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From its organization in 1830 with six charter members, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints has grown to become a global religion of nearly sixteen million in 2016, with a 

full official presence in most countries with religious freedom. It has acquired a limited public 
presence with wards and branches, but without missionaries, in several other countries. 

Canada has been a partner in this remarkable expansion since the early days of the Church.

The Global Church in 2016
Full official presence
Limited public presence (members and branches but no missionaries)
No public presence
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The growth and development of The Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-day Saints in Canada is part of the larger story of 
the expansion of the Church worldwide. To be fully under-
stood, the Canadian story needs to be viewed alongside 
the growth and development of the Church in the United 
States, because the history of the Church in Canada has 
been intimately connected with that of the Church in the 
United States, and growth patterns of the Church in both 
countries have been remarkably similar. In addition, the 
growth of the Church in both Canada and the United 
States must be viewed against the backdrop of the dramatic 
growth and globalization of the Church since the Second 
World War. In 1951, only 11 percent of the Church’s 1.1 mil-
lion members lived outside the United States and Canada. 
By the end of 2015, sixty-four years later, worldwide mem-
bership had risen to more than 15.6 million,1 with almost 
60 percent residing outside the United States and Canada. 
The map on the opposite page highlights countries in which 
the Church has an official presence as of 2016. It also shows 
several countries, including China and various countries in 
North Africa and the Middle East, where the Church has a 
presence but where missionaries are not allowed.

This chapter will provide both global and North Ameri-
can contexts within which the rich history of the Church in 
Canada can be situated and better understood. The growth 
and globalization of the Church worldwide in the decades 
following World War II will be illustrated by a selection of 
four key indicators: members, countries, temples, and mis-
sionaries. The focus will then narrow to North America 
with a brief review of postwar growth in Canada and the 
United Sates, as well as a brief discussion of the recent “reli-
gious landscapes” in the two countries. Finally, the focus 
will broaden again to compare the status of The Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints with that of other Chris-
tian and non-Christian religions worldwide, and consider 
a question some prominent sociologists and historians of 
religion have been asking, Is Mormonism on the verge 
of becoming a “new world religion”?

UNTO EVERY NATION: MEMBERSHIP 
GROWTH AND GLOBAL DISPERSION
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was orga-
nized in a log cabin in upstate New York on 6 April 1830 
with six charter members, though it is estimated that about 

◀ LeRoy E. Whitehead obtained his PhD in education administration from the University of Calgary before moving 
from Alberta to Ontario. A faculty member for thirty-five years (now retired) in the faculty of education at Queen’s 
University, Kingston, Ontario, he served for thirteen years as associate dean. His publications and research have 
been in education foundations, education reform, and transnationalization of teacher education. He has served as 
bishop, high councilor, and counselor in a mission presidency. As a young man, he served a mission in Hong Kong. 
Most recently, he and his wife, Patricia Plowman Whitehead, served as a senior missionary couple in Suva, Fiji. 
They are the parents of six children and grandparents of three boys. (Patricia Whitehead)
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fifty people were present at the organiza-
tional meeting.2 Since the Church’s earli-
est beginnings, the Prophet Joseph Smith 
and successive Church leaders have held a 
vision of taking the restored gospel of Jesus 
Christ to the entire world. This vision has 
roots in the New Testament injunction 
“Go ye therefore and teach all nations” 
(Matt. 28:19, Mark 16:15), but it is also an 
important theme in latter-day revelations 
as recorded in Doctrine and Covenants 
(for example, D&C  1:1–5; 84:62–64). In 

an important document known as “The 
Wentworth Letter,” dated 1 March 1842, 
Joseph Smith captured the urgency of the 
vision, declaring, “The Standard of Truth 
has been erected: no unhallowed hand can 
stop the work from progressing, persecu-
tions may rage, mobs may combine, armies 
may assemble, calumny may defame, but 
the truth of God will go forth boldly, nobly, 
and independent till it has penetrated every 
continent, visited every clime, swept 
every country, and sounded in every ear, till 

 Samuel Smith, brother of 
the Prophet Joseph Smith, 
was the first missionary in 
this dispensation. Though not 
well-received in many places, 
some remarkable conversions 
resulted from copies of the 
Book of Mormon he distrib-
uted. (Intellectual Reserve, 
Inc. [hereafter, IRI])
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Global Membership Growth
Within days or weeks of the Church’s organization, Joseph 
Smith’s brother Samuel was sent out as the first official mis-
sionary. Others followed, and by the end of 1830, Church 
membership had reached 280.4

The table in figure 19.1 shows total Church membership 
worldwide at end of decade, from 280 members at the end 

the purposes of God shall be accomplished, and the Great 
Jehovah shall say the work is done.”3

It is clear Joseph Smith understood that accomplishing 
the mission would not be easy, and he was right: persecutions 
have raged, mobs have combined, armies have assembled, and 
calumny has defamed. Nonetheless, the work of the Church 
has continued as circumstances and resources have permitted.

Figure 19.1 Worldwide LDS Membership by Decade, 1830–2015*

Decade Members at End of Decade Net Increase Over Previous Decade Percent Increase

1830 280

1831–1840 16,865 16,585

1841–1850 51,389 34,524 204.7

1851–1860 61,082 9,693 18.9

1861–1870 90,130 29,048 47.6

1871–1880 133,628 43,498 48.3

1881–1890 188,263 54,635 40.9

1891–1900 283,765 95,502 50.7

1901–1910 398,478 114,713 40.4

1911–1920 525,987 127,505 32.0

1921–1930 670,017 144,030 27.4

1931–1940 862,664 192,647 28.8

1941–1950 1,111,314 248,650 28.8

1951–1960 1,693,810 582,496 52.4

1961–1970 2,930,810 1,237,630 73.1

1971–1980 4,639,822 1,709,012 58.3

1981–1990 7,761,207 3,121,385 67.3

1991–2000 11,068,861 3,307,654 42.6

2001–2010 14,131,467 3,062,606 27.7

2011–2015** 15,634,199 1,502,732 10.6

2011–2020*** 17,136,931 3,005,464 21.3

*Sources: 1830–2000: Deseret News 2004 Church Almanac (Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret News, 2003), 203–5. For 2010 and 2015: annual 
statistical reports presented at April general conferences of the Church in 2011 and 2016. For example, at the end of the 1961–70 decade, 
there were 2,930,810 members of the LDS Church worldwide. The growth rate for that decade was 73.0 percent over the previous decade. 
Membership numbers for 2015 were the most recent available at time of writing and cover the first half of the 2011 to 2020 decade. Mem-
bership numbers for 2020 are estimates based on a growth rate similar to that of 2011 to 2015.

