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Friendship versus Faith: How Mormon College Students Manage the  

Conflict between their Beliefs about Homosexuality and their  

Friendships with Gay and Lesbian Persons 

 

Thesis Abstract--Idaho State University (2018) 

 

While previous research explores various conflicts among conservative religious 

members and various aspects of homosexuality, this work specifically explores the experiences 

of Mormon college students as they navigate the complexities associated with maintaining the 

belief that homosexual behavior is immoral while simultaneously fostering friendships with gay 

and lesbian persons. In particular, I find four unique cognitive management strategies: 1) 

avoidance, 2) hate the sin, love the sinner, 3) agency, and 4) differential moral responsibility for 

non-members. Findings indicate a kinder and more understanding discourse emerging from 

Mormon young people as well as more progressive public policy beliefs, but also reveal that the 

majority of participants still maintain that homosexual behavior is immoral. The findings are 

situated in relationship to the broader literature, especially that of contact theory, and 

implications for how cultural and social differences can be navigated are discussed. 
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Introduction 
 

Adolescents from conservative religious groups regularly experience conflict between the 

messages they hear from their families and churches and the messages they hear from broader 

society, including from secular peers, from schools, and from the internet and other forms of 

popular media (Regnerus 2007; Trinitapoli 2007). In turn, many conservative religious groups go 

to substantial efforts to prevent their adolescents from coming into contact with these outside 

influences (Padilla-Walker and Thompson 2005; Rose 2017). Yet, by the time they become 

young adults, most such persons must ultimately decide how they will navigate the inherent 

conflicts between their religious beliefs and mainstream society (Moran, Lang, and Oliver 2007; 

Sharma and Guest 2013). 

One context in which this kind of conflict often occurs is with regard to sexuality 

(Burdette et al. 2009; Helm Jr. et al. 2009). For instance, most conservative religious groups in 

America have long given warnings against activities such as premarital sex and pornography 

viewing, and have instead urged their young adults to push back against the promiscuity and 

sexualization of mainstream society (Bearman and Brückner 2001; Sumerau and Cragun 2015; 

Sumerau and Cragun 2016; Thomas 2013, 2016). However, in the last couple of decades, 

traditional admonitions about saving oneself for marriage have arguably been eclipsed by 

warnings about homosexuality and the presentation of stark differences between the widespread 

cultural and social acceptance of homosexuality and the belief of most conservative religious 

groups that homosexual behavior is invariably and irremediably sinful (Cragun, Williams, and 

Sumerau 2015; Thomas and Olson 2012b). 

A closer look reveals that young adults from conservative religious groups actually 

experience several different types of conflict related to homosexuality. For example, not only do 
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they experience conflicts about the morality of homosexual behavior and the validity of 

homosexual identity (Maher, Sever, and Pichler 2008; Woodford, Levy, and Walls 2013), but 

they also experience conflicts related to public policy issues such as same-sex marriage and anti-

discrimination ordinances and legislation (Besen and Zicklin 2007; Wolff et al. 2012; Woodford 

et al. 2012). In addition, and beyond just these theological and political contentions, likely the 

most pressing and personal type of conflict that these young adults face is with regard to how 

they manage the inherent conflicts between their beliefs about homosexuality and their 

relationships and friendships with gay and lesbian persons (Bergerson and Huftalin 2011; Wolff 

et al. 2012; Wolff et al. 2016). 

In this thesis, I address this latter type of conflict, and I focus my investigation on the 

cognitive management strategies that some conservative religious young adults use in an attempt 

to reduce this conflict. To conduct this investigation, I interviewed Mormon, which is a common 

title for members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS), college students at a 

public regional university in the western United States and asked them about their experiences of 

conflict related to homosexuality. Based on analyses of their responses, I show that these 

students demonstrate four distinct strategies for managing the conflict that they experience 

between their beliefs about homosexuality and their friendships with gay and lesbian persons. I 

situate these findings in relationship to the broader literature, especially that of contact theory 

(Allport 1954), and I explain the implications for how cultural and social differences can be 

navigated and negotiated at both the micro and macro levels. 
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Conservative Religious Groups & Conflicts Related to Homosexuality 

 Conservative religious groups have long been involved in conflicts related to 

homosexuality (Fetner 2008; Hunter 1991). As alluded to above, such groups have often been 

immersed in a variety of ongoing theological and political conflicts that have pitted conservative 

religious views about homosexuality against the increasingly liberal and secular views of 

mainstream society (Cragun, Williams, and Sumerau 2015; Thomas and Olson 2012b). At the 

same time, conservative religious groups have often faced internal conflicts related to 

homosexuality, both with regard to their attempts to find consensus around particular theological 

and political positions (Moon 2004; Wood and Bloch 1995) as well as with regard to their 

attempts to manage their personal interactions with the gay and lesbian persons who have 

inevitably been in their congregations, families, and communities (Andersson et al. 2011; Moon 

2004). 

