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Introduction 

This paper will focus on Mormon insights regarding happiness and joy, drawing upon Church 

teachings and practices for the seekers of happiness around the world whether believers or not. It 

attempts to suggest some of the core values and premises for a happy life as defined by the 

Mormon religion. 

By way of introduction, let me say this essay is both academic and also personal. So I want to 

simply clarify that I am not here as a representative of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints (LDS), commonly known as the Mormon Church. Thus, I’m not writing to convert 

anyone to Mormonism. I’m simply writing as a scholar who has worked with multiple religious 

faiths through the years around the world. I’m not advocating, but rather explaining and 

elucidating the Mormon perspective on happiness as part of LDS theology and as part of 

Mormon culture. 

This discussion draws upon my 75 years as a practicing, committed Mormon. From a personal 

perspective, before getting into the theology, let me just say I grew up in Salt Lake City, Utah 

where the Mormon Church is headquartered. On my mother’s side, I am a descendent of early 

Mormon pioneers from the 1860s who crossed the plains to western deserts. The Church was 

founded in 1830 by the Prophet Joseph Smith in upstate New York. After a decade and a half of 

persecution, the little group of converts felt it necessary to move from state to state, and 

eventually they were driven west. They ultimately fled the United States and moved to the Rocky 

Mountains, which was then Mexican territory, where they could worship as they chose. In 

contrast to my mother’s side of the family, my father was a Methodist from Ohio. He eventually 

converted to Mormonism and married my mother. So you might say I have a duel heritage of 

different Christian faiths. 

I grew up in Salt Lake City, Utah, and served a volunteer 30-month mission to southern Brazil, 

as encouraged by the Church for most young adults during their college years. I have held 



Priesthood offices as both an Elder in the Church and a High Priest, and provided leadership in 

various roles to congregations in Brazil, Utah, Michigan, and Hawaii. I married my wife, Kaye, 

in a sacred LDS temple, which ceremony seals us together not only for our time on earth, but for 

eternity in the heavens above. We have ten children, including two adopted from Brazil and 

Mexico. Three of the other eight are triplets.  

I studied at Mormon seminary, as well as later taught seminary at several Church institutions, 

including being the founder and director of the LDS Institute of Religion in Ann Arbor, 

Michigan. I was also a religious studies instructor invited to become an instructor teaching 

“Mormonism as a Social Movement” at the University of Michigan. I have a Ph.D. in 

Organizational Behavior from the University of Michigan and have been a professor at several 

institutions of higher education. In addition to my academic work, I’ve been a management 

consultant to corporations worldwide. Much of my time in the past couple of decades has 

centered around pursuing my passion as a global social entrepreneur. I’ve founded or co-founded 

some 41 NGOs and non-profit projects that operate today in about 60 countries, especially 

empowering poor women and their families to become more self-reliant and sustainable. 

At the outset let me just clarify several myths about Mormons to dispel any assumptions that 

may not be fully accurate. A list of stereotypes about Mormons who practice their religion might 

include or all of the following:  We are rural Amish farmers like those of Pennsylvania today or 

of our pioneer heritage in the 1850s; Sour people who view fun, music, dancing, etc. as sins; 

Assume mortal life is drudgery to be suffered; Eschew all new technology; Still practice plural 

marriage; Mostly a Western U.S. Church. 

 

While some of these myths may be perceived as interesting or quaint, none have any bearing on 

the realities of being a Latter-day Saint. In fact, the Church is one of the fastest growing world 

religions in terms of converts, consist of some 16 million members in over 150 nations. Over half 

of all LDS members live outside the U.S. Membership is primarily urban, and Mormons have 

above average education and literacy rates. They enjoy various kinds of entertainment, music, 

art, drama, and culture. Church members have not practiced polygamy since the 1800s. Within 

the U.S. they make up about two percent of all Americans. Latter-day Saints have high rates of 



technology skills and use of social media, as does the institutional Church in its educational 

outreach. 

