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Introduction

If you’re picking up this book, you may already know that Mormonism’s largest 
denomination, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, is one of the 
world’s fastest-growing religions. The Church has about 7 million members in 

the United States and another 10 million people on the rolls around the world. 
Almost all this growth has happened in the last 50 years, making Mormonism a 
hot topic that many people want to understand better.

In this book, we focus on The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. You’ll 
find the basics here for most everything you need to understand about the Church. 
We don’t assume that you have any background. At the same time, even if you are 
a Latter-day Saint, you may find information in this book that helps you under-
stand your religion more thoroughly and with a fresh perspective.

About This Book
Don’t feel you have to read this book straight through from cover to cover. Each 
chapter is a self-contained unit designed to give you information about a particu-
lar topic. Where relevant, we also include cross-references to show you where to 
find more information. This way, you can find what you want quickly and skip 
over the stuff that seems less important to you.

One more thing: Although we’re both practicing members of The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints, the views you find in this book are unofficial and don’t 
necessarily represent the opinions of the Church’s leadership.

Furthermore, although we tried our best to capture the broadest cross-section 
possible and present a range of viewpoints, we certainly can’t claim that every 
Latter-day Saint you meet will agree with everything we say. Throughout the 
book, we refer you to a few other books that the Church does produce and  
sanction, and we also point you to the Church’s official website, www.churchof 
jesuschrist.org.

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org
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In addition, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has some style prefer-
ences that we adopted for this book. You won’t see the term Mormon church here 
because Mormon is a nickname, and the Church would rather have people use its 
official name. We do use LDS church for short, instead of spelling out the whole 
name each time, and we refer to Church members as Latter-day Saints. From time 
to time, you’ll also see the word Mormon used as an adjective or a noun.

You may also notice a bit of fuss about the capitalization of church. Here’s the deal: 
Whenever we’re referring to other denominations or to churches in general, we 
use little c. But when we say “the Church” to mean the LDS church as a specific 
denomination, we use capital C. However, when we say “LDS church,” we keep 
the c lower-case so it’s clear that it’s not an official name.

When it comes to the Bible, we stick with what Latter-day Saints still use: the 
good ol’ King James Version (KJV for short). Because the Church’s other scriptures 
are distinctively Mormon, they only come in one lingo — and it reads very much 
like the KJV. When we reference a particular verse or range of verses in any of the 
scriptures, we follow the standard: For example, in the Bible, Matthew 10:1 refers 
to Matthew as the book, 10 as the chapter number, and 1 as the verse.

Foolish Assumptions
While writing this book, we assumed that many of our readers aren’t going to be 
Latter-day Saints, but some will be. Maybe you fit into one of these groups:

»» You’ve got friends, neighbors, relatives, or coworkers who are Latter-day 
Saints and you’re naturally curious about their faith.

»» You’ve heard something or read an article about Mormonism, and it made 
you wonder what Latter-day Saints believe.

»» You’re thinking of joining the LDS Church and want to know more about it.

»» You’re a new Mormon convert trying to better understand what you’ve gotten 
yourself into.

»» You’re an established Latter-day Saint, and you want to give this book to 
someone else who fits in one of the first four categories. Or maybe you like to 
read different perspectives on your own faith.
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Icons Used in This Book
This book uses the following icons to help you find the information you need or to 
highlight ideas you may find particularly helpful.

This icon points to hands-on information to help you make sense of Mormon 
belief or practice.

You find this icon next to significant information you’ll want to remember.

This icon appears next to most quotes from the Bible, Book of Mormon, Doctrine 
and Covenants, or Pearl of Great Price.

This icon points to areas of disagreement within the Latter-day Saint community 
or among outsiders who have criticized the Mormon faith.

Beyond the Book
In addition to what you’re reading right now, this product also comes with a free 
access-anywhere Cheat Sheet that provides even more information about  
Mormonism and the LDS church. To access this Cheat Sheet, simply go to  
www.dummies.com and search for “Mormonism For Dummies Cheat Sheet” in the 
Search box.

Where to Go from Here
Mormonism For Dummies is like a big Sunday buffet at Grandma’s house. You can 
eat as many of the yeast rolls as you want, and you don’t have to touch the peas if 
you don’t want to. In other words, in this book, we bring a little bit of everything 
to the table: history, doctrine, fun facts, spiritual disciplines, culture, and scrip-
ture. You can go to any section and discover The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints and its people, choosing what interests you the most.

https://www.dummies.com/
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If you’re coming to this book with a specific question in mind, feel free to look up 
that topic in the index or table of contents and start with that section. Others may 
want to start with Chapter 1, which gives an overview of the whole Mormon topic. 
There’s no wrong way to eat this buffet — just enjoy the meal.