 Research into these personal interactions has usually enumerated the negative ways in 

which conservative religious groups have typically treated homosexual persons (Barton 2010, 

2012; Finlay and Walther 2003; Griffin 2000) and has shown how judgmental and shaming 

messages about homosexuality have often had deleterious effects on gay and lesbian mental 

health, sometimes leading to depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation (Subhi and Geelan 2012; 

see also Wolff et al. 2016; Yarhouse and Tan 2005). Alternatively, research has also looked at 

how personal interactions with gay and lesbian persons can change or at least soften others’ 

attitudes toward them (Barth, Overby, and Huffmon 2008; Barth and Parry 2009; Gregory and 

John 1996; Heinze and Horn 2009; Herek and Glunt 1993). Yet, while there is limited evidence 

to suggest that this may be the case for some persons from conservative religious groups (Lewis 

2011; Marr 2015), in general, such groups are largely resistant to these effects (Baker and 
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Brauner-Otto 2015; Bramlett 2012; Garner 2013; Merino 2013; Skipworth, Garner, and Dettrey 

2010).  

 It appears that, for the most part, conservative religious groups pose something of a 

counter-example to Allport’s (1954) much studied contact hypothesis, which argues that when 

different or opposing groups interact with one another, this leads to a reduction in prejudice and 

an increase in understanding and acceptance (Dovidio, Gaertner, and Kawakami 2003; Pettigrew 

and Tropp 2006). Indeed, as several scholars have pointed out, there seems to be something 

unique about conservative religious groups that inures them to the contact effects typically 

associated with interacting with gay and lesbian persons (Baker and Brauner-Otto 2015; Bramlett 

2012). Although there is no research that I am aware of that has explored this in depth, scholars 

have generally connected this to the “ideological beliefs and core religious values” (Skipworth, 

Garner, and Dettrey 2010:891) that conservative religious groups systematically teach and 

repeatedly espouse about homosexuality (Bramlett 2012; Garner 2013). 

 While this is undoubtedly true, it still remains to be known how exactly persons from 

conservative religious groups are able to hold on to their beliefs about homosexuality and, at the 

same time, also engage in relationships and friendships with gay and lesbian persons. Thus, in 

this thesis, I address this uncertainty by looking at the cognitive management strategies that some 

conservative religious young adults use in an attempt to reduce this conflict. This is actually 

similar in approach to research that has been done by Thomas and Whitehead (2015) concerning 

how evangelical Christians have developed strategies for resisting the expected effects of 

attribution theory in relation to the origins of homosexuality. Specifically, in their study, they 

found that evangelicals have been able to maintain their “negative beliefs about the moral 

acceptability of homosexual behavior” (2015:345) regardless of their beliefs about the origins of 
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homosexuality—and that they have been able to do this by means of specific cognitive 

management strategies.  

 Accordingly, I take a similar approach and investigate the strategies that some 

conservative religious young adults use in order to maintain their beliefs about homosexuality 

despite having interpersonal contact with gay and lesbian persons. As noted above, I investigate 

this with regard to Mormon college students. Investigating this group is ideal for three reasons. 

First, alongside evangelicals, Mormons are one of the primary conservative religious groups 

noted for their long-standing opposition to homosexuality (Cragun, Williams, and Sumerau 

2015). Second, unlike evangelicals, which actually show some degree of variability in their 

thinking and responding to homosexuality (Andersson et al. 2013; Thomas and Olson 2012a, 

2012b), Mormons have been much more monolithic and consistent in their beliefs about the 

topic (Oaks 1995; The First Presidency and the Council of the Twelve Apostles 1995;), and this 

is perhaps especially the case for Mormon young adults, who are typically raised in families and 

congregations that are often noted for their cultural and theological homogeneity (Gallagher 

2014; Phillips and Cragun 2011). Third, this in turn sets up the potential for substantial conflict 

when Mormon young adults go to college at a public regional university such as the one studied 

in this thesis (Wolff et al. 2016). Forced into somehow reconciling their conservative religious 

beliefs about homosexuality with their inevitable interactions with gay and lesbian persons, I 

argue that such students necessarily develop specific cognitive management strategies for 

reducing this conflict. 
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Methods 

In order to discover the inner thinking and personal conflict mitigation employed by 

religiously conservative young adults who maintain relationships with gay or lesbian persons, 30 

in-depth interviews were conducted during the summer and fall of 2017.  

Participants & Research Setting 

An Institute of Religion, which is a building where LDS religious classes are held for 

college students, sits at the center of campus at the university of study. Roughly 1,000 young 

adults attend courses within this particular Institute each year. In order to fully access the local 

Institute’s population for this study, a written letter of approval was given by the President of the 

LDS Institute. Flyers, which advertised the need for research study volunteers who fit the below 

mentioned criteria, were legally placed throughout the Institute building and several contact 

sheets were distributed to Institute classes. Further, volunteer information was posted on local 

LDS Facebook group pages. 

