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and its surroundings, Jinja, and Entebbe until 2008. A group began meeting in Gulu in early 2008, became a 
branch in mid-2008, and was assigned full-time missionaries in the spring of 2009. In late 2008, Mbale was 
opened for missionary work, and a group began functioning. A group was created in Lira in mid-2009 and 
became a branch in early 2011. In the fall of 2009, a branch was created on the Kenya side of the Uganda-
Kenya border town of Busia that may have contributed to Busia, Uganda opening for missionary work in late 
2011.

In 2010, the Kampala Uganda Stake was organized and included six wards and five branches in the Kampala 
area. In late 2011, there were six branches in the Jinja Uganda District, and mission branches were operating 
in Gulu and Lira. In 2011, the first branches were organized in Masaka, Mbale, and Njeru, and home groups 
began meeting in Busia and Iganga.  In 2012, branches were formed in Busia, Iganga, Lugazi, and Njeru.

Activity and Retention

The average number of members per congregation increased from 133 in 1993 to 217 in 2000 and 501 
in 2010. Four hundred seventeen were enrolled in seminary and institute during the 2009–2010 school 
year. Missionaries in 2009 reported short-term convert retention to be 88% as defined by attending church 
meetings at least once a month. The mission president reported in late 2008 that sacrament attendance had 
increased dramatically that year, resulting in the Church purchasing land for three new chapels in Uganda. 
Missionaries reported that sacrament attendance for the Uganda Kampala Mission was over 1,500 people for 
the first time in the middle of 2009. Considering that combined membership for all the nations in the Uganda 
Kampala Mission was between 7,500 and 8,000 at the end of 2008, these figures indicate that Uganda experi-
ences some of the lowest member activity rates in Africa. Missionaries reported in 2008 and 2009 that most 
branches had fewer than one hundred attending sacrament meeting regularly, indicating that many of the 
converts baptized during years of rapid membership growth were likely not retained. Missionaries reported 
that the Kololo Branch had as 1,000 individuals on the records with about 150 attending meetings weekly 
in 2009. One hundred forty attended church services in Gulu in early 2011. One thousand five hundred 
attended a meeting with Elder Holland in the late 2000s. When a new meetinghouse was dedicated for the 
Mukono Branch in the Kampala Uganda District in 2002, there were 900 visitors and 142 in attendance the 
Sunday of the dedication.988 One thousand attended the conference to organize the Kampala Uganda Stake 
in 2010.989 Nationwide active membership is estimated at 2,500, or 20%–25% of total church membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Arabic, English, Swahili.
All LDS scriptures and many church materials are available in Arabic and Swahili. Gospel Principles and the 
Testimony of the Prophet Joseph Smith are available in Luganda.

Meetinghouses

The first church-built chapel was dedicated in 1997 for the Kololo Branch, and a second was dedicated in 
1998 in Jinja. A new meetinghouse was dedicated for the Mukono Branch in the Kampala Uganda District in 
2002.990 Most congregations meet in renovated buildings or rented spaces.

988 “New meetinghouse in Kenya a symbol, testimony of gospel,” LDS Church News, 19 May 2001. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/39890/New-meetinghouse-in-Kenya-a-symbol-testimony-of-gospel.html

989 Christensen, Erin. “Saints celebrate first stake formed in Uganda.” LDS Church News, 6 February 2010. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/58751/Saints-celebrate-first-stake-formed-in-Uganda.html

990 “New meetinghouse in Kenya a symbol, testimony of gospel,” LDS Church News, 19 May 2001. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/39890/New-meetinghouse-in-Kenya-a-symbol-testimony-of-gospel.html
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Health and Safety

HIV/AIDS infects 6.5% of the adult population. The risk for infectious disease is very high for hepatitis 
A, typhoid fever, malaria, plague, African trypanosomiasis (sleeping sickness), schistosomiasis, and rabies. 
Standards of living are low.

Humanitarian and Development Work

In recent years, the Church completed thirty-one humanitarian and development projects in Uganda, 
including clean water projects, donating classroom furniture and supplies, agricultural projects, emergency 
aid donations, neonatal resuscitation training, wheelchair donations, and vocational training.991 The Church 
has helped curtail poverty by a wide variety of projects supervised by senior couples serving in the Uganda 
Kampala Mission. Some projects have aimed at meeting the immediate needs of food and clothing donations 
to refugee camps on the border with the Democratic Republic of Congo. Others include starting up planta-
tions where local people learn skills needed to produce their own food and crops to sell. Several well-drilling 
projects are also conducted throughout the country. These programs benefit locals irrespective of religious 
affiliation. Humanitarian efforts have provided vast opportunities for service among Ugandans. In the United 
States in October 1990, Church representatives met with Ugandan Ambassador Katenta-Apuli in Salt Lake 
City and discussed humanitarian and health issues in Uganda.992

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

The Church has utilized the religious freedom enjoyed in Uganda over the years by increasing the number of 
missionaries serving in the country. No restrictions limit LDS missionary activities.