**Note that figures for 2011–15 represent a five-year period only.

***Figures in this row are a projection to 2020, assuming a 2016–20 growth rate similar to that recorded for 2011–15.
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of 1830 to 15,634,199 at the end of 2015. 
Canada  ranked eleventh in total Church 
membership among the nations.5 The table 
also shows the net member increase over the 

previous decade in terms of both numbers 
and percentages. The net member increase 
figures represent the difference between 
new members gained and members lost. 

Figure 19.2 LDS Worldwide Membership by Decade, 1830–2020*

*Sources: 1830–2000: Deseret News 2004 Church Almanac (Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret News, 2003), 203–5. For 
2010 and 2015: annual statistical reports presented at April general conferences of the Church in 2011 and 2016. For 
example, at the end of the 1961–70 decade, there were 2,930,810 members of the LDS Church worldwide. The growth 
rate for that decade was 73.0 percent over the previous decade. Membership numbers for 2015 were the most recent 
available at time of writing and cover the first half of the 2011 to 2020 decade. Membership numbers for 2020 are esti-
mates based on a growth rate similar to that of 2011 to 2015.

Figure 19.3 LDS Worldwide Net Membership Increase by Decade, 1830–2020*

*Sources: 1830–2000: Deseret News 2004 Church Almanac (Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret News, 2003), 203–5. For 2010 
and 2015: annual statistical reports presented at April general conferences of the Church in 2011 and 2016. The net 
membership numbers for 2020 are estimates based on a net growth rate similar to that of 2011 to 2015.
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For easier visualization, the total worldwide member-
ship numbers shown in figure 19.1 are presented in graph 
format in figure 19.2. Figure 19.3 shows the net member 
gain numbers in graph format. It is easy to see the begin-
nings of a steep growth curve after 1950. Note that the net 
member increase for 1951–60 more than doubled that of 
the previous decade (1941–50). It then more than dou-
bled again during 1961 to 1970. During the 1981 to 1990 
decade, the net member increase exceeded three million for 
the first time. During the two decades from 1991 to 2011, 
net member increases continued to reach or exceed three 
million per decade. As of 2017, net membership growth 
between 2011 and 2015 appears on track to reach or exceed 
three million again at the end of the full decade in 2020.

For comparison, the line graph in figure 19.4 shows the 
annual percentage growth rates (three-year moving aver-
age) for the world, the United States, and Canada from 1965 
to 2015. While Canadian membership numbers have been 
much smaller, the percentage growth pattern of the Church 
in Canada has followed somewhat the same pattern as that 
of the Church worldwide, though it more closely resem-
bles that of the United States. At the end of 1965, the LDS 
Church in Canada had 47,945 members.6 Fifty years later, 
at the end of 2015, the Church had 193,850 members in 
Canada, divided among 486 congregations, with locations 
in every province and two of the three territories.7

Sources of New Members
As with any large voluntary organization, the number of 
members of the Church worldwide varies from day to day 
as new members are baptized and confirmed and as exist-
ing members are lost through death, formal resignation 
of membership, or excommunication.8 New LDS Church 

members are generated from two sources: “children of 
record” and converts. Children of record are the chil-
dren of Church members who are blessed (not baptized) 
as infants and listed on the membership records of the 
Church in anticipation of their baptisms and confirma-
tions at age eight. Converts include adults and their chil-
dren eight years of age or older who come to the Church 
from other faith traditions (or from no faith) through the 
Church’s missionary outreach.9 During the forty-four-year 
period from 1971 through 2014, approximately 25.2 per-
cent of new members worldwide were children of record, 
while approximately 74.8 percent of new members were 
converts.10 During the same forty-four-year period, an esti-
mated 1,536,471 members were lost through death, resig-
nation, or excommunication.11

Global Dispersion: Countries
In 1950, the Church had organized congregations in less 
than fifty countries.12 As historian Richard O. Cowan has 
pointed out, the Church at the end of World War II was 
essentially a North American church with outposts in 
Europe and the Pacific. Most of the growth in Latin Amer-
ica, Asia, and Africa has taken place since World War II.13 
By the end of 2015, the Church claimed an official presence 
in 158 countries and territories. The map at the beginning 
of this chapter shows that the Church now has an official 
presence on every continent and on many of the islands of 
the sea, as well as a limited public presence in many places.

The map also shows that the gospel message has not 
yet visited every clime, swept every country, nor sounded 
in every ear as Joseph Smith prophesied it would. There is 
only limited LDS presence in China and in a few Islamic 
countries in North Africa and the Middle East, and none in 

Figure 19.4 Annual Percentage Growth
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several others in that region. The great dividing line is reli-
gious freedom: the Church has a full presence in virtually 
every country that permits religious freedom. Countries 

with limited religious freedom have less LDS presence, 
while several countries lacking religious freedom have no 
LDS presence.
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Global Dispersion: Members
In 1950, worldwide membership had 
grown to 1,111,314,14 with 92 percent of 
members living within the borders of the 
United States of America, mostly in Utah 
and parts of surrounding states like Idaho, 
Oregon, Nevada, Wyoming, Colorado, and 
New Mexico.15 The other eight percent were 
scattered thinly among the other countries, 
including Canada. However, by the end 
of 2015, approximately 58 percent of the 
members were living in countries other 

than the United States.16 The geographical 
balance of the membership shifted in 1996. 
On 28 February of that year, the Church 
announced that slightly more than half of 
its worldwide membership was then living 
outside of the United States: 4.720 million 
members outside of the United States, 4.719 
million within the United States.17

The chart in figure 19.5a shows how 
the Church’s worldwide membership was 
distributed among six world geographical 
regions at the end of 2015.18 The regions, 
ranked here in descending order accord-
ing to their numbers of members, are 
North America, South America, Asia, 
Oceania (Pacific), Europe, and Africa. 
Breakout data are provided for the North 
American region (United States, Mexico, 
Canada, Central America, and the Carib-
bean). The chart in figure 19.5b shows 
world population estimates for mid-2015 
for six similar (though not identical) 
world geographical regions.19

Comparing the Church membership 
and world population data sets shown 
in the two charts, we see that at the end 
of 2015, about 83 percent of the Church’s 
membership was in North, Central, and 
South America (including the Caribbean), 
while the same territory had only about 13 
percent of world population. Conversely, 
about 17 percent of the Church’s member-
ship was in Europe, Africa, Asia, and Oce-
ania (Pacific), while this same territory had 
about 87 percent of world population. The 
data also show that while the United States 
no longer has the majority of the Church’s 
worldwide membership, it still has a large 
plurality. Nonetheless, it is now fair to say 
that the Church is no longer merely a fron-
tier religion of the western United States, 
nor even merely of “mainstream America.”