All participants met five specific criteria outlined in the flyers, facebook posts, and 

contact sheets. First, participants had to be English-speaking so communication between the 

primary investigator and the participants could be clear. Second, participants had to be between 

the ages of 18 and 24. This criteria was employed in order to target the typical age group for 

undergraduate college students. Third, participants had to be unmarried and could not have been 

married previously. This criteria was specified for several reasons. First and foremost, the LDS 

Institute is primarily for young single adults so maintaining this criteria was a natural 

progression. In addition, the LDS Church greatly emphasizes the value of marriage in eternal 

glory (Intellectual Reserve 2003), which leads many young adults within the faith to be entirely 

focused on marriage. In conjunction, the LDS Church preaches complete abstinence before 
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marriage. In the faith, marriage often opens a door of newfound personal sexuality and a new 

perspective of sexuality in general. Thus, unmarried participants were sought after in order to 

control for this additional variable. Fourth, participants had to be current students at the 

university of study. This criteria simplified the human subject process. Finally, participants had 

to be baptized members of the LDS Church. Participants could only experience the religious side 

of the conflict of interest if they were actually members of the aforementioned religion.  

All participants responded to flyers, replied to Facebook posts, completed a contact sheet, 

or were referred using snowball recruitment. A volunteer group of roughly 50 individuals was 

accumulated through these methods. The volunteers were categorized by male and female and 

then randomly shuffled through an online scrambler and ordered by number. Ultimately, 15 

females and 15 males were randomly selected from the volunteer group to participate in the 

study.  

Data Collection & Transcription 

Participants took part in confidential, semi-structured interviews, which were conducted 

in semi-private library study rooms on the university campus. Interviews spanned from 

approximately 15 minutes to 60 minutes and were conducted by the primary investigator (see 

Appendix for interview schedule). Once all interviews were completed they were professionally 

transcribed verbatim. All identifying information was redacted and each participant received a 

pseudonym. The names used in conjunction with direct quotes throughout this work are those 

assigned pseudonyms. 

Analysis 

The collected qualitative data was analyzed using grounded theory and content analysis 

(Charmaz 2006; Glaser and Strauss 1967; Saldana 2009). The first round of analysis was general. 
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All interview questions were organized in a detailed spreadsheet and each participant’s answers 

were carefully arranged and logged under the correct sections. After examining the data in round 

one, the interviews were reanalyzed. The second round of analysis dove specifically into the 

different types of conflict participants were experiencing when it came to religious beliefs about 

homosexuality and relationships with gay and lesbian persons. A new spreadsheet was developed 

which organized the different types of conflict experienced (i.e. politics and religion, 

interpersonal relationships, church and broader society, etc.) and the different ways of dealing 

with conflict (i.e. avoidance, research, discussion, etc.). Again, the newly organized data was 

reexamined, which led to the third round of analysis. The third installment explored whether 

conflict was experienced, what type was experienced, how conflict was handled, and the 

outcomes (i.e. stance on same-sex marriage, beliefs regarding origin of homosexuality, etc.). The 

fourth and final analysis looked directly at the precise management strategies employed by 

participants experiencing the moral dilemma between religious beliefs and meaningful 

relationships with gay and lesbian persons. From this final analysis, the findings of this study 

emerged through themes directly gleaned from the data such as areas of conflict, methods of 

management, and final beliefs, all of which are discussed in-depth within this thesis.  
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How Do Mormon College Students Experience Conflict Related to Homosexuality? 

For a traditional member of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints coming to a 

stance on homosexuality is relatively easy. One of the two official LDS Church handbooks reads 

that “sexual relations are proper only between a man and a woman who are legally and lawfully 

wedded as husband and wife. Any other sexual relations, including those between persons of the 

same gender, are sinful” (Intellectual Reserve 2010:196). While LDS members overwhelmingly 

believe homosexual behavior is morally wrong, this study examines the various conflicts 

Mormon young adults still face regarding homosexuality. In particular, this study delves into the 

complex management strategies employed by Mormon college students as they attempt to 

manage the conflict between their faith about homosexuality and their friendships with gay and 

lesbian persons.  

Faith versus Culture 

 From a very young age LDS members quickly recognize the divide that exists between 

the Church and broader society. The previous president of the Church expressed this fact in a 

sermon stating, “Where once the standards of the Church and the standards of society were 

mostly compatible, now there is a wide chasm between us, and it’s growing ever wider.” 

(Monson 2011). This type of conflict seems to be the most prevalent in the interviews conducted, 

with most participants mentioning the divide between the LDS Church and society at least once, 

while also functioning as the least concerning conflict for members. As Martha explains: 

I recognized that the media, television, the Internet, stuff like that, was more open to 
[homosexuality], but I was kind of used to the world being different than the Mormon 
community. 
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Faith versus Faith 

Conflict within the Church and/or conflicting messages propagated by the Church is a 

clash that Mormon members have gradually become aware of. In 2008, the LDS Church pushed 

its members to strongly support Proposition 8, which sought to eliminate the right of same-sex 

couples to marry in California. The Church’s message seemed to be one that encouraged 

members to deny same-sex marriage, and any subsequent rights, to homosexuals. On the 

contrary, the LDS Church came forward in 2015 as a strong advocate of same-sex anti-

discrimination laws in Utah. Of course, the support also came with a condition regarding 

religious freedom. Still, this support in early 2015 was a somewhat groundbreaking shift in the 

Church’s same-sex policy beliefs and its willingness to show civility to all those involved in the 

debate. While the Church’s move along the spectrum may be viewed as a step in the right 

direction by larger society, many LDS members struggle with the Church’s more accepting 

approach. Thomas expressed his frustration by stating: 

It’s like, why are we trying to foster the relations when in the end it’s considered wrong? 
You know? So, I guess for me, that has been the big, what’s the plan here? Why are these 
two goals crossing? … It’s complex. I would just say sometimes it’s hard to fight for 
something and not agree with it. And that’s how I feel as a member of the Church right 
now. 
 