1What the 
Mormon Faith 
Is All About



IN THIS PART . . .

Here you find out the basics about what Mormons 
believe, including important stuff about God, Jesus 
Christ, the premortal life, the plan of salvation, and 
the afterlife. You also discover what happened in the 
19th century when Joseph Smith was called as a 
prophet to restore the church of Jesus Christ and how 
the Mormon priesthood is organized and used today. 
Finally, you get to know more about the family: Why is 
the family such an important concept in Mormonism? 
Why do Mormons tend to have larger-than-usual 
families? Why are they so into genealogy?



CHAPTER 1  A New World Religion      7

Chapter 1
A New World Religion

Buddhism, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, traditional branches of Christianity — 
and Mormonism? If you ask some demographers and sociologists, the idea 
of Mormonism emerging as the newest major world religion isn’t far-

fetched. In the Christian sector, although Protestantism grew out of Catholicism, 
Mormonism bills itself as a completely fresh start, with enough distinctive beliefs 
and practices to back up that claim.

Mormonism isn’t the newest kid on the religious block, but its start during the 
1820s seems relatively recent — in fact, compared to other world religions, Mor-
monism is a toddler, still maturing in terms of culture, identity, growth, govern-
ment, and other aspects. As a blueprint for the rest of the book, this opening 
chapter gives an overview of what it means to be a Mormon.

Why Know about Mormonism?
If you ask Mormon missionaries why you should find out more about Mormonism, 
they’ll tell you that The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, informally 
known as the LDS church, is the restoration of the Savior’s true church, and he 

IN THIS CHAPTER

»» Understanding the reasons for 
studying Mormonism

»» Seeing life through Latter-day Saint 
eyes: The past, present, and future

»» Discovering Mormonism from its 
beginnings

»» Finding out what it’s like to be a 
Latter-day Saint

»» Exploring how Latter-day Saints are 
different from other Christians
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wants you to convert. However, we suspect this answer won’t satisfy many of our 
non-Mormon readers, so here are some other reasons:

»» It’s the quintessential U.S. religion. Increasingly, historians are acknowledg-
ing that Mormonism is perhaps the most successful, significant homegrown 
U.S. religion, founded just 54 years after the Declaration of Independence. In 
many ways, the story of Mormonism mirrors the story of the United States, 
and the faith reflects many American ideals and traits. In fact, Latter-day 
Saints believe God inspired the formation of the United States partly as a 
suitable homeland for the gospel’s restoration. (For an overview of early 
Mormon history, see Chapters 4, 11, 12, and 13.)

»» It’s one of the fastest-growing religions. Chances are that one or more of 
your friends, neighbors, or relatives has already joined the LDS church or soon 
will. Consider these statistics:

•	 As of December 31, 2023, the worldwide Church had 17,255,394 members; 
31,490 congregations; 67,871 full-time teaching missionaries; and materi-
als published in 188 languages. To illustrate typical Church growth, in 2023 
the Church added 251,763 baptized converts and 93,594 children of 
record. (For more on missionary work and Church growth around the 
world, see Chapter 14.)

•	 The LDS church is consistently ranked among the five largest U.S. religious 
bodies, larger than mainline Protestant denominations such as Lutheran, 
Presbyterian, and Episcopalian. According to the National Council of 
Churches, the LDS church is the second-fastest-growing church in the 
United States.

»» It teaches good principles and practices. Even for those people who don’t 
embrace Mormonism as a religion, the faith yields many useful ideas that you 
can adapt to fit any worldview. Following are some highlights:

•	 Strengthening families: Latter-day Saints are known for their large, 
tight-knit, super-functional families. One main reason is that Latter-day 
Saints believe families can be together forever (for more on this idea, see 
Chapter 5). Also, the LDS church teaches practical techniques for strength-
ening families, such as family home evening (for more information on this, 
see Chapter 17).