The dramatic change in the worldwide 
distribution of membership over time is 
illustrated in the graph in figure 19.6. There 
is still opportunity for both membership 
growth and geographical outreach to addi-
tional countries in Africa, the Middle East, 
Eastern Europe, and Asia as political and 

◀ The Relief Society, orga-
nized in 1842, is the oldest 
women’s organization in the 
world. This quilt, created 
for the Relief Society sesqui-
centennial in 1992, depicts 
women worldwide engaged in 
spiritual, creative, and service 
activities. (IRI)

Figure 19.5a 
LDS Membership 

Percentages by Region, 2015

Figure 19.5b 
World Population 

Percentages by Region, 2015
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social conditions and the Church’s financial and human 
resources permit.

Statistics Canada’s estimate of the Canadian population 
for mid-2015 was 35,851,800,20 just under one-half of one 
percent (0.48) of the total world population. The Canadian 
percentage of total LDS population has been fairly consis-
tent through this entire period, declining only slightly from 
about 2 percent in 1950 to 1.3 percent in 2010. At the end 
of 2015, members living in Canada accounted for about 1.2 
percent of the Church’s worldwide membership.

Global Dispersion: Temples
The ordinances and covenants of the temple are central 
to Latter-day Saint belief and practice. The Church’s first 
temple was built at Kirtland, Ohio, and was dedicated on 
27 March 1836. That building is now in the possession 
of the Community of Christ (formerly the Reorganized 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints). The second 
temple, built at Nauvoo, Illinois, was abandoned in 1846 
as the members of the Church were being forced under 

Figure 19.6 Total LDS 
Membership by Region, 1950–2015
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threat of violence to evacuate the state. The 
building was later destroyed by arson and 
the property passed into other hands.21 It 
was not until 1877, thirty-one years later, 
that another temple was dedicated in 
St. George, Utah.22 By 1950, the Church had 
eight dedicated, operating temples: four in 
Utah and one each in Hawaii, Alberta, Ari-
zona, and Idaho.

The table in figure 19.7 shows a steep 
growth curve in the number of temples 

dedicated beginning in the 1970s, coin-
ciding with the dramatic surge in mem-
bership growth. Note the sharp upward 
curve during the 1981 to 1990 decade, 
and the peak of the curve during the 1991 
to 2000 decade. At the end of 2015, the 
Church had 149 dedicated temples, with 
another 16 under construction and 11 
more announced temple projects in various 
stages of planning, site selection, design, 
and permit procurement.23

◀ The Swiss Temple, dedicated 
in 1955 by Church President 
David O. McKay, was the first 
LDS temple to be built outside 
the United States and Canada. 
Temple ordinances there were 
available in various European 
languages. (IRI)

Figure 19.7 Temples Dedicated by Decade*

Decade/Period Number

1871–1880 1

1881–1890 2

1891–1900 1

1901–1910 0

1911–1920 1

1921–1930 2

1931–1940 0

1941–1950 1

1951–1960 4

1961–1970 1

1971–1980 6

1981–1990 25

1991–2000 59

2001–2010 32

2011–2016** 20

Subtotal 155

Under Construction 11

Announced 11

Total 177

* Sources: mormonnewsroom.org/facts-and-statistics; and “Find a Temple,” lds.org. The Kirt-
land Temple (dedicated in 1836 but no longer in the possession of The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints), the original Nauvoo Temple (dedicated in 1846 but later destroyed by fire), 
and the Endowment House (a temporary facility offering ordinances for the living only during 
construction of the Salt Lake Temple) are not included in this count.

**This is a six-year period only.



554       CANADIAN MORMONS

The table in figure 19.8 shows how the operating tem-
ples, temples under construction, and announced temple 
projects are distributed throughout the same six geographic 
regions used previously for describing the distribution of 
Church membership. It includes breakout numbers for the 
North American region. A comparison of the data in figures 
19.5a and 19.8 shows that, worldwide, the proportional dis-
tribution of temples in the geographical regions is coming 
close to matching, broadly, the distribution of the member-
ship. The North and South America regions together have 
about 83 percent of the worldwide membership and about 
77 percent of all temples (including those dedicated, under 
construction, and announced). Asia, Oceania, Europe, and 
Africa together have about 17 percent of the membership 
and about 23 percent of all temples. Canada, with just over 
one percent of worldwide membership, has about five per-
cent of all temples (eight existing temples with an additional 
temple announced for Winnipeg, Manitoba).

One Million Missionaries
The rapid growth and globalization of The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints could not have occurred without 
a large cadre of full-time volunteer missionaries. Samuel 

Smith, the Church’s first official missionary, was soon 
joined by others. A total of sixteen missionaries were called 
into service during 1830.24 Despite external persecution 
and internal difficulties, the missionary outreach continued 
as circumstances, financial means, and human resources 
permitted, both in the United States and in a gradually 
increasing number of foreign jurisdictions, beginning with 
Upper Canada in 1830. During a news conference held 177 
years later, on 25 June 2007, Church President Gordon B. 
Hinckley announced, “It is reliably estimated that a mil-
lion missionaries have served since the organization of the 
Church.”25 At the time of the announcement, the Church 
had about fifty-three thousand missionaries in service and 
about thirteen million members.26

The table in figure 19.9 shows the number of mission-
aries called to serve during four time periods from 1830 
to June 2007. Only 6.3 percent of the million were called 
during the 120 years from 1830 to 1950. The overwhelming 
majority, 93.7 percent, were called during the 57 years from 
1951 to 2007. More than half of the million were called 
during the final 18 years (1990–2007) covered by the table 
data. By 2013, about 6 years later, the total number of mis-
sionaries called since 1830 had risen to about 1.3 million.27

Region Dedicated Under Construction Announced Total

United States 78 3 0 81

Canada 8 0 1 9

Mexico 13 0 0 13

Other North America 7 0 1 8

North America Total 106 3 2 111

South America 17 3 5 25

Europe 11 3 0 14

Oceania/Pacific 10 0 1 11

Asia 8 0 1 9

Africa 3 2 2 7

Total 155 11 11 177

“Dedicated” includes three temples temporarily closed for renovation. “Other North America” includes Cen-
tral America and the Caribbean.

*Sources: mormonnewsroom.org/facts-and-statistics; and “Find a Temple,” lds.org, accessed 9 January 2017.

Figure 19.8 Global Temple Distribution*
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As of 2 July 2014, the number of mis-
sionaries currently in service was 85,593. 
This number was expected to peak during 
the fall of that year and then begin to 
decline, settling somewhere in the high 
seventy thousands.28 At the end of 2015, 
74,079 full-time proselyting missionaries 
were currently in service.29 As part of that 
large number, Canadian missionaries have 
been called to serve on every continent and 
in many island nations.