Candace spoke very highly about the church and never strayed from its teachings, until she 

began discussing the Church’s recent changes when approaching topics of homosexuality. 

To be honest, it’s something I’m still trying to, like, understand. We see that the Church 
is very adamant that this is something that’s not okay, but we also see them supporting 
other affiliations that are sort of associated with gay rights. And so for me, I don’t 
know… it’s still something I’m trying to figure out where I stand on. 
 
In November of 2015, the same year same-sex marriage became legal in the United 

States (Obergefell v. Hodges 2015), one of the Church’s handbooks was changed so that children 

living in a family led by same-sex parents could not be baptized within the LDS Church until the 
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age of 18, when a child could properly denounce the lifestyle of his or her parents (Intellectual 

Reserve 2015). The Church received a great deal of backlash for this change, including from its 

own membership (Bailey 2015). Noah experienced surprise and confusion, but eventually came 

around to the idea:  

There was obviously the policy change that happened a couple years ago within the 
Church about same-sex marriage people, that, um, just referring to their children not 
being able to be baptized if they were in that household until the age of 18. Um, which 
took, that actually took me a little while to fully understand and accept. 
 

On the contrary, Seth expressed nothing but frustration and heartbreak during his interview: 

That policy change, the infamous policy change as people refer to it as. Someone texted 
me, he was a friend who had a lot of the same opinions as me. He said, ‘This is 
happening.’ I basically just called BS. I said, ‘I need a source, I don’t believe you.’ Then 
he sent it to me, and I didn’t want to believe it. It really, really disturbed me. I remember 
just crying in my room, trying to reconcile what I believed in. 

 
With the complex history of the LDS Church and homosexuality, many young people are 

developing different and unique opinions as to how homosexuality should be handled within the 

Church and within the political sphere. The stance expressed by participants regarding 

homosexuality itself is strong: homosexuality is a sin. The stance on how such matters should be 

handled, or what public policy is acceptable, is considerably less stable.  

Faith versus Politics 

 According to recent studies, young people in America are less likely to identify as either 

Republican or Democrat and give both parties more negative ratings than have been seen in the 

last 20 years (Sago, Markus, and Joffe-Block 2016). Mormon young adults are no different as 20 

of the 30 participants refused to identify with either of the two primary parties. Many 

interviewed members of the LDS Church agree with the legalization of same-sex marriage, a 

moderate to liberal political stance, while simultaneously confirming it is immoral in the eyes of 
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God, a very conservative belief. Micah, a self-declared Libertarian, went back and forth on his 

opinion throughout the entire interview: 

Um, same-sex marriage, I’m still a little not sure. Um, ‘cause that… I’ve heard just from 
many church leaders that it should not be legal. But I also feel that it should definitely not 
be legal but then, you know, there’s that other part of me, like the Libertarian kind of side 
that says, you know, like, they should be free to do whatever they want to do. 

 
Leah had a unique perspective as she identified as a Constitutionalist and is currently pursuing a 

paralegal degree. When pressed to explain her opinion on the legality of same-sex marriage, she 

responded as follows: 

We’re guaranteed rights and freedoms and providing for the general welfare, but when it 
comes to regulating marriage and forcing other people to accept those marriages when 
it’s not something they agree with, I think that kind of oversteps the lines of where 
government should be. The legality of same-sex marriage, I don’t know… it just means 
that society’s progressing in a way I don’t particularly agree with, but it’s kind of 
inevitable. 

 
Faith versus Friendship 

While participants continue to experience conflict between the Church and society, 

conflict within the Church, and conflict amid political beliefs, the most consistent conflict is that 

which arises among the participants who have personal relationships with homosexuals and also 

have a firm commitment to the Church’s moral standards. The conflict between personal 

experience and personal belief is causing the participants stress, anxiety, and confusion. How can 

Mormon young adults have a relationship with someone who engages in homosexual behavior 

and simultaneously hold the moral standard that homosexual behavior is sinful? The following 

sections examine the various strategies developed and used by modern LDS young adults in an 

attempt to reconcile their friendship and their faith in an ever-changing world. 
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How Do Mormon College Students Manage the Conflict between Friendship and Faith? 

 Of the 30 individuals interviewed, only four expressed entire clarity with regards to 

homosexuality. These four individuals did not endure any conflict or have any personal 

relationships with homosexuals and held historically traditional views about homosexuality. Two 

of the four, Deborah and Elizabeth, expressed having never changed their stance for any reason. 

Deborah did not face any internal or faith-based crisis, as her stance was solid and immovable, 

but instead expressed the following struggle: 

Like I’ve stood where I’ve stood the whole time. I haven’t like, wavered from that. And 
like, all these recent opinions and topics coming hasn’t like, made me think otherwise. 
Um, the biggest conflict I’ve experienced is how I need to react or how I need to 
associate with, live with, work with people who do believe [in homosexuality and same-
sex marriage]. 