•	 Providing for the needy: Marshalling its organizational might, the LDS 
church has created one of the world’s most admired systems for helping 
people provide for their own material needs. Church-owned farms, 
ranches, canneries, storehouses, and other enterprises provide not only 
essential goods but also employment. Increasingly, the Church shares its 
bounty with people outside the faith. (For more on the Church’s welfare 
program and humanitarian efforts, see Chapter 8.)
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•	 Maintaining health: When founding prophet Joseph Smith introduced 
Mormonism’s health code, known as the Word of Wisdom, little did he know 
that science would validate many of these teachings more than 100 years 
later. Likewise, the Mormon law of chastity helps reduce a host of physical, 
emotional, social, and spiritual ills. Today, Latter-day Saints are known for 
enjoying some of the most favorable health rates of any demographic 
group. (For more on these teachings, see Chapter 16.)

The Mormon Worldview
The following equation best sums up how Latter-day Saints understand the uni-
verse and the purpose of life: As humans are, God used to be; as God is, humans 
may become.

One main key to getting the gist of Mormonism is the belief that a person’s exis-
tence doesn’t begin with birth on this earth. Rather, Latter-day Saints believe that 
all people lived as spirits before coming here. For Latter-day Saints, this belief 
helps explain a whole lot about the conditions and purposes of this earthly life, 
which they view as God’s test of his children. In addition, Latter-day Saints hold 
some unusual views about the afterlife, particularly regarding what human beings 
can become. (For a more detailed treatment of these beliefs, see Chapter 2.)

Life before mortal life
If life doesn’t start with conception and birth, when does it start? For Latter-day 
Saints, it never really started because each person has an eternal essence that has 
always existed. However, Latter-day Saints believe that Heavenly Father and 
Heavenly Mother created spiritual bodies to house each person’s eternal essence, 
so they are the spiritual parents of humankind. All human spirits were born before 
the earth was created.

Sitting at the knees of their Heavenly Parents, many spirit children expressed a 
desire to grow up and become like them (for more on the Heavenly Parents, see 
Chapter 3). So God set up the plan of salvation, which involved creating an earth 
where his children could gain physical bodies and go through a challenging test of 
faith and obedience. Those who pass the test with flying colors get the chance to 
eventually start an eternal family like God’s.
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In premortality or the premortal life, as Latter-day Saints interchangeably call this 
stage, two of the oldest spirit siblings made a big impression. The first spirit, 
named Jehovah, volunteered to help everyone overcome the sin and death they’d 
unavoidably encounter during the earthly test, and this brother was eventually 
born on earth as Jesus Christ (for more about him, see Chapter  3). Mormons 
believe he’s their Savior and strive to be like him. The other spirit, named Lucifer, 
rebelled against God’s plan of salvation, convincing a bunch of siblings to follow 
him and start a war. God banished Lucifer and his followers to the earth without 
bodies, and Mormons believe that these spirits are still trying to win humans to 
their side and thwart God’s plan (for more about the devil, see Chapter 2).

Life on earth
Good news: In the Mormon view, everyone born on this earth chose to follow 
God’s plan of salvation and come here. Even those who give in to evil during 
earthly life will still receive an eternal reward for making the correct choice during 
premortality. Latter-day Saints don’t believe that humans are born carrying the 
stain of Adam’s original sin, as Catholics and some Protestants do. But they do 
believe that each individual’s circumstances in this life are at least partly influ-
enced by what that person accomplished and became in premortality.

One of the most difficult aspects of this mortal test is that humans can’t remem-
ber what happened in premortality, so they must rediscover their divine origins 
through faith. However, God sent Jesus Christ not only to overcome sin and death 
but also to establish the gospel, which serves as a road map back to God. Two 
kinds of messengers help people understand and follow this gospel: prophets and 
the Holy Ghost, a spiritual being who speaks directly to the human spirit (for more 
on him, see Chapter 3). By listening to these guides, people can figure out the 
puzzle of life. Unfortunately, the devil strives to fill the world with distractions, 
deceptions, and counterfeits.

Another hard aspect of the earthly test is that God generally won’t interfere with 
people’s freedom to act, even when they do terrible things to each other or fail 
miserably. In addition, God allows accidents, natural disasters, illnesses, and 
other difficulties to challenge his children and prompt them to seek him out. For 
Latter-day Saints, it helps to remember that these temporary trials represent a 
mere blink of the eye on an eternal scale, and they exercise faith that God will 
comfort and protect those who ask his help to endure suffering.

