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Alec Crawley, left. and Andres Gonzalez, missionaries for The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, give a woman a card with their phone number, at the edge of the Koreatown nﬂ#&-

borhood in Los Angeles in March

Latter-day Saint missionaries
are embracing ‘big, big changes’

I'he Utah-based church
has loosened some rules
for those proselytizis

And many members
of Gen Z are loving the
work.

By LAUREN JACKSON
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work is essential for the world's salva
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of heaven after Hx- v die. Missionary
work also helps increase the church’s
membership deepens many
young members’ faith. Many mis
sionaries begin their assignrients
just after they leave home. Instead
of partying on a college campus
they commit themseives to the rel
gion and develop habits that can last
a lifietime
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Many of the changes, especial-

media, were fueled by the pandemic
which shut down in-person church
gatherings and forced Latter-day
aints and Jehovah's Witnesses to
find alternatives to door-to-door

constant contact with one an-
other” he added, “maintaining great-

The missionaries use their phones
to film videos of themselves promot-
ing the church or sharing messages
of faith. In one video, a missionary
raps about his faith. In another, two
missionaries throw a football and a
Frishee through an obstacle course
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for them to serve, the number of
full-time proselyt! is
has risen about 25%
church data. At the end of last ye
the church had about
time missionaries serving around
the world.

The church has 17.2 million mem
bers globally but has scen growth
slow. From 1988 to 1989, during a
surge in growth when the church ex
panded into West Africa, the church
grew about 9%. Last year. the church
grew about 1.5%.

A TRADITION OF TRAVEL

Missionary work is a rite of pas.
sage for Latter-Gay Saints — and
has been since the church’s found.
ingin 1830,

The church’s missionaries have
traveled the world, growing their
faith from a fledgling startup in up
state New York to a global religion
that brings in billions of dollars in
revenue.

Church leaders say it is men's re-
sponsibility to become missionaries
starting as young as
onary work is optional

for women, who serve for 18 months.
The church has historically encour
aged women to focus on marriage
and motherhood. But since 201
when the church Jowered the age

women could become missionar

ies to 19 from 21, more women have

been going

Missionaries leave their families
and friends, learn new languages and
spend the first years of their adult-
hood spreading the gospel of Jesus
Christ.

While on & mission, they cannot
date and must follow the religion's
ban on premarital sex, drinking
smoking, coffee and tea. Communi-
cation with friends and family back
home is restricted. They commit to
stay focused on their work. and their
proximity to their missionary part-
ner, commonly called their compan
ion, creates a sense of accountability
that keeps most from breaking the
rules.

Until recently, the experience of
young missionaries was similar to
that of their parents. They first at
tended a Missionary Training Cen-
ter — a religious boot camp of sorts
— before traveling to their missions.

Most missionaries now start their
training online at home, where the
transition is less jarring. The
adapt to a mission schedule with
their family’s support. Being home
is also an opportunity for new mis-
sionaries to evangelize in their com-
munity

“T've had friends who arent mem-

2,000 full-

pants in “conservative colors.” Most
missionaries now have smartphones
and call their families weekly

Some traditions remain: Young
missionaries still do not get to pick
their destinations. Many teenag-
ers throw parties to open their as-
signments, reading their “call let-
ter” aloud for the first time in front
of family and friends. Others film
rate announcement videos —
on ice skates. Some serve
v (there are 10 missions
in Utah). Others go as far as Tahiti
or Tokyo.

Jez, the missionary in Los
Angeles, said he first imagined going
on amission when he was a child in
Venezuela. His parents, who convert-
ed to the faith, often had young mis-
sionaries over for meals. After the
church helped the family settle in
Utah, he sod serving as a missionary
was part of his “American dream.”
. he wakes up at
630 am.. the set time for many mis-
sionaries, with his companion. They
are mandated to “never be alone,”
with few exceptions,
follow a missionary schedule.

On Facebook, they contact peo-
ple they have met, including those
they have approached on the street
indowntown Los Angeles. They also
search groups for people who maybe
open to their message and post vid-
costo generate interest in their faith.
They ke k of potential con-
ss, including lessons
v Monday, Gonza-
w; alls his parents.

Calls are also an opportunity fnr
him to receive support. “It's a lit-
tle bit hard,” Gonzalez said of his
mission work, describing ,mpk- in
downtown Los Angeles as “busy.”
Still, he remains hopeful: “Some of
them, they really are ready. They
make time. even just like five min-
utes.

The missionary experience is not
for everyone. Some people feel iso-
lated, find it difficult toadapt toalo-
cation, or strugggle with the rulesor
the pressure to keep their commit-
ment. Some people do leave early: the
church does not comment on those
whodo,

Alex McAlpin, a 23-year-old who
went on a mission to Denver, almost
did not put in a a missionary applica-
tion. Before her mission, she attend-
ed Pepperdine University, where
she wrestled with some aspects of
church doctrine and history,

Then the church made its dress
code change, .H«m ing women to
wear pants in

“That was the first day of my life
that I thought maybe T would go” on
a mission, McAlpin said. She saw

bers of the church,” Tanner Bird.a  the new dress code and the churchs
19-year-old missionary in Brazil other mission dmnm‘m asign thc
who did part of his h(m’ church

in Houston. “And I just get s
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Once deployed, men in some ar-
eas are allowed to wear blue shirts
and go without ties, while women
can wear wrinkle-resistant dress

its younger members, many dwhnm
hope their church will modernize in
Largter warys. “T'w tted to be a part of
the change
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