 
One of the remaining two, Claudia, described the topic simply as “weird” and exhibited a 

general aversion to homosexuality. Jesse is rather unique in that he was the only male to have not 

experienced conflict and yet has a direct relative who identifies as homosexual. Jesse’s uncle is 

gay and, although he expressed having respect for the Supreme Court decision on same-sex 

marriage (Obergefell v. Hodges 2015), Jesse displayed absolutely no wiggle room when it came 

to his belief in the immorality of homosexual behavior. 

 The other 26 participants conveyed sentiments of conflict as well as various methods of 

management. Fifteen of the 26 experienced the conflict personally, meaning they disclosed 

having close personal relationships with at least one homosexual. The remaining eight 

participants did not give specific examples of a relationship, but did detail methods of managing 

the conflict between faith and friendship.  

 For the 26 participants who experienced the conflict, four different categories of conflict 

management arose from the data. In addition, a few participants openly admitted that they were 
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genuinely unresolved when it came to balancing opinions about homosexuality and the LDS 

Church. Some of the participants only employ one management strategy, while others employ 

multiple. The following sections characterize how Mormon college students are able to maintain 

meaningful relationships with homosexuals and simultaneously hold the belief that 

homosexuality is a grievous sin. 

Avoidance 

 The most conservative way Mormon young adults manage the conflict between 

relationships and faith is by simply avoiding or ignoring the friction entirely. When Anna was 

faced with the decision of same-sex marriage, prior to the Supreme Court ruling on the matter, 

she simply avoided the topic entirely: 

I actually kind of avoided it for a long time because I think it was a little bit difficult 
because I wanted to say yes, but I wanted to say no, which was hard… when it came to 
just saying yes or no, I knew I had to say no when it came to same-sex marriage. 
 
Anna’s political beliefs, friendships, and faith all came to a grinding halt when faced with 

this particular topic. In the end, Anna ended up serving a mission during the time when the 

decision was made, so she was able to fully avoid the issue until she returned home and it had 

already been decided legally.  

 Additional participants spoke of an “out of sight, out of mind” mentality. For those 

particular individuals, it is much easier to not think about the conflict rather than face it head on. 

Several participants stated simply that, since they were not homosexual, any policy rulings or 

Church standards did not affect them personally. Salome perfectly embodied this mentality when 

she stated the following: 

It’s just like an out of sight, out of mind thing. It doesn’t really affect me personally and 
so people are... if that’s what they’re going to do, then that’s what they’re going to do. 
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 Perhaps the most interesting avoidance was performed by Seth. When delving into the 

conflict between friendship and faith, Seth expressed the following sentiment: 

It is difficult for me whenever that topic (homosexuality) comes up because it’s 
something I can’t reconcile. Which is something I’m blatantly ignoring, and just focusing 
on Jesus was a cool dude, he said some good things, let’s focus on that! I’m just letting 
this happen as it comes. Basically that was a long way of saying I disagree with [the 
Church’s stance] but I’m just hoping for the best. 
 

Seth went on to explain that he simply cannot reconcile his faith in the LDS Church with his 

personal convictions about homosexuality, but, because he loves both the Church and his 

homosexual friends, he is outright ignoring that conflict and ignoring the fact that his personal 

beliefs do not align perfectly with the Church’s stance on the topic in order to maintain both 

ideologies. 

 Using avoidance as a strategy for mitigating conflict is perhaps the easiest route for 

participants, as it does not require one to address the cognitive dissonance that exists for LDS 

young adults. Avoidance allows participants to continue walking the line on both sides without 

having to make a firm choice or admit a conflict even exists. 

Hate the Sin, Love the Sinner 

 One of the most common management strategies among those interviewed is a method 

that is actually promoted by the LDS Church itself. While technically a non-scriptural quote, 

“hate the sin, but love the sinner” is a common cultural cliché dispersed and embraced by 

members and Church leaders alike (Benson 1988:75; Komatsu 1987). Therefore, it is 

unsurprising that 15 of the participants cited this ideology as a method of conflict management. 

When explaining this idea, Isaac actually spoke in the plural form of “we” as he explained the 

entire Church’s stance on homosexuality. 

We believe in being followers of Jesus Christ. And one of his ideals that he taught was 
that we should love our neighbor, regardless of their decisions. And that doesn’t mean 
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condoning the sin, but it means that we should, uh, we should still have love towards 
them. 
 

While not all participants cited scripture in defense of their opinions, many, like Isaac, referred to 

the teachings of Jesus Christ revolving around love, compassion, and understanding. 

Nevertheless, these statements were always qualified by reinforcing the fact that homosexual 

behavior and same-sex marriage were immoral actions. For example, Julia spoke often of 

treating others with kindness and seeing the good in others, but she was clear in her belief that 

homosexual behavior is wrong. 

It is not correct to be in homosexual relationships, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that 
they’re not good people. 
 
Hating the sin, but loving the sinner requires some amount of conflict recognition. This 

type of management allows participants to separate the individual from the immoral behavior 

without having to hate the individual or love the behavior. It is often viewed as a perfect solution 

or one that causes little internal crisis for the LDS member who is employing it. 