Cultural Issues

Poverty and natural disasters afflict many Ugandans, but these challenges offer opportunities for humani-
tarian and development projects. The Church has utilized abundant opportunities to relieve poverty and 
foster economic self-sufficiency among Ugandans. Although Uganda has a higher GDP per capita than many 
other African countries, many areas of Uganda are very poor. The traditional custom of paying a dowry for 
a bride to get married is a burden on young adults and results in fewer Ugandans marrying. Polygamy is a 
widespread practice in Uganda, and those who participate in a polygamous marriage must make their marriage 
relationships monogamous and legally recognized before baptisms. Those who have previously participated 
in a polygamous relationship must be interviewed by a member of the mission presidency before joining the 
Church. Uganda has moderate level of literacy, notwithstanding low standards of living, providing opportuni-
ties to develop local leadership among many who can read and write. Receptivity has been very high in many 
areas of the country due to interest in religion and the humble living conditions of most Ugandans.

National Outreach

Less than 8% of the national population resides in a city with an LDS congregation despite LDS congrega-
tions operating in nine of the ten most populous cities. Uganda has a large population that remains largely 
unreached by the Church, as most live in small towns and villages in rural areas. As of early 2011, there have 

991 “Projects—Uganda,” Humanitarian Activities Worldwide, retrieved 3 May 2011. http://www.providentliving.org/
project/0,13501,4607–1–2008–132,00.html

992 “LDS leaders, visitors: ‘Friendly exchange’ dignitaries call at Church headquarters,” LDS Church News, 27 October 
1990. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/19643/LDS-leaders-visitors-Friendly-exchange-dignitaries-call-at-Church-
headquarters.html
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been no concentrated LDS outreach efforts in rural communities, home to 87% of the national population. 
All cities and areas are unreached outside of Kampala and its suburbs, Jinja, Entebbe, Busia, Gulu, Iganga, 
Lira, Lugazi, Mbale, Masaka, and Njeru.

Since the organization of the Uganda Kampala Mission, national outreach has expanded, and considerable 
progress has occurred. Two cities in northern Uganda were opened to missionary work and independent 
branches were established (Gulu and Lira), branches were established in two additional cities in eastern and 
western areas (Mbale and Masaka), an additional branch was organized in Kampala for the first time in nearly 
a decade (Mutungo), and the number of full-time missionaries serving has steadily increased. Expansion in 
national outreach did not occur for over a decade between the early 1990 and mid-2000s due to distance 
from Uganda to the headquarters of the Kenya Nairobi Mission, few mission resources allocated to East 
Africa, political instability, and low standards of living. Full-time missionaries serving in Uganda in the late 
2000s and early 2010s reported several Ugandans organizing unofficial LDS congregations and contacting 
friends and family in unreached cities such as Iganga. The Church was first established in northern Uganda 
through a similar process, and over time, such instances will likely facilitate the opening of additional cities 
to missionary work. Senior couple missionaries in early 2011 reported that the fortuitous establishment of an 
LDS group in the city of Masaka occurred through an investigator meeting with missionaries in Kampala and 
subsequently moving to Masaka to later fortuitously meet a senior missionary couple performing humani-
tarian and development work in the area. Full-time missionaries in Kampala accompanied the senior couple 
during later visits and proselytized the city for a couple of days, resulting in dozens of contacts desiring 
to be taught by the missionaries and attending church meetings. Several investigators were baptized, and a 
group was formally established. The Uganda Kampala Mission has experienced considerable strain and logis-
tical challenges due to the spontaneous gatherings of Ugandans desiring to learn about the Church and be 
baptized, while the mission simultaneously provides administrative guidance through full-time missionaries 
and mission leaders to local members and leaders in five countries, several of which, including South Sudan 
and Ethiopia, also have unofficial groups of prospective Latter-day Saints awaiting formal establishment of the 
LDS Church. Increasing the involvement of local members in expanding national outreach by calling ward 
and branch missionaries, organizing additional groups and dependent branches in lesser-reached communities 
in Kampala, and emphasizing missionary preparation for Ugandan LDS youth and young adults may reduce 
the administrative burden on mission leaders and utilize opportunities of high receptivity. The organization of 
additional missions in the area currently administered by the Uganda Kampala Mission appears likely in the 
near future and would allow for greater mission outreach in Uganda.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