Historically, most full-time proselyting 
missionaries have been young men. How-
ever, in recent years, more young women 
and senior couples are joining the mis-
sionary force. The first sister missionaries 
were called in 1898.30 Currently, young 
men typically serve for twenty-four months 
and are eligible to serve as early as age 
eighteen if they have completed secondary 
school. Young women serve for eighteen 
months and are eligible to serve begin-
ning at age nineteen. Senior missionaries 
may elect to serve for six, twelve, eighteen, 
or twenty-three months and are typically 
retired with no dependent children living 
at home. Senior missionaries often serve 
in humanitarian or support roles rather 
than in frontline proselyting roles. As indi-
cated in figure 19.10, as of 1 July 2014, 64 
percent of the Church’s full-time mission-
aries were young adult men, 28 percent 
were women, and 8 percent were seniors.31

THE CANADIAN EXPERIENCE
In the post–World War II period, the “reli-
gious landscape” in Canada has changed 
dramatically. The data suggest three main 
trends: the decline of religious affiliation 
generally; the shift of mainline Protes-
tant affiliation to either no religious iden-
tification or to other, more conservative 

Decade Number of 
Years

Percent of 
Years

Number of Missionaries 
(Estimated)

Percent of 
Missionaries

1830–1899 70 39.3 12,827 1.3

1900–1950 51 28.7 50,143 5.0

1951–1989 39 21.9 402,372 40.2

1990–2007 18 10.1 534,658 53.5

Total 178 100.0 1,000,000 100.0

*Source: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, “History of Missionary Work in the Church,” mor-
monnewsroom.org/article/history-of-missionary-work-in-the-church, accessed 16 February 2015.

Figure 19.9 One Million Missionaries, 1830–2007*

Figure 19.10 
Composition of LDS 

Missionary Cadre, July 2014
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Three decades later, the proportion of 
respondents self-identifying as Christian 
in the 1981 Canada census had declined to 
90 percent.33 By 1981 the long-term trends 
had begun to emerge. As indicated in figure 
19.11, the Christian category had altered as 
follows: Catholic/Orthodox, 48.8 percent; 
traditional Protestant, 34.9 percent; and 
other Christian, 6.3 percent. Non-Christian 
religions were reported by 2.6 percent of 
respondents, while 7.4 percent reported 
being agnostic or atheist or having no 
religion. The ranking of the three largest 
single religious denominations in Canada 
remained unchanged in 1981.

Another three decades later, in 2011, 
the long-term trends had become much 
more pronounced. As indicated in figure 
19.11, the proportion of respondents 
self-identifying as Christian in Statistics 
Canada’s 2011 National Household Survey 
had dropped precipitously to 67 percent.34 
The distribution within the Christian cat-
egory was as follows: Catholic/Orthodox, 
40.7 percent; traditional Protestant, 15.9 
percent; and other Christian, 10.7 per-
cent. Non-Christian religions, including 

Christian denominations; and the increase 
of non-Christian religious affiliation.

In the 1951 Canada census, 96 percent 
of respondents self-identified as Christian.32 
The breakdown within the Christian cat-
egory follows. Catholic/Orthodox was 
45.6 percent, with the Roman Catholic 
Church being the largest single religious 
denomination in Canada. Traditional or 
“mainline” Protestant, which included the 
United Church of Canada, Anglican, Pres-
byterian, Baptist, and Lutheran Churches 
(in descending order of number of adher-
ents), was 47.3 percent. The United Church 
of Canada was the second-largest religious 
denomination in Canada, followed by the 
Anglican Church. Other Christians, mainly 
smaller conservative religious denomina-
tions, including such groups as free evan-
gelical and fundamentalist churches, Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses, Seventh Day Adventists, 
and Latter-day Saints, were 2.9 percent. In 
1951, one non-Christian religion, Judaism, 
was reported by 1.7 percent of respon-
dents. Approximately 0.5 percent reported 
“no religion.”

Figure 19.11 Canadian Religious Landscape: 1951, 1981, 2011
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Saints is known as a religion that maintains comparatively 
conservative doctrinal views and makes considerable 
demands of its members, including that of missionary 
service and strong youth programs. This may explain in 
part the Church’s remarkable growth during this period of 
declining religiosity.

Between 1951 and 2011, there was a noticeable rise in 
non-Christian religions in Canada, from about 1.5 percent 
of the population in 1951 to nearly 9 percent in 2011, an 
increase of nearly 600 percent. This is attributable in large 
part to changes in Canada’s immigration policies begin-
ning in the 1960s, which admitted larger numbers from 
non-European countries. Data from the 2011 National 
Household Survey showed that while 23 percent of respon-
dents who came to Canada as immigrants during the 1971–
80 decade reported affiliation with non-Christian religions, 
39 percent of those who arrived between 2001 and 2011 
were of non-Christian religions, a significant increase.39

The proportion of the population reporting no religion 
grew from about 0.5 percent of the population in 1951 to 
about 7.0 percent in 1981. The dramatic growth, to almost 
one-quarter of the population (23.9 percent), came between 
1981 and 2011. This follows a general North American 
trend to be discussed below. Data from the 2011 National 
Household Survey suggest that between 1971 and 2011, the 
proportion of immigrants arriving in Canada who reported 
no religious affiliation fluctuated between 20 to 23 percent, 
though it is possible that some disaffiliated from religion 
after arriving in Canada.40

A NORTH AMERICAN CONTEXT
Though the continental landmass of North America 
includes Mexico, the focus here will be limited to Canada 
and the United States of America. These two countries both 
have histories of colonial status in the British Empire, and 
both have had a history of religious freedom. Though there 
have been times of tension and even hostilities between 
them, Canada and the United States have had a long his-
tory of close economic, intellectual, cultural, and recre-
ational ties. In the post–World War II period, American 
news and entertainment media have tended to dominate 
Canadian markets, and American cultural and social trends 
have tended to exert much influence over Canadian trends. 
These interconnections have become ever more salient in 
the age of the internet, smartphones, social media, and easy 
international travel between Canada and the United States. 
Hence, it makes sense to look at the state of religion in both 
countries to better understand the current state of religion 
in Canada.

Judaism, Baha’i, Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, Sikhism, 
and para-religious groups, were reported by 8.8 percent. 
No religion was reported by 23.9 percent. The three largest 
religious denominations in Canada in 2011, in descend-
ing order, were the Roman Catholic Church, followed by 
persons reporting no religion, with the United Church of 
Canada at third place.

