesson). They learn to speak in public, to play a part in a group performance, to fulfil rotating 
assignments. They learn to sing in a group, obeying the cues of the music leader and altering 
the pitch of their individual voices to match the voices of the leader and their peers. As 
Kristine Haglund has noted, mostly women have selected and composed Primary songs, 
through which children absorb core theological ideas, doctrinal precepts, positive 
associations, and understanding about how to live their religion in everyday life.31  
 
While an adult Sunday School teacher can probably get away with droning directly from the 
official church-printed manual before an audience of adult Mormons, the interactive demands 
of teaching children involves the teacher’s personality and that a particular group of 
children’s learning habits. For example, in a Primary meeting I attended in Likasi, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Primary was held in a stone garage, and there were no visual 
aids. Instead, the children were prompted to respond to questions in chorus, to chant in 
unison, and to occasionally clap and dance. It is in Primary where local leaders, usually 
women, most frequently do the work of translating centrally correlated directives into local 
idioms. As I have argued elsewhere with reference to Primary cultures in Hong Kong and 
New Zealand, , it is often the case that instead of creating homogeneity, centralized, Utah-
oriented authoritative structures provide justification or impetus for the creation of highly 
particularistic, localized, informal institutions within Latter-day Saint practice.32 
 
In the informality of the home, such as “Family Home Evenings” and other devotionally 
oriented family settings, Latter-day Saint women teach their own children their values and 
beliefs, including not only religious doctrines but a broad range of ethical and social topics. 

 
(Cham, Switzerland: Springer International Publishing AG, 2017); J. Spencer Fluhman, “Communitarianism and 
Consecration in Mormonism,” in Terryl L. Givens and Philip L. Barlow, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Mormonism (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2015); Colleen McDannell, Sister Saints: Mormon Women Since the End of Polygamy (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 194. 
28 Cannell, “Forever Families,” 154. 
29 Ulrich, A House Full of Females, xxiv. 
30 Melissa Wei-Tsing Inouye, “A Tale of Three Primaries: The Gravity of Mormonism’s Informal Institutions,” in Joanna 
Brooks and Gina Colvin, eds., Decolonizing Mormonism: Approaching a Postcolonial Zion (Salt Lake City: University of 
Utah Press, 2018), 229-262, 262. 
31 Kristine Haglund, “‘Who Shall Sing If Not the Children?’: Primary Songbooks, 1880-1989,” in Dialogue: A Journal of 
Mormon Thought 37 (2004), 4: 90-127. 
32 Inouye, “Tale of Three Primaries,” 236-239, 258-259. 
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Traditional Latter-day Saint attitudes about “homemaking” and gendered divisions of labor 
have also generally left women with the prerogative of shaping their home environments. In 
her recent book, Sister Saints, Colleen McDannell argues, “In a world in which images and 
objects are central to religion—as in every aspect of life—Mormon women have tremendous 
influence over how their religious life is lived.”33 Women also shape Latter-day Saint culture 
through activities such as consumption, social and political activism, and participation in 
online forums. McDannell further argues, “Mormon women are masters of the internet. 
Through social media, women decide which elements in a religion to ‘pin’ or ‘post,’ and 
which to ignore. They decide which church leader’s comments should be made into 
decorative plaques and which should be forgotten.”34 
 
Mormon women’s initiative in ability to strategically framinge the culture of the home to 
refein a way that references the larger religious community may yield both practical and 
strategic benefits in places or cultures characterized by relatively strong female subordination 
to men. As Elizabeth Brusco has shown in her studies of evangelical women in Colombia, 
women experienced a fairly socially conservative, patriarchal form of Christianity as 
empowering because church culture reined in husbands’ drinking, gambling, and womanizing 
and created a new shared moral worldview in which the interests of husbands and wives 
became aligned.35 Although a document such as “The Family: A Proclamation to the World,” 
with its prescribed gender roles, appears deeply conservative within a Western liberal 
democratic context, its language of husband and wife as equal partners is radical in many 
other parts of the world where the church is growing rapidly. 
 