Agency 

Agency is a common term used in the LDS faith. For members, agency is defined as “the 

ability to choose right from wrong and to act for yourself” (Intellectual Reserve 2011). The 

Mormon Church begins and ends with agency, thus this concept is highly valued among the 

faithful. Fourteen of the participants cited agency, in that all people have the right to choose how 

they want to live, as a main source of conflict management. Of the 14 who cited agency, seven of 

these participants qualified their statement in some way. Participants cited agency as a sacred 

part of life and a gift from God, but, in the same breath, reiterated the belief that homosexuality 

is wrong and should not be acted upon.  
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Hannah expressed her opinion in a qualifying fashion, but she also mentioned that taking 

this stance is a compromise: 

I’ve made that compromise, I guess, where I feel like they have their choice and so it’s 
okay that they choose to use their agency and to choose what they want for their life… 
But it’s not right according to what God would have us choose. 
 

Like Hannah, many participants felt that admitting that other people have agency to choose 

somehow undermines their belief that it is wrong and that everyone should choose what is 

considered right. Adam tried to step away from his faith and instead used society as a reason that 

homosexual choices, though free to be made, should not be.  

That’s their choice of course, but I think that having the traditional family in America is 
important. …The traditional man, woman, children is important for the foundation of a 
country. And so I think once that gets attacked, not necessarily attacked, but it’s changed, 
that’s where, I guess, the whole morals and foundation of the country can start to 
crumble. 
 
Perhaps the most common type of qualification came as two fold. First, agency and the 

freedom to choose is fine as long as it does not impact the participant. Second, agency and the 

freedom to choose is fine, but those who choose incorrectly will pay for it later. Micah expressed 

both parts in his interview: 

It’s their choice, they can, you know… be homosexual if they want to. It’s their choice as 
long as it does not affect me. They’re responsible for their own consequences during 
and/or after this life. 
 
For faithful conservative young adults, using the concept of agency as a strategy for 

conflict management is less about all people having the freedom to choose how to live and 

instead is more about homosexuals having the freedom to choose the wrong way to live.  

Differential Moral Responsibility for Non-Members 

 While the abovementioned management strategies highlighted tolerance and also 

emphasized typical conservative viewpoints about homosexuality and same-sex policy, 10 
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individuals employed a completely different strategy. This strategy is definitely the most 

progressive method of dealing with conflict between faith and friendship. The ten individuals 

report having faith in their belief system, but do not hold those outside their religion to that same 

system. A mentality that embraces freedom of religion and freedom of personal action seems to 

be taking root among young LDS members as highlighted by Eve: 

I just feel like people don’t tell me what I need to believe and I’m able to believe what I 
want, so I think that people should be able to also believe what they want outside of this 
church as well. 
 
This type of mentality may explain why over half of the LDS young adults interviewed 

felt that same-sex marriage should be legal in the United States. Beyond just the simple freedom 

to live and believe as one pleases, several participants identified homosexual behavior from non-

members as acceptable because those outside the LDS faith have a differential moral 

responsibility than those dedicated within it. Timon spoke extensively on differential moral 

responsibility during his interview. 

I think if you’re in the religion, you know, you should to an extent adhere to what they’re 
saying. Um, but I don’t think that should affect people that aren’t in the religion. They 
don’t believe what you believe, like, if they’re not a member of your church then they 
obviously don’t believe what you believe. 
 

Timon expressed anger with fellow members who expect those outside the religion to uphold the 

same moral standards held inside the religion such as the sinful nature of homosexuality and 

premarital sex. Almost identically, Seth explained that it is not fair to judge others based on LDS 

standards. 

I don’t label someone as making a morally bad choice just for doing that because people 
haven’t really had the understandings that I have. 
 

 The idea of differential moral responsibility is something that should be studied and 

examined further among conservative groups. Direct questions about freedom of religion, 
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agency, and societal morality would likely draw out very unique answers as well as reveal a 

substantial amount of internal conflict that conservative church members are experiencing 

regarding the topics of homosexuality and same-sex policy. 

Unresolved 

 While the purpose of this study was to examine the management strategies employed by 

conservative young people when faced with the incongruence between their faith and their 

relationships with homosexuals, it must be noted that a small subsection of participants plainly 

admitted their confusion on the matter. A little over 25 percent of participants expressed conflict 

with no current resolution, a problem that deeply pained and concerned these individuals. 

Zacharias spoke his mind when trying to explain his conflict: 

I believe that it is a sin in terms of religion. In terms of the social world it’s a lot more 
difficult because if we take religion out of the equation then it’s like why is it right and 
why is it wrong? …In years past it was such a black and white sort of thing that it was 
easy to just kind of lead to this is good, this is bad. I think our world has, through the 
internet, through discussions, through people coming out and talking about things, it’s 
made it a much more colorful thing. 
 

Zacharias’ conflict came about as he went “out into the world” and interacted with good people 

who lived differently than him. He now does not know exactly how to make those people’s way 

of living fit with his religious beliefs about homosexuality. 