During mortality, Latter-day Saints believe that everyone needs to participate in 
certain rituals in order to live with the Heavenly Parents in the afterlife and 
become like them. Someone holding God’s priesthood authority, which Latter-day 
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Saints believe currently comes only through the LDS church, must perform these 
rituals. If a person dies without receiving these ordinances, Latter-day Saints per-
form the rituals in temples on behalf of the deceased person, whose spirit then 
decides whether to accept (for more information, see Chapter  7). These ordi-
nances include:

»» Baptism (see Chapter 6)

»» Confirmation and receiving the gift of the Holy Ghost (see Chapter 6)

»» Priesthood ordination (for all worthy males; see Chapter 4)

»» The two-part temple endowment (see Chapter 7)

»» Sealing, including celestial marriage for those wedded on earth (see 
Chapter 7)

Life after mortal life
Latter-day Saints believe that when humans die, they slough off their physical 
bodies and return to the spiritual state. Some go to spirit paradise, and some go to 
spirit prison. Latter-day Saints believe that the spirits in paradise visit the spirits 
in prison and teach them the gospel, and some choose to accept it and cross over 
into paradise. Whether they’re in paradise or prison, the stopover in the spirit 
world is only temporary because God has greater things in store.

Eventually, after God’s spirit children have experienced their earthly tests and 
paid for their sins either by receiving the Savior’s atonement or suffering them-
selves, he’ll resurrect everyone with perfect physical bodies that will last forever. 
Then he’ll sort people into three heavenly kingdoms:

»» Telestial kingdom: Those who live in sin, die without repenting, and don’t 
accept the Savior’s atonement go here, after suffering for their own sins in 
spirit prison.

»» Terrestrial kingdom: Those who live good lives but don’t embrace the full 
gospel will inherit this kingdom. Jesus pays for their sins.

(Both the telestial kingdom and the terrestrial kingdom are glorious paradises, 
not hell or places of torture. For more on the three tiers of heaven, see 
Chapter 2.)

»» Celestial kingdom: This highest kingdom is reserved for those who live the 
full gospel and receive the proper ordinances. This kingdom is where the 
Heavenly Parents live and where their children can become like them.
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Joseph Smith and Mormonism’s 
Beginnings

To Latter-day Saints, the term gospel means the “good news” that Christ died to 
save humanity and also refers to a very practical package of tools and instructions 
that the Savior provides for getting humans back home to God. That package 
includes doctrines, commandments, ordinances, continually updated revelations, 
and the priesthood authority to act in God’s name (for more on the Mormon 
priesthood, see Chapter 4). Remember, Latter-day Saints believe that the Savior 
was God’s first spirit child way back before the earth was formed, so he’s been on 
deck to reveal his gospel to prophets from Adam onward.

In the Mormon view, the timeline goes like this: First the Savior gave his gospel to 
Adam, but Adam’s descendants eventually lost it through disobedience and cor-
ruption. Then the Savior gave it to other prophets, such as Noah and Abraham, but 
their people gradually lost it, too. Finally, when the Savior was born on the earth 
to accomplish his mission of overcoming sin and death for all humankind, he 
reestablished his gospel. However, within a few decades after his resurrection, 
humans fumbled it away yet again.

During the 1,700-year religious dry spell that Latter-day Saints say started after 
the Savior’s New Testament apostles died, he worked behind the scenes and pre-
pared the earth to eventually receive his gospel again. In 1820, he began the pro-
cess of restoring his gospel for the final time. When a teenager named Joseph 
Smith knelt in prayer to ask God which church he should join, God the Father and 
his son Jesus Christ appeared to Joseph and told him that none of the existing 
churches were fully true  — in fact, according to Joseph, God used the words 
“abomination” and “corrupt” in describing them. Within ten years, Joseph Smith 
launched the Savior’s restored gospel in the form of what people now know as the 
Latter-day Saint religion. (For a more detailed account of Mormonism’s founding, 
see Chapter 4.)

Translating additional scriptures
After Joseph Smith’s answer to prayer in 1820, which Latter-day Saints refer to as 
his First Vision, an angel began regularly appearing to prepare him for his pro-
phetic calling. Finally, the time arrived for him to perform one of the most impor-
tant steps in restoring the gospel: bringing forth additional scripture that helped 
restore correct principles and could serve as a witness and testament of the 
new faith.
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As Latter-day Saints understand, something very special happened in the Western 
Hemisphere between 600 b.c. and a.d. 400. At the beginning of this 1,000-year 
time period, God instructed a prophet named Lehi to leave Jerusalem with some 
other families and move to the Western Hemisphere. Over the centuries, this little 
band grew into a major civilization that underwent continual cycles of faith and 
wickedness, prosperity and destruction. In his usual way, the Lord sent prophets 
to teach these people and call them to repentance.