Mormon women also have tremendous influence creating and policing internal cultural 
norms within the community. Recent research by Jana Riess shows that this cultureral of 
surveillance can be experienced negatively by millennial Latter-day Saints in the United 
States, and is a particularly widespread experienced for women. “Feeling judged,” was the 
number one reason by former millennial Latter-day Saint women in the United States for 
leaving their faith.36 Assuming that this culture of judgment was indeed excessive, in the 
“immune system” analogy to Mormon culture, this would be a case of the immune system 
going haywire and attacking native bodies as if they were foreign (an autoimmune reaction).  
 
In sum, Latter-day Saint women play an active role in shaping the internal cultural 
composition of their religious communities. Women with strong opinions and executive 
personalities may be as much a durable, persistent influence within local Mormon life as a 
provision in the official handbook. Through their assignments to work with children and 
youth, women are primary models of Mormonism’s ethos of organization. Their high levels 
of social embeddedness within community networks adds to their influence in defining and 
regulating the boundaries of their religion.37  
 
RELATIONAL 

 
33 McDannell, Sister Saints, 199. On material culture and visual images, see also Sally M. Promey and Shira Brisman, 
“Sensory Cultures: Material and Visual Religion Reconsidered,” in Philip Goff, ed., The Blackwell Companion to Religion 
in America (Chichester, West Sussex, UK; Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010. 177-205. 
34 McDannell, Sister Saints, 199.  
35 Elizabeth Brusco, The Reformation of Machismo: Evangelical Conversion and Gender in Colombia (Austin, TX: 
University of Texas Press, 1995).  
36 Riess, The Next Mormons. In the same vein, Colleen McDannell concludes that women who are frustrated with the 
Church’s conservative stances on gender have regularly voted with their feet throughout its history (McDannell, Sister 
Saints, 199). 
37 Samuel Stroope, “Social Networks and Religion: The Role of Congregational Social Embeddedness in Religious Belief 
and Practice,” Sociology of Religion 73, 3 (2012): 273-298. 
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A second powerful system within a religious organization is the network of personal 
relationships within the local community of believers. In our analogy of the body, this 
invisible but populous system is like the diverse, competing communities of microbes that 
occupy habitats such as the gut. Research shows the activities of the fluctuating populations 
of individual strains of microbes, on and within the body, are surprisingly consequential in 
human health.38   
 
The usefulness of the microbiome model for our understanding of religious systems is a 
model for how uncoordinated, somewhat unpredictable, fluid interactions of groups of 
individual believers can significantly affect a religious movement as a whole. In this section’s 
emphasis on the messy, shifting state of affairs evoked by lowly colonies of microbes 
exuberantly competing and reproducing as they digest insoluble fiber in the colon, I draw on 
work from the field of organization studies.39 
 
Studies of organizations provide numerous helpful analytical lenses for identifying various 
power structures and relations within religious movements. One of the earliest theorists of 
organization was Max Weber, who identifed three major sources of authority: rationalistic 
(official or bureaucratic), traditional (rooted in longstanding accepted practice), and 
charismatic (relating to a person’s extraordinary personal character or ability). Charismatic 
authority in particular has long been claimed by Mormon women, and by women in religious 
movements more generally. Charismatic leadership of woman healers, spirit mediums, and 
prophetesses is well documented in religious studies literature.40  
 