 Martha spoke specifically about same-sex marriage and the animosity that swirled around 

its legalization. Suddenly, she veered off and began expressing her own personal conflicts and 

confusions with homosexuality, same-sex marriage, and the LDS Church. 

Why is it? Why do we think this way? I know why we think this way… but why do we 
think this way? …I heard a lot about it (same-sex marriage) and I heard a lot of 
controversy. My parents and everybody in the church that talked about it were so like, 
‘No, they can’t get married. This can’t be legalized.’ It just never made sense to me. As 
long as the church isn’t doing it, shouldn’t it be fine? 
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 Seth’s interview was one of the most heart-wrenching. Throughout the entire interview 

he questioned his faith and expressed deep sadness at the internal conflicts he was experiencing. 

He wants specific answers to his questions and his confusion, but the LDS Church is not 

providing them right now. Such conflict makes Seth feel unsure of everything. 

One of my biggest faith crises I’m having at the moment is that I’m trying to understand 
why it (homosexuality) is a sin. If I view it from a religious perspective I get really 
confused. If I view it from a non-religious perspective, I think there’s nothing wrong with 
it. I guess the thing that sucks about mixing religion with the real world is religion likes 
to draw lines. It’s very hard to put those lines in the real world. 
 

 These participants want nothing more than to believe in the LDS Church that they have 

committed themselves to, but they also want to understand the depths of the doctrine in order to 

mitigate the conflict between faith and friendship. 
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Discussion & Conclusion 

These findings provide ethnographic value, address relevant issues that religiously 

conservative young people experience today, and perhaps uncover how such individuals are 

dealing with the cognitive dissonance of believing homosexuality is immoral and also believing 

they should love and support their homosexual friends and/or family members. Ultimately, this 

study lends itself to several conclusions. 

First, Mormon young adults on the whole are, like conservative religious members of 

similar faiths, experiencing conflict when it comes to homosexuality, whether it is faith versus 

culture (Cragun, Williams, and Sumerau 2015; Thomas and Olson 2012b), faith versus faith 

(Maher, Sever, and Pichler 2008; Woodford, Levy, and Walls 2013), faith versus politics (Besen 

and Zicklin 2007; Wolff et al. 2012; Woodford et al. 2012), or faith versus friendship (Bergerson 

and Huftalin 2011; Wolff et al. 2012; ; Wolff et al. 2016). While the methods by which to 

mitigate these various conflicts may vary, this research adds to the literature’s claim that young 

adults today are experiencing the cultural shift toward acceptance of homosexuality in a unique 

way not seen before in conservative circles.  

Second, several key management strategies, namely avoiding the conflict, hating the sin 

while loving the sinner, acknowledging individual agency, and concluding non-members have a 

different moral responsibility, are employed by Mormon young people in an effort to resolve 

internal and external conflict regarding faith and friendship. While these particular management 

strategies were identified by examining the conflict between religious beliefs and relationships 

with gay and lesbian persons, these strategies may have larger implications that go beyond the 

individual.  
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The LDS Church is currently run by older, typically more conservative, adult males. This 

research seems to point toward a more progressive, caring, and understanding approach to 

homosexuality coming from the Church’s young adults. The realization of cognitive dissonance 

and the various management strategies employed to counteract such conflict could quite possibly 

lead to a large disconnect between the younger generation (the future of the Church) and the 

older generation (the current leaders of the Church). Will we see more LDS young adults leave 

the Church due to personal internal conflict and/or due to the disconnect between older leaders 

and younger members? Is there a possibility of higher rates of depression and anxiety disorders 

among LDS young adults as they continue to experience conflict between faith and friendship? 

Further research should explore these possibilities as well as if the management strategies 

identified here are also employed by other conservative religious peoples. In addition, further 

exploration should be done among Mormon young people regarding other moral conflicts such 

as same-sex adoption, abortion, and premarital sex. 

Third, while previous research (Baker and Brauner-Otto 2015; Bramlett 2012) suggests 

that strictly conservative values have an ability to mitigate contact effects, this research shows a 

slightly different reality. Young people within the Mormon faith seem to be displaying more 

progressive public policy ideals regarding homosexuality (Murphy 2015) and the interviewed 

members were no different as 75 percent of participants agree with the legality of same-sex 

marriage. Further, just over 86 percent of participants experience conflict between friendship and 

faith, which indicates at least some level of sympathy with a desire to blend the two spheres 

together. In this respect, Allport’s (1954) contact hypothesis seems to be holding true for 

Mormon college students as they interact with gay and lesbian persons. The LDS Church, on the 

macro level, is able to draw fine lines regarding the morality of homosexuality and espouse how 
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homosexuality should be dealt with, but it is difficult for members, who are at the micro level, to 

take moral and philosophical ideals into the reality of human interaction without softening to 

some degree.  

Fourth, while support of public policy is up and conflict does exist, it seems LDS 

discourse regarding the immorality of homosexuality continues to hold strong for the 

supermajority, 93 percent, of participants. Similar to the findings of Thomas and Whitehead 

(2015), Mormon college students seem to be able to maintain their negative beliefs about 

homosexual behavior regardless of their beliefs about public policy, personal freedom, or 

friendship. Thus, the interviewed participants overwhelmingly believe in legal rights for 

homosexuals and in befriending homosexuals, but they also revert back to moral defenses against 

homosexual behavior. In this way, Allport’s (1954) contact hypothesis seems less encompassing. 