The Mormon View of Happiness 

The founding prophet of Mormonism, Joseph Smith, declared one of the great founding 

principles to be this: ‘Happiness is the object and design of our existence; and will be the end 

thereof, if we pursue the path that leads to it. This path is virtue, uprightness, faithfulness, 

holiness, and keeping all the commandments of God’ (Smith, 1976, 255-56). This declaration 

was from a speech he gave in 1844, just shortly before he was murdered in a place called 

Carthage Jail in a small town in Illinois. Smith’s prophetic insights about the purpose of our life 

here on earth has special meaning because it lays the foundation for a good life and was 

articulated by a martyr. 

 

Mormon theology is premised by what is called in LDS scriptures, ‘The Great Plan of 

Happiness’ (Alma 42:8). It derives from sacred text known as The Book of Mormon (1979 pub.), 

an ancient record of God’s teachings in the Americas from some 2,000 years ago. This scriptural 

text becomes the foundation for outlining how humans may find happiness in their earthly lives. 

These notions of finding fulfillment and joy are not simply the original ideas from about 190 

years back, but such themes have been articulated by Church leaders down through the decades. 

For example, one of our prophets of several decades ago, David O. McKay (1957), whose 

parents immigrated to Utah from Scotland as early converts, declared the following when he was 

the Prophet: ‘Happiness consists not of having, but of being; not of possessing but of enjoying. It 

derives from self-discipline. People are creators of their own happiness. It comes from living in 

harmony with high ideals. Faith is the foundation of all things, including happiness.’ 

Essentially Mormonism is founded on ideals for providential living. Latter-day Saints are not 

seeking a heavenly life of joy after death as their only goal. Rather, they seek fulfillment and 

meaning now in mortal existence as practical Christians. For them, provident living means that 

one seeks for a good life. This means setting goals and planning for a future of happiness that 

people can learn to create. Mormons seek to live sustainably. They engage in continuous 

learning, and practice principles of stewardship and nature in society. LDS members strive to 

live simply and within their financial means rather than seek the excesses of materialism. They 



labor to reduce social classes, to foster community, and to build oneness in society. They strive 

to pursue a meaningful quality of life, not for riches or status in the world. In II Nephi, a source 

in the larger Book of Mormon, a prophet’s view of the good life is contained in his society’s 

description thus, ‘…we lived after the manner of happiness’ (5:27). 

Prophetic Principles 

David O. McKay (1953) also taught: ‘True happiness comes only by making others happy—the 

practical application of the Savior’s life, to gain one’s life by losing it.’ (551). We might be able 

to best clarify this matter by simply stating that the theological underpinnings of Mormonism 

hold as a major premise the following: ‘Men (i.e. humans) are that they might have joy’ (II 

Nephi, 2:25). We view the very purpose of life on this planet as one of growing and finding 

fulfillment, discovering the meaning of a good life, and living life to the fullest. 

The LDS approach to psychology is quite humanistic and positive. It emphasizes psycho-social 

wellbeing. Rather than focus on greed and conspicuous consumption, important values to 

Mormons are those of living simply, humbly, building social justice, and fostering a better 

quality of life for all. An emphasis is placed on avoiding falsehoods, lies, interpersonal disputes. 

There is a heavy practice toward daily scripture reading and prayer, coupled with Sunday church 

attendance and participation in various other activities at church during the week. Each Monday 

night is called Family Home Evening, where parents and children gather together in unity to 

learn how to be a stronger family, how to be more unified in facing the various challenges in the 

home, and ways to better reach out and serve the surrounding neighborhood and community.  

This practice fosters family unity and togetherness, helps resolve tensions, and ensures that each 

member of the family is a contributor to wellbeing in the home whether these activities are 

spelling out a child’s chores or a parent’s leadership role, reading a scripture and discussing its 

application in the family, singing a song, or playing board games. The intent of such activities is 

to strengthen the family as the basic unit of the Church and of the larger society. This kind of 

dedicated time to building relationships generates unity, helps to sanctify Church members in 

their personal practices, and fosters a sense of mutual understanding and deep human joy.  