The LDS Church in Uganda exhibits low member activity rates that appear to be linked to quick-baptism 
tactics. Many LDS converts have subsequently joined other churches or returned to their prior churches. Efforts 
to establish a stake in Kampala may have exacerbated low member activity rates as the creation of additional 
congregations was postponed to increase the number of active members in established LDS congregations. 
Distance to church meetinghouses appears to have also contributed to member activity challenges. Emphasis 
on the unique doctrinal teachings of the LDS Church and the development of weekly church attendance and 
habitual personal gospel study habits will be required to improve member activity rates. No noticeable change 
in the number of members enrolled in seminary and institute may indicate a lack of emphasis on attending 
Church Education System classes that provide socialization opportunities with fellow Latter-day Saints and an 
increased understanding of LDS teachings and practices. In recent years, missionaries report that the number 
of people attending LDS congregations has steadily increased, but this has been well below the rate of increase 
for nominal LDS membership as indicated by the average LDS congregation in Uganda quadrupling in 
membership between 1993 and 2010.
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Ethnic Issues and Integration

Although Uganda is ethnically diverse with the largest ethnic group comprising only 16.9% of the popula-
tion, little ethnic violence has occurred in Uganda compared to many other African nations, and most ethnic 
conflict is politically based. Some areas of Uganda have several ethnic groups residing in the same city or area 
and experience ethnic tensions, but ethnic groups are generally geographically separated. Many of Uganda’s 
ethnic groups are unreached by the Church, but the Church’s establishment in Kampala and other large cities 
will likely ameliorate this problem, as many different ethnic groups have family connections with larger cities 
where relatives can join the Church and then introduce the Church to their families and friends at home.

Language Issues

Uganda’s strong emphasis on English as a national language has decreased the need to translate materials into 
additional languages. The use of English in church services has also assisted in uniting members of different 
ethnic groups who speak different languages. As the Church grows in areas of the country outside of the 
capital and Jinja, additional materials will likely be translated into Luganda and other indigenous languages.

Missionary Service

Many Ugandan members serve full-time missions, but the recent increase in the number of full-time mission-
aries assigned to Uganda does not appear to have been commensurate with the increase in the number of local 
members serving missions. Ugandan missionaries commonly serve throughout East Africa and South Africa. 
Emphasis on seminary and institute attendance may increase the number of local members serving full-time 
missions.

Leadership

Leadership in the Kampala area has matured to the point that a stake was created in January 2010, but the 
number of local leaders remains limited and unable to support the organization of additional congregations 
or develop any of the five branches within the boundaries of the stake into wards as of early 2011. Efforts to 
consolidate local leadership may have set back the development of additional leadership manpower from new 
converts. Leadership is likely very limited in northern and eastern Uganda in Gulu, Lira, and Mbale due to 
the Church’s recent establishment in these areas and limited mission training due to the heavy administra-
tive burden of the Uganda Kampala Mission. The mission president living in Uganda has provided Ugandan 
Church members with additional training and support primarily in the Kampala area. Returned full-time 
missionaries will provide a significant source of strength and manpower to maintain and increase the number 
of local church leaders.

Temple

Uganda is assigned to the Johannesburg South Africa Temple district. Temple trips appear to be regularly 
scheduled on a stake or district level, but travel costs and distances make temple attendance unaffordable and 
unfeasible for most. A prospective future LDS temple in Nairobi, Kenya would drastically reduce travel time 
and expenses and may become likely over the medium or long term, but at present, active LDS leadership in 
East Africa is too limited to justify the construction of a temple.

Comparative Growth

LDS membership growth in Uganda was representative of the region until the mid-2000s when the Church 
in Uganda ranked among the most rapidly growing worldwide among countries between 4,000 and 10,000 
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Latter-day Saints. Congregational growth rates continue to lag behind most African nations, and member 
activity rates are among the lowest in the region. The extent of LDS national outreach and the percentage of 
members in the population are comparable to most African nations.

Most Christian churches with strong missionary programs report rapid growth in Uganda. Jehovah’s Witnesses 
reported 4,701 active members in 107 congregations in 2008. The Seventh Day Adventist Church reported 
186,982 members meeting in 806 churches in 2008. Pentecostals have also seen large growth in the last several 
decades. Many other missionary-minded Christians have operated in Uganda for decades longer than the LDS 
Church and adopt more aggressive proselytizing campaigns focused on church planting and utilizing local 
leadership resources.