This research suggests that, while contact with gay and lesbian persons softens Mormon college 

students’ attitudes regarding public policy and friendship (Barth, Overby, and Huffmon 2008; 

Barth and Parry 2009; Gregory and John 1996; Heinze and Horn 2009; Herek and Glunt 1993), 

the LDS Church’s teachings regarding the immorality of homosexual behavior continue to be 

supported by the same Mormon college students (Bramlett 2012; Garner 2013). In response to 

this conflict between friendship and faith, Mormon college students necessarily develop the 

specific cognitive management strategies listed above. 

Fifth, the limitations of this particular study and the questions these findings raise can be 

further addressed and explored by new research. This study was conducted in a predominately 

LDS community, which may have skewed the shared perspectives of the participants. Further, 

participants were self-selecting and/or gathered through referrals, which may have led to more 

progressive participants who were more willing to talk about homosexuality and the complexities 



 

 

24 

of the topic within the LDS Church. Future research in this area should expand to different 

geographical regions, both locations with very few Mormon members and locations with 

extremely high homogeneity (i.e. Brigham Young University). As discussed above, future 

research should explore if the identified strategies apply elsewhere, such as with other religions 

or with regard to other controversial topics (i.e. abortion). More generally, this study highlights 

the need for more work that can address particular issues such as contact theory (Allport 1954), 

attribution effects (Thomas and Whitehead 2015), and religious moral discourse (Cragun, 

Williams, and Sumerau 2015) when it comes to conservative religion and sexuality. 

This particular research should be encouraging to LGBTQ rights activists. This research 

clearly displays a more compassionate and caring discourse coming from traditionally 

conservative religious members and those same members are more likely to support the legal 

rights of homosexuals. While long-established moral discourses regarding homosexuality seem 

to be the one mountain contact theory cannot summit, Mormon young people’s conflict between 

faith and friendship suggests a philosophical turning point may be just around the corner in 

conservative chapels all across the western United States and, perhaps, beyond. 
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Appendix 

Interview Schedule 
 
Confirmation of Consent 

1. Have you read the consent form? 
2. Do you understand the consent form? 
3. Do you have any questions that you would like to ask about the consent form? 

 
Inclusion Criteria Questions 

1. Do you speak English? 
2. Are you a member of the LDS Church? 
3. Are you between the ages of 18 and 24? 
4. Are you currently unmarried? 
5. Have you ever been married previously? 
6. Are you a student at Idaho State University? 

 
Demographic Questions  

1. How old are you? 
2. What is your gender? 
3. How do you racially and/or ethnically identify? 
4. Since age thirteen, what cities and states have you lived in? 

a. Include the age you were in each location 
5. What type of elementary school did you attend? 

a. Probes: 
i. Private? Public? Religious? Other? 

6. What type of middle school did you attend? 
a. Probes: 

i. Private? Public? Religious? Other? 
7. What type of high school did you attend? 

a. Probes: 
i. Private? Public? Religious? Other? 

8. How long have you been a member of the LDS Church? 
9. What is your mother’s (or guardian’s) religious affiliation? 

a. How long has she been a member? 
10. What is your father’s (or guardian’s) religious affiliation? 

a. How long has he been a member? 
11. What, if any, political party do you identify with? 

 
Research Questions 

1. What is your perspective on homosexuality? 
a. Probes: 

i. How do you feel about the morality of homosexuality? Of homosexual 
behavior? 

ii. What is your opinion as to the origin(s) of homosexuality? 
iii. How would you define the LDS Church’s stance on homosexuality? 
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iv. How do you feel about the LDS Church’s current stance regarding 
homosexuality? 

v. How do you feel about gay and/or lesbian persons? 
2. What is your perspective on same-sex marriage? 

a. Probes: 
i. How do you feel about the morality of same-sex marriage? 

ii. How do you feel about the legality of same-sex marriage? 
3. Given what was just discussed, what messages regarding homosexuality did you receive 

prior to the age of 18? 
a. Probes: 

i. From whom were these messages received? 
1. Friends, family, church, leaders, school, media, etc. 

ii. Did the messages received ever come in conflict with one another? 
1. If so, how did you deal with that conflict? 

iii. Did you integrate the different messages or choose one over the other? 
iv. Which messages were most influential in helping you arrive at your 

current stance? 
v. How easy or difficult was it to come to your current perspective? 

4. What messages regarding same-sex marriage did you receive prior to the age of 18? 
a. Probes: 

i. From whom were these messages received? 
1. Friends, family, church, leaders, school, media, etc. 

ii. Did the messages received ever come in conflict with one another? 
1. If so, how did you deal with that conflict? 

iii. Which messages were most influential in helping you arrive at your 
current stance? 

iv. How easy or difficult was it to come to your current perspective? 
5. Is there anything else that helped form your perspective on either homosexuality or same-

sex marriage? 
a. Is there anything else you would like to add or say? 

 