In some respects the words of the poet, Robert Browning, may offer us a Mormon take on 

personal happiness: ‘There is an answer to the passionate longings of the heart for fullness, and I 



knew it, and the answer is this: Live in all things outside yourself by love, and you will have joy. 

That is the life of God; it ought to be our life. In Him it is accomplished and perfect; but in all 

creative things it is a lesson learned slowly and through difficulty’ (cited in McKay, 1971, p. 

119).  

Among the many Mormon families I know, not a single one is perfect but to “live after the 

manner of happiness” it takes work and a good amount of personal energy. As I have traveled the 

globe and met with Latter-day Saints of various cultures and communities, I’ve seen them 

finding happiness and fulfillment in various circumstances. They range from successful Mormon 

executives in corporate America, Europe or Latin America. They are the ones who live in large 

and beautiful homes, own two or three cars, wear designer clothes, and send their children to the 

top universities. I’ve also seen the same amount of happiness in Mormon families among the 

middle class who may live in places like Bentonville, Arkansas or Detroit, Michigan or Milan, 

Italy or Lima, Peru. Through their hard work as a family they have been able to retain their 

religious faith, raise happy families and secure decent jobs.  

But perhaps the most amazing amounts of happiness I have seen in my life also come from the 

poor of the Church, the downtrodden. I’ve seen the same ability to find happiness and resiliency 

among impoverished Mormons who suffered through the terrible earthquake of Haiti in 2010, the 

Asian tsunami that hit the coast of Thailand in 2004, and the Mormon families coming out of the 

15 year civil war in Mozambique. In all these cases I have seen them practice the values of the 

Church for attaining a happy life. These include seeking to love everyone. Become initiators, not 

mere responders. Develop big dreams and visions. Be doers of the word, not hearers only. Seek 

to take initiative, to act as practitioners of our faith, not passive attendees of Church alone. These 

together make up the foundation of a happy Mormon life. 

LDS Happiness Values 

Independent research over the years, such as various Gallup surveys (2009, 2010, 2012), report 

that Mormons tend to enjoy the highest degree of emotional health of people from any U.S. 

religion. Sociologists explain these data by reporting such factors as the fact that Mormons 

volunteer on average some 35 hours per week. They donate twice as much money to charity as 

any other U.S. churches. Latter-day Saints, according to a study by the University of 

Pennsylvania, tend to believe and practice such values as hard work and self-reliance, both of 



which correlate with personal happiness (DiSanto, 2012). Both institutionally as a Church, and 

personally, as practiced by individuals and LDS families, a great deal of time is spent by 

Mormons trying to improve the world around them, as well as to assist those who suffer in the 

Third World. The Church and its members were among the first to respond to crises such as the 

recent flooding in Texas, Florida, and Puerto Rico. It’s a major partner with the Islamic Relief 

Society and Catholic Charities in supporting refugees in the camps in Jordan and Greece, as well 

as immigrants to Europe and the United States.  

Likewise, among young Millennials in U.S. society, the Church’s schools also are fertile grounds 

for promoting not only strong educational programs, but also character and ethics that foster 

happiness. One of Mormonism’s tenets is that ‘The glory of God is intelligence’ (Doctrine & 

Covenants 93:36, 1981). An LDS precept is that members should seek knowledge out of the 

‘best books’ of history, science, and so forth. The Church has encouraged and built dozens of 

colleges and schools around the world where there was no opportunity for advanced study a 

century ago, including dozens of western Mormon colonies in the U.S., as well as establishing 

schools in places like Mexico, Bolivia, New Zealand, Tonga, and so forth. The Church’s major 

university today is Brigham Young University (BYU) in Provo, Utah. As a faith-based school, 

it’s the Church’s flagship, founded in 1875, named after the great colonizer of the West, Brigham 

Young. It has grown to over 500 acres. There are also two smaller BYU campuses in Idaho and 

Hawaii. BYU-Provo, is the largest private university in the world, where its student numbers 

have been capped at 33,000 for three decades.  