The Roman Catholic Church, which stayed relatively 
steady from 1951 to 1981, declined noticeably between 
1981 and 2011, though it remained the largest single reli-
gious denomination in Canada. This steadiness may be par-
tially attributable to immigration. Though the percentages 
of immigrants who identified as either Catholic or Protes-
tant had both been declining between 1971 and 2011, the 
percentage of immigrants who were Catholic remained 
higher than the percentage who were Protestant.35 This may 
have enabled the Roman Catholic Church to make up for 
the loss of some Canadian-born adherents during a gen-
erational shift away from religion, as discussed in the next 
section of this chapter. The widespread incidence of gov-
ernment funded Catholic confessional schools across the 
country also may have played a significant role in the rela-
tive stability of number of adherents.

The mainline, traditional Protestant denominations, 
which declined gradually between 1951 and 1981, fell dra-
matically between 1981 and 2011. This may be attributed 
to adherents leaving the traditional Protestant churches in 
favour of either self-identification as having no religious 
affiliation or movement to more conservative Christian 
denominations. Canadian sociologist of religion Regi-
nald Bibby has attributed the decline in mainline denom-
inations primarily to the “aging” of the congregants, in 
that older adherents were dying and not being replaced 
through either births or immigration.36 Available data con-
firm that the percentage of immigrants who were affiliated 
with the Protestant faith declined somewhat between 1971 
and 2011.37

While mainline Protestant denominations have been 
in decline, smaller conservative Christian denominations, 
grouped in the “other Christians” category, which have 
maintained traditional Christian beliefs and moral prac-
tices, have shown considerable growth, rising steadily from 
2.9 percent in 1951, to 6.3 percent in 1981, to 10.7 percent 
in 2011. Many of these conservative churches maintain tra-
ditional theological positions, sustain traditional Christian 
moral values, and make more demands of their adherents 
than do the mainline churches. Several of them also have 
strong youth programs and extensive missionary and out-
reach programs.38 The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
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States have been holding steady at about one-quarter of 
the population.42 However, the composition of the Catho-
lic population has been becoming more diverse, changing 
because of immigration from countries where Catholicism 
is a majority religion. The pattern of declining religiosity 
in the two countries has been similar over recent decades, 
except the trend seems to have manifested itself earlier in 
Canada than in the United States.

Sociologists and others who study religion often con-
figure their analyses of religiosity in terms of three distinct 
aspects or dimensions: belonging, behaving, and believ-
ing. Though interrelated, taken together, these establish a 
framework for the measure of religiosity. Perhaps the most 
basic of these dimensions is belonging—identifying with or 
affiliating with a religion. The majorities of both Canadians 
and Americans identify or affiliate with a religion, and of 

Canada and US Growth Patterns
The growth of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints has been variable from region to region over time, 
with extraordinary growth in various regions. As Michael A. 
Goodman has noted, Latin America has had phenomenal 
growth in the postwar era, and the current “hot spots” are 
Africa and certain parts of Asia.41

As the graph in figure 19.12 shows, the world growth 
pattern of the Church, propelled by a succession of regional 
growth engines, has typically been higher than that of either 

the United States or Canada over the past five decades. In 
Canada, the Church’s membership growth pattern over 
the long haul has been more like that in the United States, 
sharing, as the graph indicates, the same general trends and 
fairly consistent growth over a substantial period of time.

Religiosity in the United States and Canada
While Canada and the United States are both predomi-
nantly Christian nations, Canada has a higher percent-
age of Catholics to Protestants than the United States, 
accounted for in large part by the sizable French Catholic 
population in Quebec. As indicated earlier, Canada in 1951 
had 46 percent Catholics (including Orthodox) and 50 per-
cent Protestants. By 2011, these numbers had declined to 
41 percent Catholics (including Orthodox) and 27 percent 
Protestants. In the United States during the 1960s, more 
than two-thirds of the population were Protestant, declin-
ing to about 50 percent in 2013. Catholics in the United 

Figure 19.12 Proportion of LDS 
Membership by Region

Figure 19.13a Religious Affiliation 
in Canada, 1941–2011

Figure 19.13b Religious Affiliation 
in the United States, 1948–2015
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those who do, the majorities identify with 
one of the various branches of Christianity. 

In recent decades, however, the per-
centages of both Canadians and Ameri-
cans who identify with a religion have been 
trending downward. This downward trend 
is mainly the result of a decline in the pro-
portions of Canadians and Americans who 
identify with Christianity. Meanwhile, the 
percentages of those who identify with 
non-Christian religions and those who 
report having no religious affiliation have 
been trending upward in both countries. 
These trends can be clearly seen in the data 
presented in figure 19.13a (Canadian affili-
ation trends) and figure 19.13b (American 
affiliation trends). These trends appear to 

be proceeding a little more apace in Canada 
than in the United States. It is important to 
note that there are clear generational dif-
ferences in both Canada and the United 
States, as illustrated in figure 19.14. The 
younger the age group, the higher the rate 
of disaffiliation.

A second aspect or dimension of reli-
giosity is behaving—acting in ways con-
sistent with the expectations of a religion, 
whatever that religion may be. One specific 
behavior often used in surveys to measure 
this aspect of religiosity is attendance at 
religious services or public prayers. The 
bar is often set quite low, as in the example 
used here: attendance at religious services 
at least once a month.

Figure 19.14 Generational Religious Disaffiliation, US and Canada*

United States 2014 Canada 2011

Birth Years Percent Birth Years Percent

1928–45 11 1946 or earlier 12

1946–64 17 1947–66 20

1965–80 23 1967–86 29

1981–89 34 1987–95 29

1990–96 36

*Sources: 1971 Canada census, 2011 Canada National Household Survey; 2014 Pew Research Religious 
Landscape Study, pewforum.org/2015/05/12/Americas-changing-religious-landscape/, accessed July 2016.

Figure 19.15 Attendance at Religious Services 
US and Canada, 1986–2012 (Percentages)* 

1986 2011/2012

United States 54 46

Canada 43 27

*Source: pewforum.org/2013/06/27/canadas-changing-religious-landscape/, accessed July 
2016. Pew Forum cited US General Social Survey 1986–2012 and Canadian General Social 
Survey 1986–2011 as their sources.
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Figure 19.15 shows that percentages of 
respondents who answer yes to this ques-
tion have declined in recent decades in both 
Canada and the United States. At least on 
this measure, Canadians as a group seem to 
exhibit less religious behavior than Amer-
icans. We see in both survey years, as the 
age groupings get progressively younger, 
the percent attending religious services at 
least once a month becomes lower. We also 
see that for each age grouping the percent 
attending at least once a month has less-
ened over a twenty-year period between 
1988 and 2008.