Jill Derr and Brooklyn Derr’s investigation into Mormon women’s access to power 
concluded that opportunities for informal personal influence did exist for women, though 
these opportunities were not stable over time. Eliza R. Snow, for instance, by virtue of her 
marriage connections to Joseph Smith and Brigham Young (traditional authority) and her 
reputation for poetry, prophecy, healing and blessing (charismatic authority), presided over 
the women’s organizations of the Church for years.41 Other Latter-day Saint women’s leaders 
with official positions as “auxiliary” leaders, who had strong personal connections to 
prominent line-authority male leaders, such as Adele Howells, LaVern Parmley, and Belle 
Spafford, were able to win support for ambitious projects such as the founding of the Primary 
Chldren’s Hospital in 1952, or the completion of the Relief Society Building in the same 
year.42 In the late twentieth century, Sheri L. Dew and Chieko Okazaki were general officers 
within the Relief Society organization whose strong personal charisma and distinctive 
perspective amplified their influence beyond the official scope of their terms of 
organizational service. Personal relationships are especially influential within Mormonism’s 
congregational structures, which juxtapose hierarchy and grassroots control. In this vein, 
Claudia L. Bushman in her study of contemporary Mormonism has noted, “Administration of 

 
38 “Structure, function and diversity of the healthy human microbiome,” the Human Microbiome Project Consortium, Nature 
486, 7402 (June 14, 2012): 207-214. 
39 Jill Derr and Brooklyn Derr also took this tack in their prescient article in 1982. See also F. Reed Johnson, “The Mormon 
Church as a Central Command System,” Review of Social Economics 37 (April 1979): 79-94, and Tracey, Phillips, and 
Lounsbury, Religion and Organization Theory. 
40 For a few examples, see Catherine Wessinger, “Charismatic Leaders in New Religions,” in Olav Hammer and Mikael 
Rothstein, eds., The Cambridge Companion to New Religious Movements (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 
80-96, 89; Erin M. Cline, “Female Spirit Mediums and Religious Authority in Contemporary Southeastern China,” Modern 
China 36 (2010), 5: 520-555; Amanda Porterfield cites many examples of women exercising or experiencing charismatic 
healing in Healing in the History of Christianity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
41 Derr and Derr, “Outside the Mormon Hierarchy,” 31. 
42 Derr and Derr, “Outside the Mormon Hierarchy,” 32-34. 
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the congregation is in the hands of the members. They are like shareholders in a large 
corporation with a stake in the company. They own it.”43  
 
Numerous studies of organizations demonstrate that instead of being directed by a rational, 
straightforward process of informed decision-making, organizations can often be described as 
“organized anarchies” in which many competing priorities, technologies, problems, solutions, 
and participants vie for institutional attention and support under changing, fluid conditions. 
An influential theoretical model, the “garbage can” model, posits that the rational-choice 
model of organizational leadership (a class of managers identifying a problem, researching 
solutions, and selecting the best outcome) does not always apply and may in fact be mythical. 
Instead, 
 

[t]o understand processes within organizations, one can view a choice opportunity as 
a garbage can into which various kinds of problems and solutions are dumped by 
participants as they are generated. The mix of garbage in a single can depends on the 
number of cans available, on the labels attached to the alternative cans, on what 
garbage is currently being produced, and on the speed with which garbage is collected 
and removed from the scene.44  

 
This insight that organizations do not always function according to the ideals suggested by 
formal structures of decision-making has been corroborated by many studies highlighting the 
significance of participants’ competing priorities, informal agendas, personal networks, and 
happenstance in shaping organizations.  
 
The organized anarchy model emphasizes the significance of fluctuating time and energy 
constraints in shaping the quality of actors’ participation in planning and implementation. 
Differences in time available to representatives of different interests or sub-organizations 
shapes the dynamics of collaboration.45 Because of Mormonism’s lay priesthood and 
emphasis on traditional male breadwinner roles, at the local level the top decision makers are 
often ironically those with the least flexible schedules and hence the least time in which to 
participate in decision making processes. Within the same traditional gender framework, 
women’s more flexible schedules give them relatively more opportunities to participate in 
community life, through formal roles and informal social networks. Because of the time-
intensive, highly differentiated nature of work with children and youth, women’s activities 
may comprise the bulk of the total hours invested in congregational participation. Indeed, 
Colleen McDannell’s study of modern Mormon women shows how the labor of Mormon 
community life, though directed by men, has been largely performed by women.46 
 