A college education at these institutions emphasizes a quality academic degree, including such 

statistics that its School of Accounting is ranked No. 3 in the nation, law is 20th, IT 4th, business 

school 19th, nursing 19th, MBA 34th, etc. (Rankings, 2016). BYU heavily emphasizes practical 

skills to benefit society, as well. At the main campus, BYU, is a sign as one heads into the 

university: ‘Enter to Learn, Go Forth to Serve.’ Various BYU degree programs are ranked 

highly, some within the top fifty in the United States. When national researchers ask students 

across America to report how happy they are with their college experience, the results indicate 

that BYU often ranks within the top five, and has done so for decades. Surveys report that the 

school is rated 9.7 out of 10 possible for having the ‘best overall student experience.’ BYU is 

ranked 9.9 out of 10 by students when asked if they would apply to BYU again (Berry, 2016). 



On multiple criteria, The Daily Beast ranked BYU seventh in the nation for happiest students 

(2013). 

Above and beyond scriptural admonitions that Mormons should study and seek knowledge in 

abundance, LDS members are admonished to avoid and/or reject the devil, who ‘…seeketh that 

all men might be miserable like unto himself’ (II Nephi 2:27). Eventually, Mormons learn to 

accept the Prophet Alma’s warning: ‘Wickedness never was happiness’ (Alma 41:10). In the 

Mormon perspective, Church members are taught that happiness is not simply psychological, or 

spiritual, or intellectual. A primary teaching is that true happiness is the integration of the 

spiritual with the physical. Mormons are taught that the body is a temple uniting the spirit with 

the body. Mormonism has a ‘Word of Wisdom’ that emphasizes personal health, and it includes 

no consumption of tobacco, coffee tea, nor alcohol. There is a lot of medical research that 

supports not consuming these substances. These practices may be part of the reasons Mormons 

have lower risk for cardiovascular disease and live 5-10 years longer than those of other 

religions.  

In addition, part of the Mormon health code that fosters happiness grows out of the fact that on 

the first Sunday of each month, Mormons practice a fast, which means they don’t partake of food 

or water from Saturday evening until Sunday afternoon. Instead, they attend their Church 

services which includes an hour of open community sharing of blessings and challenges by 

anyone in the congregation. It is called ‘Fast and Testimony Meeting,’ and on that day Church 

members donate the equivalent of two or more meals they have fasted to help the poor in their 

own communities. 

Another factor in Mormon happiness is the issue of Mormonism being a pro-social religion. It 

fosters an outlook on life that emphasizes being community minded, having a strong marriage, 

seeking and finding meaning in daily living, and other actions that build inclusion. These all 

foster a sense of well-being. Practicing Mormons tend to be very healthy with an optimistic 

outlook on life.  

Personal & Lifestyle Applications  

One of Mormonism’s main objectives is to practice what is preached. In other words, 

congruency. From the early struggles as impoverished and persecuted pioneers until today, there 



is a strong emphasis on cultivating grit and self-control so that individuals can manage their 

lives, not succumb to life’s pressures. Key teachings in the Church that enhance happiness and 

build character include virtue, resiliency, authenticity, flourishing, and optimism. For Latter-day 

Saints, life’s purpose is to heighten the accessibility of desirable impulses and weaken the 

negative.  

Social research, for years, has suggested that the number one contributor to happiness is the 

quality of a person’s social circle. For Mormons, happiness derives from relationships and 

seeking inner peace. Meditation and prayer are clear methods for experiencing more peace and 

joy in life. LDS folks who find the greatest purpose in their religion often use meditation to fire 

up the left frontal lobe and flood the brain with more norepinephrine, serotonin, and dopamine to 

achieve more fulfillment and happiness. Studies suggest that becoming unplugged from today’s 

newest technology also enhances feelings of being happy. More Mormons need to practice this. 