A third aspect of religiosity, perhaps 
the most difficult to measure, is belief—the 
acceptance of religious teachings and doc-
trines as true. The archetypical question is 
often a simple variation of “Do you believe 
in God?” The Gallup organization began 
asking this question of Americans in 1944, 
when 96 percent of respondents answered 

yes. In 1976, it changed its question to “Do 
you believe in God or a universal spirit?” 
Then, in 2011, they asked both questions, 
presumably in different surveys.

Figure 19.16 shows how many respon-
dents answered yes to these questions over 
a span of sixty-seven years.43 Americans’ 
belief in God appears to have been fairly 
stable over many years and appears to 
remain strong. Similar longitudinal data for 
Canada is difficult to find. However, a poll 
by a Canadian polling organization in 2006 
found that 82.3 percent of respondents 
reported belief in God.44

The three aspects of religiosity do not 
always trend up or down in lockstep. Indi-
viduals may affiliate with a religion and 
attend religious services and other activ-
ities for a variety of nonreligious reasons 
while not believing in God or religious 
doctrines at all. Likewise, other individuals 
may believe but not affiliate or engage in 

Americans

Do you believe in God? Do you believe in God or a universal Spirit?

Year % Yes Year % Yes

1944 96 1976 94

1947 94 1978 94

1953 98 1983 95

1954 98 1988 95

1965 98 1994 96

1967 98

2011 92 2011 91

Canadians

2006 82

*Sources: Frank Newport, “More Than 9 in 10 Americans Continue to Believe in God,” Gallup, 3 June 2011, 
gallup.com/poll/147887/Americans-believe-god.aspx; CROP, “2006 CROP 3sc Survey on Religious Beliefs,” 
in South Wilkins-Laflamme, “Report: Religion in Canada,” Centre d’études ethniques des universités mon-
tréalaises, 2014, accessed 18 July 2016, ceetum.umontreal.ca/documents/capsules/2014/wilk-en-2014.pdf.

Figure 19.16 Americans’ and Canadians’ 
Reported Belief in God, 1944–2011 (Percent)*

▶ Latter-day Saints place a 
high value on community ser-
vice. Members of the Magrath 
Fifth Ward of the Magrath 
Alberta Stake are shown 
here preparing Thanksgiving 
dinner at the Lethbridge Soup 
Kitchen in 2016. (Patricia 
Whitehead)
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recognizable religious behaviours for a variety of reasons. 
Nonetheless, there appears to be reasonable evidence that 
in both the United States and Canada there has been a less-
ening of both religious affiliation and religious behavior in 
recent decades in the two countries’ populations generally, 
but more noticeably among younger people.

Religious and Political Polarization: 
United States
A recent study by two political science professors, 
Robert D. Putnam from Harvard University and David E. 
Campbell from Notre Dame, of the “religious landscape” in 
the United States concluded, among other things, that the 
nature of religious tension in that country has undergone 
a significant shift.45 The study covered a period of more 
than half a century from the 1950s to the early 2000s. In the 
1960s, the tension was essentially a rivalry among Chris-
tian denominations (Catholic versus Protestant). In 2010, 
when the study concluded, it was essentially a polarized 
standoff between the “highly religious” at one pole and the 
“avowedly secular” at the other pole. The middle ground, 
occupied by moderates, appears to be shrinking.46 A main 
theme of this polarization is identified as the “significance 
of personal and sexual morality.”47

Putnam and Campbell have attributed this shift to 
what they describe as “three seismic social shocks.”48 The 
first of these occurred during what sociologists refer to 
as “the long sixties” (that is, the 1960s and the first few 
years of the 1970s), in which there was a broad social 
movement toward increased sexual freedom and license, 
among other espoused causes. The second shock was a 
strong conservative backlash to this movement during 
the 1970s and 1980s, resulting in the movement of many 
conservative Christians away from mainline churches to 
more conservative denominations, especially evangelical 
denominations. This led to growth in numbers and influ-
ence for conservative evangelical churches and a decline 
in some of the mainstream Christian denominations that 
had begun to adapt their teachings and practices to be 
more resonant with some of the changing social mores. 
This growth of conservative religious fervour began to 
merge with political conservatism and eventually resulted 
in political and religious movements such as the Moral 
Majority and more recently the Tea Party. Religion thus 
came to be associated in the public mind, especially 
among younger people, with conservative politics in 
general and the Republican Party especially. Similarly, 
left-leaning politics, and the Democratic Party in partic-
ular, came to be associated with secularism. Hence, the 

third shock began in the 1990s and 2000s and is ongo-
ing as large numbers of young people, in reaction to the 
conservative backlash and its intermingling of religion 
and politics, are disavowing both religion and conserva-
tive politics altogether.

In an earlier study of social capital and civic engage-
ment in the United States, Robert D. Putnam found that 
key indicators of religiosity were not alone in their decline 
during the last half of the twentieth century. Several other 
indicators showed remarkably similar patterns of decline 
as well, including such things as voter turnout, partici-
pation in partisan and political campaign activities, and 
attendance at public town or school board meetings. There 
was also a decline in membership in clubs or other com-
munity organizations, membership in unions and vol-
untary professional organizations, and membership in 
bowling leagues and other amateur team sports, as well as 
a decline in volunteerism, charitable donations, entertain-
ing friends at home, family dinners, and even observance 
of stop signs. Putnam attributes these shifts in behavior to 
several factors, including generational change, the long-
term effects of television and other forms of electronic 
entertainment, pressures of time and money in two-career 
families, and suburbanization and commuting. The decline 
of religiosity, then, appears to be one part of a larger pat-
tern of social and community disengagement, especially 
among the younger generations.49

We can see echoes of Putnam and Campbell’s anal-
ysis in both the Canadian and American religiosity data 
presented previously in terms of the beginning of grad-
ual decline in religious affiliation in the 1960s and 1970s 
and more steep declines, especially among young people 
beginning in the 1980s and continuing into the 1990s 
and 2000s.
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Looking at the LDS Church growth rate for the United 
States in figure 19.4, we can also see what may well be an 
echo of Putnam and Campbell’s analysis. The graph shows 
an increase in the annual percentage growth rate begin-
ning in 1973. The rate continues to be high until about 
1987, when the growth rate begins to trend gently down-
ward. This bump up in the percentage growth rate occurred 
during the two decades (1971 to 1990) of the strong con-
servative backlash against the liberalizing social movement 
begun in the 1960s. It was during these two decades that 
large numbers of people were moving to churches with 
more conservative approaches to morality. The Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is known as being conser-
vative in its views relating to sexual and personal morality, 
and this may have been one factor in the rise in the member 
growth rate in the United States during the 1973 to 1987 
period. Putnam and Campbell concluded that the three 
most religiously observant groups in America, in descend-
ing order, are Mormons, Black Protestants, and Evangeli-
cal Protestants. This clearly puts the LDS Church into the 
category of conservative religious groups.50 This same rep-
utation may also have been one factor in the subsequent 
decline of the member growth rate in the United States, as 
many young people turned away from religion during the 
1990s and 2000s. The member growth rate line for Canada 
in figure 19.4 is similar to the American growth rate line 
over the same period.