The garbage can model of organization emphasizes “inconsistent and chancy patterns of 
participation in choice situations, such that how a problem is resolved may hinge on whether 

 
43 Claudia L. Bushman, Contemporary Mormonism: Latter-day Saints in Modern America (Westport, CN: Praeger, 2006), 
34. 
44 Michael D. Cohen and James G. March, “A Garbage Can Model of Organizational Choice,” Administrative Science 
Quarterly 17 (March 1972), 1: 1-25, 2; Michael D. Cohen and James G. March, Leadership and Ambiguity: The American 
College President (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1974); DiMaggio, “Relevance of Organization Theory,” 10-12; Alessandro 
Lomi and Richard Harrison, eds., The Garbage Can Model of Organizational Choice: Looking Forward at Forty (Bingley, 
UK: Emerald Group Publishing Limited, 2012). 
45 DiMaggio, “Relevance of Organization Theory,” 11-12. 
46 McDannell, Sister Saints, 73-76. 
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one or another participant happens to come to the meeting at which it is discussed.”47 Some 
studies note that many people carry bundles of vexing problems and appealing solutions 
around with them from choice situation to choice situation and use every decision forum as 
an opportunity to bring them up.48 This inconsistency applies to Latter-day Saint women at 
the local level not only in terms of how powerful women influence their local congregational 
institutions, but also in a phenomenon that some online Mormon groups call “leadership 
roulette.” Some leaders permit and even encourage women’s active participation in collective 
decision-making and cultural innovation. Others discourage it. From one point of view, this 
demonstrates women’s marginal and tenuous situation, always dependent on getting a man in 
power to take them seriously, with their bundles of prozblems and solutions. From another 
perspective, it demonstrates a structural loophole in which official line-authority is not the 
only conduit to meaningful change. 
 
Research on organizations has identified the significance of personal networks in facilitating 
the success of an organization or its initiatives. This research argues that a key factor in an 
actor’s power, prestige, and effectiveness, is centrality within his or her networks.49  The 
overlapping formal and informal networks within a Latter-day Saint congregation create 
multiple opportunities for women to occupy a central network position and influence the 
larger Latter-day Saint community. Research shows that “social embeddedness” (the strength 
of social networks within a religious congregation) affects both the religious activity and 
religious beliefs of congregational members.50 Latter-day Saint women, by virtue of their 
formal roles organizing congregational activities and their informal roles coordinating the 
social and cultural lives of their families, are central to a congregation’s collective life and 
shared assumptions.  
 
The structural possibilities for local initiative within a Latter-day Saint congregation, 
accessible to women as well as men, suggest women’s potential to exert influence within 
complex organizations. Studies emphasize the ways in which innovations diffuse gradually at 
sites where they solve concrete problems, at which point they become “institutionalized” and 
integrated more widely into the corporate culture. Gregory Prince notes in his article on 
Mormon authority and organizational structures that “trickle-up revelation” is as prevalent as 
prophetic directives. All church auxiliaries, from the Relief Society to the Sunday School to 
the Primary and Young Men and Young Women’s organizations, began as local initiatives.51 
This sort of local improvisation is even more pronounced in church units that are recently 
developed, geographically remote, or sparsely populated (the reality for church units in most 
of the countries in which the Church operates around the world). 
 