Soon after the Savior’s resurrection, he dropped by to spend a few days with about 
2,500 of his followers in the Western Hemisphere, ministering to his “other 
sheep” (John 10:16). Before the Savior ascended to heaven, he called 12 additional 
apostles to carry out his work in this part of the world. Under apostolic leadership, 
the people managed to hold onto the gospel for another 400 years after the Sav-
ior’s momentous visit. Eventually, however, their lack of faith and charity led to 
their corruption and extermination, as recounted in the Book of Mormon, the LDS 
church’s companion scripture to the Bible.

The Western Hemisphere prophets and apostles kept records on metal plates.  
A prophet named Mormon made a For Dummies–style compilation of the people’s 
spiritual history — well, a shortened version, anyway — and his son Moroni bur-
ied it in a hillside. About 1,400 years later, Joseph Smith’s family settled near this 
same hillside in upstate New York. With the help of God, who provided interpret-
ing devices to go along with the metal plates, Joseph translated and published the 
ancient record, and today the LDS church distributes millions of copies each year 
in over 100 languages. If the proof of Mormonism is in the pudding, then the Book 
of Mormon is the pudding. (For more about the Book of Mormon, see Chapter 9.)

Establishing the Church
While translating the Book of Mormon, Joseph Smith and his helpers came across 
passages that prompted questions, such as how to properly baptize someone. The 
questions that Joseph asked Heavenly Father triggered the following key events:

»» In 1829, John the Baptist appeared to Joseph and his chief scribe to restore 
the Aaronic Priesthood, the preparatory priesthood authority necessary to 
perform basic ordinances, including baptism.

»» Soon after John the Baptist’s visitation, the New Testament apostles Peter, 
James, and John appeared on earth to give Joseph the Melchizedek Priesthood, 
the full authority to act in God’s name within the Church organization. (For 
more on the two Mormon priesthoods, see Chapter 4.)
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»» In 1830, Joseph Smith officially organized the Church, which Latter-day Saints 
believe the Savior recognizes as his only “true and living” church.

»» Until Joseph’s assassination in 1844, he received numerous additional 
revelations, scriptures, and ordinances that helped establish the new religion 
(for an overview of these additions, see Chapters 10 and 11).

Coming to terms with the M-word
As a prophet who lived somewhere in North or South America around a.d. 400, 
Mormon was just one of dozens of important figures in LDS history. Nevertheless, 
he’s the man whose name became the nickname for this whole religious move-
ment. Unfortunately, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has recently 
expressed frustration with the nickname.

As we say earlier in this section, the prophet Mormon’s claim to fame was compil-
ing and abridging the ancient records that became the Book of Mormon, titled that 
way because of Mormon’s central editorial role. After Joseph Smith translated and 
published the book, it didn’t take long for detractors to start calling his followers 
Mormonites, because of their belief in the book. The “ite” part of the nickname 
dropped off, and eventually the term stuck and lost most of its negative connotations.

Still, Mormon is just a nickname. What would Mormons rather be called? Although 
the Church hasn’t completely ruled out the terms Mormon and Mormonism at the 
cultural level, it asks the media to use the Church’s full name on first reference in 
a story — in other words, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints — and 
then say the generic-sounding “Church of Jesus Christ” on each subsequent ref-
erence. However, that somewhat clunky and vague lingo hasn’t yet universally 
caught on.

At Church headquarters, use of the term Mormon has been phased out — even the 
Mormon Tabernacle Choir was renamed as the Tabernacle Choir at Temple Square 
(yeah, another clunky one). In public usage, what often takes the place of Mormon 
is the term Latter-day Saint, or LDS for short. The Church doesn’t like being called 
the LDS church, but it’s a heck of a lot better than Mormon church, which the lead-
ers strongly discourage.

For this second edition of Mormonism For Dummies, the authors and editors seri-
ously considered changing the title and terminology, but we felt it would be too 
confusing for the intended readership. Throughout this book, we use the terms 
Mormon, LDS, and Latter-day Saint interchangeably to refer to the doctrine, teach-
ings, practices, and members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 
Within the LDS culture, some hipsters — yes, Mormon hipsters do exist — have 
started using the word Mo to refer to things Mormon, but we won’t go that far.