The trend appears to be one common to Western 
societies. In her study of Western secularization (read 
de-Christianization), Mary Eberstadt has argued for elabo-
rating existing theories of secularization. Existing theories, 
she writes, are grounded in socioeconomic factors and have 
much to offer, but they overlook an important factor that she 
labels the “family factor.” She uses the metaphor of the inter-
twined strands of DNA molecules to argue that the decline 
of Christianity and family in the West are intimately inter-
twined, a case of mutual causality. Among other lines of 
argument, she connects the Lambeth Conference of 1930—
during which the Anglican Church approved a resolution 
allowing for a limited number of carefully delineated excep-
tions to the policy against contraception through the relax-
ation of some other policies, all of which are related to the 
concept of the family in some way—to the church’s approval 
of same-sex marriage in the early twenty-first century.51

Religious Polarization: Canada
Reginald W. Bibby has argued that the current religious sit-
uation in Canada is best understood in terms of polariza-
tion.52 The Angus Reid Institute (ARI) appears to have used 

Bibby’s conceptual framework in a 2015 national study of 
Canadians’ attitudes toward religion.53 Respondents were 
asked to place themselves into one of three categories: (1) 
inclined to embrace religion, (2) inclined to reject religion, 
or (3) somewhere in between. The results of the study are 
very detailed and cannot all be summarized here, but they 
tend to support the polarization hypothesis. At one pole 
position are the 30 percent of all respondents who chose 
inclined to embrace religion. As might be expected, this 
group ranks very high on the religiosity indicators used in 
the study. At the opposite pole are the 26 percent who chose 
inclined to reject religion. This group ranks very low on the 
religiosity indicators. In between these two polar groups 
are the 40 percent of all respondents who chose somewhere 
in between. This was the largest group, described both as 
ambivalent and as the “mushy middle.” As a group, they are 
middle-of-the-road on most of the religiosity indicators 
used in the study.

The Angus Reid study, though very valuable, did not 
provide the kind of rich sociopolitical analysis as found 
in the American studies cited previously. Nonetheless, it 
provides evidence that the religious landscapes of both the 
United States and Canada are polarizing.

THE GLOBAL RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE
The pie chart in figure 19.17 shows the estimated percent-
ages of the world’s total population who are identified with 
the world’s largest religious groups (as of 2010). Christi-
anity is the world religion with the largest percentage of 
adherents, though it accounts for slightly less than one-
third of the world’s population. It is followed by Islam, 
which accounts for just less than one-quarter of the world’s 
population. Those who are unaffiliated with any religion 
are next, at about one-sixth of the population, followed in 
turn by Hinduism, Buddhism, folk religions, other reli-
gions, and Judaism.54 In this data set, The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints is included as a subset of Chris-
tianity and is not shown separately. However, at the end 
of 2010, the Church had 14,131,467 members,55 or about 
0.2 percent of the world population, virtually identical to 
the world’s Jewish population, and up from about 0.04 per-
cent of the world population in 1950.56 Perhaps Mormons, 
like Jews, are beginning to have an influence worldwide 
in excess of that which their numbers would suggest.57 As 
indicated in other chapters, Canadian Saints have played 
a significant role in a variety of fields, particularly in gen-
eral Church leadership. As Elder M. Russell Ballard has 
affirmed, “The testimony of the Canadian Saints is felt all 
over the world.”58 
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A NEW WORLD RELIGION?
In the years following World War II, some 
historians and sociologists of religion have 
begun to watch The Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-day Saints more seriously and 
more dispassionately than was previously 
the case. Some have even suggested that 
Mormonism could become the next great 
world religion.

In 1957, ten years after the Church’s 
membership reached the one-million 
mark, Thomas F. O’Dea published his 
sociological study, The Mormons.59 Draw-
ing on his field research done in Mormon 
communities in the western United States, 
O’Dea reviewed the history of the Church 
to that time and examined its values, its 
social institutions, and its sources of strain 
and conflict. In his conclusions, O’Dea 

wrote that “Mormonism” had developed 
“a peculiarly American religion” and “a 
peculiarly American subculture that has 
survived fierce opposition and surmounted 
tremendous obstacles.” He defended the 
Church against critics who thought that it 
was merely a product of frontier America; 
that its organization, practices, and mind-
set had allowed it to do well during the 
frontier period but that such characteristics 
were no longer useful or viable in the post-
frontier era; and that because of this the 
Church would surely fade into oblivion in 
the modern world. He acknowledged that 
the Church was then in a difficult period 
of transition, but he saw signs that it could 
successfully spread out from its mountain 
retreats into mainstream America. “The 
Mormon movement,” he wrote, “may be 
on the eve of its Diaspora.”60 O’Dea’s con-
clusions have proven prescient. Since his 
study was published six decades ago, the 
Church has grown dramatically in number 
of members and has spread from its moun-
tain retreats in the western United States 
not only into mainstream America but into 
all of North, Central, and South America 
and increasingly into other areas of the 
world as well.

In 1984, the year LDS Church mem-
bership reached 5.65 million, sociologist 
Rodney Stark published what he thought 
would be a minor article titled “The Rise of 
a New World Religion.”61 In the article, he 
made some bold projections regarding the 
possible growth of the Church, based on his 
stated assumption that the Church would 
continue to grow at a rate similar to its his-
toric growth rates. If Church membership 
grew at a rate of 30 percent per decade 
going forward, it would surpass 60 million 
members by 2080, about a century later. Or, 
if membership grew at a rate of 50 percent 
per decade, it would surpass 265 million 
members by 2080. The article produced a 
storm of controversy among scholars of reli-
gion—controversy that focused mainly on 
his method of producing the projections.62 
Nonetheless, Stark stuck to his forecasts 

Figure 19.17 Religions by Percent 
of World Population, 2010

▶ Alexander B. Morrison, 
born in Edmonton, Alberta, 
had a distinguished career, 
including being Assistant 
Deputy Minister of the Cana-
dian Department of Health 
and Welfare and chairman 
of several committees of the 
World Health Organization, 
dealing with tropical diseases 
and public health in devel-
oping areas of the world. 
Called as a General Author-
ity in 1987, he supervised 
the Church in England and 
Africa. (IRI)
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and defended them in a 1996 follow-up article63 and later 
in a chapter of his 2005 book, The Rise of Mormonism.64 The 
LDS Church, he said, “stands on the threshold of becoming 
the first major faith to appear on earth since Muhammad 
rode out of the desert.”65 Unfortunately, as shown in figure 
19.1 above, in the decade following 2000 (2001–10), the 
growth rate fell to about 28 percent and appears likely to be 
in the range of about 21 percent when the current decade 
(2011–20) ends.