 
Organization theory also reveals the significance of sometimes hidden and often 
contradictory “institutional logics,” patterns of cultural symbols and material practices that 
provide meaning and order within an organization. Large, complex organizations are 
characterized by a “multiplexity of logics”, meaning that logics can contradict each other, 
“sending conflicting or confusing signals about meaning or values to institutional 

 
47 DiMaggio, “Relevance of Organization Theory,” 10. This dynamic is also evident in studies such as Michael Quinn, The 
Mormon Hierarchy: Origins of (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1994) and Gregory Prince and Robert Wright, David O. 
McKay and the Rise of Modern Mormonism (Salt Lake City, UT: University of Utah Press, 2005). 
48 Cohen and March, “Garbage Can Model,” 3; DiMaggio, “Relevance of Organization Theory,” 12. 
49 DiMaggio,  “Relevance of Organization Theory,” 18. 
50 Stroope, “Social Networks and Religion,” 273-298. 
51 Gregory A. Prince, “Mormon Priesthood and Organization,” in Terryl L. Givens and Philip L. Barlow, eds., The Oxford 
Handbook of Mormonism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 167-181, 178. 
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inhabitants.”52 At the same time, however, this multiplex and contradictory situation also 
enables agency. The presence of multiple logics “provide actors embedded in these complex 
social structures with a choice of which logic or logics to focus on when taking action.”53 
Multiple logics within Mormonism help explain how, though excluded from administrative 
power, Mormon women frequently successfully leverage their moral and spiritual capital in 
order to exert influence. The activist group Mormon Women for Ethical Government 
(MWEG) often advocates stances that put them at odds with the Republican-Mormon 
establishment in the state of Utah. However, their collective claim to the authentically 
“Mormon” values of integrity, honesty, and charity cannot be automatically dismissed by 
conservative Mormon politicians who claim these same values.54 This moral solidarity has 
helped facilitate MWEG’s success in gaining a national platform in the United States.55 
 
In sum, organization theories demonstrate ways in which the actions and interactions of 
individuals or groups within an organization can exercise enormous influence that is often 
overlooked with a focus only on the most obvious structures of power. Like the colonies of 
microbes that can determine robust health or life-threatening illness, these less-visible 
networks of relationships shape a religion’s very life.  
 
ONTOLOGICAL 
 
The final “invisible system” in our microbiological analogy is the system comprised of 
networks of neurons and synapses in various regions of the brain that store an individual’s 
memories, and thus a sense of self and of existing as a unique personality.56 In our analogy, 
they represent religious believers’ ontological project. Above all else, religious organizations 
arise out of believers’ collective desire to claim and perpetuate an extraordinary event or idea. 
As Ann Taves has put it in her study of religious experience, no experience is inherently 
religious, but must be deemed religious by one or more people. One peson’s special 
experience, such as a divine vision, or a heavenly voice, comes to be known and valued by 
others, who organize a religious community to protect and reproduce this special 
experience.57  
 
Without a chorus of supporting voices, the Jewish girl named Mary most likely was simply 
making excuses for her unwed pregnancy, a treasure-digging American boy named Joseph 
most likely invented a tale about an angel with golden plates, and the image of the 
Bodhisattva Guanyin most likely has no power or value beyond its thin veneer of gold leaf. 
The flame of charismatic power must be sheltered and sustained by organizational structures 
and processes, or else flicker out.58 A religious believer, of course, would say that Christ does 
not care whether people believe in him or not, or that Joseph Smith’s restoration project 
would have progressed even without the support of the friends and family members who 
formed the nucleus of his early church, or that the Bodhisattva Guanyin is a powerful being 