The LDS Church teaches that to be happy people should enjoy choice and free agency, rather 

than feel narrowly controlled by any institution. Autonomy, not compulsion, is the road to 

happiness. Choosing to serve others is a core value that offers believers in Mormonism a deep 

sense of direction and meaning. These factors accelerate degrees of reported happiness in various 

surveys.  

Institutional Applications 

Institutionally the Church seeks to develop congregations that build community, both internally 

among its members, and externally among its neighbors. So, for example, at least once a month 

two or more men in the congregation will visit a handful of families in their homes to help them 

feel included and check on their well-being. Two women from the same congregation will also 

visit each woman in that neighborhood to see how they are doing. These Home Teachers and 

Visiting Teachers report to the leaders of the congregation as to how each family is faring. This 

happens twelve months of the year. Among the elderly, those who are unemployed, those in 

hospitals, etc. such individuals are reached out to more frequently with greater care and 

compassion. This process is defined in the New Testament, as Jesus declared, caring for the 

‘least of these.’ These elements of the ‘Great Plan of Happiness’ are designed, carried out, and 

reported back at least monthly so that the volunteer leaders who guide the local congregation of 

400 or 500 people are appraised of everyone’s situation.  



At a higher level, there are various humanitarian and welfare programs and activities carried out 

at the regional or state or national or international level of the Church. Programs such as Latter-

day Saint Charities, the Church Humanitarian Fund, and the Perpetual Education Fund all seek to 

channel skills and resources to those in need around the globe (Humanitarian Services, 2017). 

Over the past three decades approximately $1.2 billion has been donated worldwide in assistance 

to those in need. It includes food, medical supplies, rebuilding homes, providing used clothing, 

donating agricultural supplies and equipment, orphanage support, clean water, neonatal 

resuscitation, medical training, vision care, tsunami relief, immunizations, kits for newborns, 

school kits for kids and hygiene materials. The Church also provides millions of hours every year 

in job training, for those who are unemployed (Employment, 2014), literacy skills, microloans, 

and entrepreneurship training, etc. 

According to Mormonism’s founder, Joseph Smith, the word “Mormon” means “more good.” A 

recent Prophet, Gordon B. Hinckley, added that Latter-day Saints should stretch themselves in 

this matter: ‘In a very real sense, Mormonism must mean that greater good which the Lord Jesus 

Christ exemplified’ (1990).  

Thus, the Church operates huge agriculture farms producing fruit and vegetables, cattle and other 

livestock in many countries. It has large humanitarian centers that receive donations from Latter-

day Saints who are willing to provide used household items, furniture, clothing, and other things 

that can be redistributed to those in need.  

About a decade ago, Mormons in Brazil started a program called ‘Helping Hands’ (2017). This 

little grassroots effort that was started by a few congregations in southern Brazil, and has now 

spread institutionally and globally throughout the world. Mormons achieve inner peace and 

happiness when their ‘helping hands’ serve other people. LDS members take action when 

tornadoes are approaching, as a result of hurricanes and earthquakes and other disasters to help 

their friends and neighbors get back on their feet. Among the handicapped, the Mormon Church 

has recently purchased and distributed over a million wheelchairs to individuals who could never 

afford such technology to be mobile. 

Conclusion 



In the end, let me suggest that this description of happiness through the lens of Mormonism does 

not mean utopia. Mormons never claim that they have all the truth or that theirs is the only way. 

So in my attempt to articulate some of the key aspects of Mormon views on happiness, it should 

be acknowledged that as Christians, we do not claim perfection. We need to humbly admit our 

weaknesses and honestly confess that we are all in this life together. We have great challenges 

and also eternal possibilities. This attempt to elucidate some of the core values of Mormon 

happiness is but one such perspective. 

Perhaps the epitome of a phrase that describes and defines the Mormon philosophy of happiness 

comes from a scripture (Mosiah 18:21) that counsels people to live with their ‘…hearts knit 

together in unity and love.’  
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