In 1985, historian of religion and religious studies 
scholar Jan Shipps published Mormonism: The Story of a 
New Religious Tradition, in which she argued that just as 
primitive Christianity grew out of, but became distinctly 
different from, ancient Judaism, Mormonism likewise grew 
out of, but became distinctly different from, what she calls 
traditional Christianity. The upshot of her analysis is the 
conclusion that “Mormonism is a new religious tradition.”66 
Fifteen years later, in 2000, Shipps wrote that the last quarter 
of the twentieth century had been just as difficult in terms of 
dramatic change and adjustment for the Latter-day Saints as 
was the last quarter of the nineteenth century. “It is no longer 
a regional faith,” she wrote, “much less an American Faith.”67

Five years later, in 2005, speaking at a two-day inter-
national conference cosponsored by the United States 
Library of Congress and Brigham Young University, 
Shipps acknowledged Joseph Smith’s prophetic vision of a 
worldwide church as well as Brigham Young’s leadership in 
colonizing and building the Mormon communities in the 
Intermountain West, but went on to identify the post–World 
War II presidency of David O. McKay (1951–70) as the 
period in which “the transformation of Mormonism from 
provincial tradition to global religious force” really began 
to take place.68 She pointed to the restructured missionary 
program, the increase in the number of meetinghouses 
and temples built, and the beginnings of the correlation 
program as significant developments during the McKay 
presidency. She also noted the presidency of Spencer  W. 
Kimball (1973–85) for the 1978 revelation that made the 
priesthood available to all worthy males, which, she said, 
made the Church’s message more universal.69 Gordon  B. 
Hinckley’s tenure as Church President (1995–2008), she 
said, “has been devoted to completing the ‘conversion’ that 
would make the church and its gospel message universal 
enough to make itself at home in myriad places and many 
different cultures.”70

In addition to the historians and sociologists, several 
theologians and other scholars of religion have begun  to 
examine the Church more closely, especially in relation 
to the doctrinal appeal of Mormonism: the nature of God, 
the plan of salvation, the Book of Mormon as additional 
scripture, and the centrality of Jesus. Stephen H. Webb, a 
prominent Catholic theologian, has looked at Mormon the-
ology with a view to identifying what other Christians can 
learn from Mormons and vice-versa.71 Terryl L. Givens, a 
prominent Latter-day Saint scholar, has written about the 
foundations of Mormon thought and the Book of Mormon 
and has brought widespread attention to the notion of a 
personal God who shares and understands human emo-
tions.72 In that same conference cosponsored by the United 
States Library of Congress and Brigham Young University 
in 2005, noted scholars from many disciplines discussed the 
virtues of Mormonism, appraised the merits of its theology, 
and lauded the accomplishments of its founder, Joseph 
Smith.73 In a world of shifting values and widespread con-
fusion, the theological stability of Mormonism focusing on 
Jesus Christ and the plan of salvation has a wide appeal, 
while many are attracted to the concept of modern-day 
prophets and additional scriptures.
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LDS growth rates in both Canada and the 
United States correlate reasonably well with 
this general decline of religiosity in these 
two countries.

The Church in Canada has nevertheless 
been part of this robust worldwide growth 
and globalization of the Church and of the 
dynamic shifts in the North American reli-
gious landscape since the Second World 
War. As other chapters in this book have 
indicated, apart from the Mormon set-
tlement area of southern Alberta, which 
has maintained close Utah ties, Latter-day 
Saint culture in Canada has evolved and 
blended in to some degree with a univer-
sal Church culture with some distinctively 
Canadian trappings. Nonetheless, in terms 
of growth, the Canadian pattern has been 
more like that of the United States than 
that of Church growth worldwide. This is 
explained by somewhat similar cultures, 
with a stronger religiosity generally in the 
United States than in Canada. The Church 
in Canada, though a small percentage of 
the global Church membership, has none-
theless made a significant contribution 
both to the Church and to Canada.

The answer to the question which 
has so tantalized scholars of whether The 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 
is an emergent “world religion” is clearer 
to Latter-day Saints. Based on their faith in 
modern prophetic utterances, in which the 
little stone cut out of the mountain will fill 
the earth, the Church has just begun in its 
mission to eventually spread worldwide and 
to “fill the whole earth” in preparation for 
the Second Coming of Jesus Christ (D&C 
42:28–30, 65; Moses 7:59–67, especially 62).

CONCLUSIONS
The decades following World War II have 
been a time of intense growth and inter-
nationalization for The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints. The Church 
expanded its membership from 1 million 
in 1947 to more than 15.6 million in 2015. 
Its global presence grew from less than 50 
countries in 1950 to 158 countries in 2015, 
with members, congregations, and temples 
now on every continent and on many isles 
of the sea. This growth of membership and 
increased global reach has resulted in a 
dramatic shift in the balance of member-
ship away from the United States of Amer-
ica. In 1950, 98 percent of members lived 
within the United States. By 2015, 58 per-
cent of members lived outside the United 
States. Though the bulk of the member-
ship is still located in North, Central, and 
South America and the Caribbean, there 
has been significant membership growth 
in sub-Saharan Africa and some parts of 
Asia in recent decades. The cadre of full-
time missionaries expanded exponentially 
in the postwar period, with more than half 
a million missionaries called between 1990 
and 2007 alone, and an additional three 
hundred thousand, approximately, by 2013.

During the postwar period, the reli-
gious landscape in both Canada and the 
United States has been polarizing, and some 
measures of religiosity have been gradually 
declining. Though affiliation with a religion 
and belief in God remain the norm, both 
non-Christian religions and religious disaf-
filiation have been gaining ground. Younger 
generations especially, in both Canada and 
the United States, have been moving away 
from organized religion. At the same time, 
historians, sociologists, and scholars of reli-
gion generally have been giving more dis-
passionate attention to the Church, many 
considering Mormonism to be a new reli-
gious tradition that has the possibility of 
becoming a great world religion. Decline in 

◀ Jan Shipps, a noted scholar 
of Mormonism, has postulated 
that Mormonism is a new reli-
gious tradition arising from tra-
ditional Christianity, much as 
Christianity derived from Juda-
ism. She sees a bright future 
for Mormonism as it expands 
across the world. (Jan Shipps)