 
52 Rich DeJordy et al, “Serving Two Masters: Transformative Resolution to Institutional Contradictions,” in Paul Tracey, 
Nelson Phillips, and Michael Lounsbury, eds., Religion and Organization Theory, 3201-337, 304. 
53 Rich DeJordy et al, “Serving Two Masters,” 304.  
54 McDannell, Sister Saints, 194. 
55 “Mormon Women’s Group Seeks Inquiry Into Kavanaugh Allegations,” New York Times, September 25, 2018.  
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/25/us/politics/kavanaugh-mormon-women.html 
56 “The Self: Clues from the Brain,” Joseph LeDoux, Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, Volume 1001, Issue 1, 
“The Self: From Soul to Brain,” October 2003: 295-304. Doi: 10.1196/annals.1279.017. 
57 Ann Taves, Religious Experience Reconsidered: A Building-Block Approach to Religion and Other Special Things 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009).  
58 Melissa Wei-Tsing Inouye, China and the True Jesus: Charisma and Organization in a Chinese Christian Church (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 11-14. 
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who, indeed, is overlooked by nearly all human beings caught in the cycle of delusion and 
suffering. However, the point is that different religious movements imagine the cosmos, the 
significant actors within it, and the purpose of an individual human life in distinctive ways 
that are not self-evident, but must be taught and reinforced through human work. Maintaining 
these diverse but interrelated understandings of the nature of reality, and the reality of the 
divine, is the most fundamental work of a religious community.   
 
Talal Asad has observed how structures of power such as laws, schools, families, and so on 
create the conditions for experiencing particular religious truths. He used this argument to 
show how the category of “religion” as an object of scholarly inquiry was shaped by Western 
assumptions stemming from the Christian tradition. What is particularly interesting about this 
idea for the purposes of Mormon women’s influence is the notion that everyday social 
structures are part of a powerful project that, indeed, allow certain kinds of truths to be 
experienced and therefore to exist in the world of believers.59 
 
Work in the anthropology of religion substantiates the real ability of religious communities to 
create reality, to train themselves to see God’s face and hear God’s voice. In her book on 
American evangelicals, When God Talks Back, Tanya Luhrmann argues that the process by 
which peoplepeople  come to experience divine power involves acquiring a skill.60 This skill 
of the intimate encounter with God is learned in the body and in the mind through repeated 
training and effort. Luhrmann writes, “the mental muscles developed in prayer work on the 
boundary between thought and perception, between what is attributed to the mind—internal, 
self-generated, private, and hidden from view—and what exists in the world.”61 In 
Luhrmann’s study, subjects who engaged in kataphatic discipline (guided imagination on the 
life of Christ as described in the Gospels) improved in tests of mental imagery vividness, 
became significantly more likely to say that they had had a near-tangible experience of God’s 
presence, and that God had spoken to them at last.62 Even subjects who scored low on a 
standard psychological test measuring “absorption” (a person’s ability to become intensely 
focused on the mind’s object, closely correlated with the ability to be hypnotized, and the 
tendency to report having had an intimate experience of God’s presence), after a month of 
exposure to the kataphatic discipline’s imaginative, sensorily rich presentation of the 
Gospels’ narratives, were more likely to say that “God had become more of a person to them” 
and that “they had felt God’s presence.”63 These practices of imagination, visualization, 
listening, and other forms of intense engagement with the Bible led to unusual and 
unintentional sensory experiences such as hearing an external voice say, “Excuse me,” or 
opened their eyes to find that an angel had woken them from sleep.64 They developed a 
capacity to experience God not only as internal to the mind, but as external in the world.65  
 
Overall, Luhrmann argues, certain practices of imagination, visualization, and auditory 
concentration increased subjects’ intense spiritual experiences, showing “how proclivity and 
practice shape the most basic ways we encounter our world: the way we perceive and judge 
what is real. . . . Each faith—to some extent, each church—forms its own culture, its own 

 
59 Talal Asad, Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity and Islam (Baltimore and London: 
the Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), 31-33. 
60 Tanya Luhrmann, When God Talks Back: Understanding the American Evanelical Relationship with God (New York: 
Alfred Knopf, 2012). 
61 Luhrmann, When God Talks Back, 184. 
62 Luhrmann, When God Talks Back, 207-211. 
63 Luhrmann, When God Talks Back, 194-201, 215. 
64 Luhrmann, When God Talks Back, 216.  
65 Luhrmann, When God Talks Back, 217. 
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way of seeing the world, and as people acquire the knowledge and the practices through 
which they come to know that God, the most intimate aspects of the way they experience 
their everyday world change. . . . In some deep and fundamental way, as a result of their 
practices, they live in different worlds.”66 
 
This research highlights the significance of repetitive, immersive religious practice in 
facilitating a person’s experience of a particular religiously influenced reality. Within our 
case study of Mormonism, all over the world women play a key role in developing 
Mormonism’s habitus—the acquired disposition to differentiate and appreciate, to establish 
and mark differences by a process of distinction—with regard not only to musical preferences 
or patterns of public address, but also the ways in which revelation through the Holy Spirit is 
experienced, and how the hand of God can be recognized in everyday life. Ontology, as 
Luhrmann’s research shows, is not simply a matter of whether one believes sermons about 
how God created the world, but the fruits of hard training in a distinctive kind of reality. 
Within religious communities, this learning is mutually reinforcing. 
 
In the earliest days of the church founded by Joseph Smith, women played a major role in 
validating Smith’s claims and divine calling. They provided evidence for God’s power within 
the church in their hearts, their tongues, and in their bodies as they prayed, blessed, and were 
healed.67 This same collective work of validation continues in the presentcontemporary era, 
as Latter-day Saint women in New Zealand and Australia scrambled to follow the prophet by 
engaging in a ten-day social media fast, then testifyingy of its efficacy.  
 
Luhrmann’s finding about the power of sensory engagement and imagination to facilitate 
people’s experience of religion as reality is significant because in their work in Primary and 
in their homes, Latter-day Saint women control the realm of Mormon spiritual training that is 
most dominated by images, imagination, movement, sensory stimulation, and bodily 
discipline. Because their students are young children, teachers may utilize a range of 
ingenious methods and props to keep and hold the children’s attention. In “gospel lessons,” 
they tell stories with the help of images and objects, encourage kinetic participation in 
learning activities, and train children to adopt certain bodily postures and even emotional 
modes in order to maintain “reverence.” During “Singing Time,” they train children to join 
their breath and energy in shaped musical melodies, and to commit to member the lyrics of 
songs containing theological messages. It is significant that when Church worship services 
transitioned from three hours to two hours, the only Sunday block of time that was not 
truncated or reduced was Primary singing time. This attests to leaders’ understanding of the 
value of Singing Time in the formation of Latter-day Saints. It is the most sensorily and 
kinetically engaging of all modes of Sunday theological instruction, with tremendous power 
to permanently shape values, identity, and spiritual dispositions. In their homes, Latter-day 
Saint women display images, quotations and other visual reminders of God’s presence and 
involvement in the family’s life. As they pray with their children, they are teaching not only a 
set of common phrases and pattterns, but also certain expectations of God’s availability, 
personhood, and power.  
 
Religious neural networks (communities of believers that collaboatively store and recreate 
distinctive religiously inspired realities) are not directed solely at external deity but also at 

 
66 Luhrmann, When God Talks Back, 226. 
67 See, for example, McDannell, Sister Saints, 6-9; Jonathan Stapley, The Power of Godliness (New York: Oxford University 
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their own internal authority structures. This work of making things real extends beyond 
divine power, but also the power of human leaders. Max Weber, in his study of different 
types of authority, put it this way: “the basis of every system of authority, and 
correspondingly of every kind of willingness to obey, is a belief, a belief by virtue of which 
persons exercising authority are lent prestige.”68 Claudia L. Bushman observed of 
Mormonism, “as in a democracy, the power of the leaders is derived from the consent of the 
governed who are free to follow their leaders or not.”69 
 
Mormon leaders may declare “thus saith the Lord,” but it is up to the members of the rank-
and-file to interpret these declarations as God’s will for them. One example of divergence 
between members’ actions and leaders’ prescriptions is the practice of contraception. Leaders 
repeatedly condemned birth control in the strongest terms throughout most of the twentieth 
century, while the use of birth control steadily gained popularity within the Latter-day Saint 
population. Eventually, toward the end of the twentieth century, leaders reversed course and 
adjusted the official handbook to state that family planning was a matter between a couple 
and God. This change suggests that in some cases, leadership’s failure to readjust 
authoritative pronouncements to adapt to seismic cultural shifts damages leaders’ spiritual 
authority. 
 
In addition to the positive work of making God’s power real in individual and collective life, 
another form of ontological work that occurs within religious networks is rejecting and 
reframing rival sources of power (such as other deities, local religious rites, material 
resources, and so on). For example, in Taiwanese society, Latter-day Saints wrestle with the 
proper way to respond to the Chinese tradition of ancestor worship. Chiung Hwang Chen’s 
work on Taiwanese Mormonism’s slowness to indigenize suggests that Taiwanese members 
largely follow the Protestant hard line (originally introduced by European missionaries) of 
rejecting all forms of Chinese traditional ancestor worship, though the Latter-day Saint 
emphasis on genealogical research and family history softens this somewhat.70 Along the 
entire spectrum of responses to ancestor worship, from outright rejection to cultural 
accommodation, however, the character of the cultural and ontological work is the same: 
Latter-day Saints define through their discourse and actions which realities are valid, which 
are illusory, and which acts are efficacious or meaningless. Negotiating the double 
patriarchies of Euro-American Mormonism and Chinese Confucianism as they fulfil family 
roles may provide an opportunity for Taiwanese Latter-day Saint women to create an in-
between space in which they assign their own values to competing ontological claims. For 
instance, Mormon women whose extended families still engage in traditional ancestor 
worship rites must draw these boundaries for themselves, sometimes going through the 
motions but denying the rites “in their hearts,” or sometimes refusing to participate at all 
though this will incur the wrath of their extended, non-Mormon families.  
 
 Other ways in which Mormon women, who have relatively little formal power, exercise 
informal power, and shape the scale of the believing Latter-day Saint reality, is by voting 
with their feet and disaffiliating from the Cchurch. Statistically speaking, the majority of 
people who were ever baptized as Latter-day Saints have done this.71 Disaffiliation is a 
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common occurrence and has reached such a scale in the age of the internet that ex-Mormon 
communities now have their own distinctive culture.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
In sum, the “microbiological mass” produced by individuals within religious organizations is 
tremendous. This has significant ramifications for our understanding of women’s influence 
within religious organizations with vertical (formal) and horizontal (informal) dimensions, 
particularly within the case study of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. In the 
first section of the paper we saw how in lived religious culture was largely modeled and 
curated by women; in the second, we saw how church life was shaped (and sometimes made 
more complicated) by networks of individuals and groups with diverse priorities and logics; 
in the third section, we saw the cosmic extent of the religious project’s transformative aims. 
The religious project is not simply the maintenance of a religious community, but of an entire 
worldview and indeed an entire world or set of worlds.  
 
Mormon women’s exclusion from formal line-authority management does not prevent them 
from powerfully shaping the world in which all Latter-day Saints live: its cultural symbols, 
modes, and markers of belonging, its networks of relational influence, and its distinctive 
ontological possibilities. Religious organizations, by virtue of their organizational and 
religious character, open up fields of actions that go beyond advancement in formal 
administrative hierarchy. Since our subject is the participation of living beings in a collective 
religious project, we must explore not only narratives of constraint and control that are 
heavily influenced by our ideals for political governance, but also narratives of possibility 
and enterprise that are clearly a reality for the women who participate in Mormonism and 
other patriarchal religious systems. While structural inequality within religious organizations 
is indeed extremely significant, and something that I personally believe limits the flourishing 
of both women and religious organizations, it is short-sighted to view only “structural” 
(vertical, easily visible) power as power. We must begin to appreciate the power of 
horizontal, less-visible systems that define and animate the religious project, and within 
which women shape the worlds in which they live.  