Future Prospects

Uganda offers abundant opportunities for LDS Church growth due to widespread religious freedom, increasing 
government stability, greater numbers of full-time missionaries assigned to the country, a highly receptive 
population, and excellent opportunities for humanitarian and development projects. Low standards of living, 
leadership training, administration challenges, and low member activity rates present ongoing obstacles. The 
organization of a separate mission for Ethiopia appears likely in the near future and would allow for greater 
numbers of mission resources to be dedicated to Uganda. In early 2011, full-time missionaries reported that 
the number of missionaries allocated to the Uganda Kampala Mission was significantly increased, which may 
lead mission and area leaders to permit the opening of additional cities to missionary work. Kampala remains 
minimally reached by LDS congregations and the prospects for organizing additional congregations in the 
area appear favorable. A second stake may be organized in Kampala in the next decade pending the maturation 
of branches into wards and the organization of additional congregations. Additional branches will likely be 
organized in Gulu in the near future, as church attendance has steadily increased and a district for Gulu and 
Lira may be organized. Additional medium-sized cities such as Kitgum and Soroti may open for missionary 
work.



Zambia

Geography

AREA: 752,618 square km. Landlocked in Southern Africa, Zambia borders Tanzania, Malawi, 
Mozambique, Zimbabwe, Botswana, Namibia, Angola, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. 

Southwestern Zambia consists of plains, and northwestern Zambia contains some mountains. Zambia has a 
tropical climate and experiences a rainy season from October to April. The Zambezi River, one of Southern 
Africa’s longest rivers, originates in Zambia. Several famous waterfalls exist where rivers cascade from high 
plateaus into valleys. Drought and tropical storms are natural hazards. Environmental issues include pollution, 
acid rain, poaching, deforestation, soil erosion, desertification, and fresh water scarcity. Zambia is divided into 
nine administrative provinces.

Peoples

African: 99.5% (Bemba, Tonga, Chewa, Lozi, Nsenga, Tumbuka, Ngoni, Lala, Kaonde, Lunda, and other 
African groups)
Other: 0.5% (Europeans, Asians, and Americans)

Population density is highest in and near urban areas, especially the Copperbelt Province and along the border 
with Zimbabwe. Over seventy different native ethnic groups live in Zambia.993 The Bemba, Chewa and Lunda 
mainly live in northern Zambia. The Tonga, Lozi, and Tumbuka reside in eastern Zambia with many of the 
other largest ethnic groups (Nsenga and Ngoni) found in eastern Zambia. Zambia experiences a high preva-
lence of HIV/AIDS, as 15.2% of the adult population is infected with HIV/AIDS.

Population: 14,309,466 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 3.034% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 5.9 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 51.35 male, 53.83 female (2012)

Languages: Forty-three indigenous languages are spoken in Zambia. English is widely spoken. Bemba 
(30.1%), Nyanja/Chichewa (10.7%), Tonga (10.6%), Lozi (5.7%), Lunda (2.2%), Kaonde (2%), Luvale 
(1.7%), and English (1.7%) are all official. Other widely spoken languages include Chewa (4.9%), Nsenga 
(3.4%), Tumbuka (2.5%), and Lala (2%). Indigenous languages with over one million speakers include Bemba 
(3.3 million) and Tonga (1 million).
Literacy: 80.6% (2003)

History

Several ethnic groups in Zambia established themselves in the country in the centuries prior to European 
exploration in the late 1700s and 1800s. European explorers, such as David Livingstone, arrived in the area 
in the mid-1800s. Zambia became known as Northern Rhodesia in the late 19th century. The South Africa 
Company administered Northern Rhodesia until the British took full control in 1923. Copper mining began 

993 “Zambia,” Wikipedia.org, retrieved 4 April 2011. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zambia
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during this time. In the 1950s, Northern Rhodesia joined Zimbabwe and Malawi to form a federation that 
lasted until independence in 1964. The name Zambia was adopted at independence. Drought and low copper 
prices hurt the economy in the later quarter of the twentieth century. Political instability arose in the 1990s 
after the fall of one-party rule; political and economic stability improved in the 2000s.

Culture

Most Zambian customs and traditions are indigenous to the various Bantu ethnic groups. British coloniza-
tion resulted in multiple tribes living in the same urban area, whereas previously, tribes lived separately. Corn, 
beans, other vegetables, meat, and fish are common foods.994 A 2003 survey found that 16% of married 
women were joined to a polygamous marriage.995 Cigarette and alcohol consumption rates are low comparable 
to the world average.

Economy

GDP per capita: $1,600 (2011) [3.33% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.430
Corruption Index: 3.2 (2011)
Since British colonialism, Zambia has been highly dependent on copper revenues for the growth and stability 
of the economy and vulnerable to copper price fluctuations. The economy of Zambia, as of many other devel-
oping nations, is based primarily on raw materials and agriculture. A focus on education of skilled workers 
and professionals and infrastructure and industry will be necessary to develop the economy. Zambia incurred 
high debt during one-party rule in part due to declining copper prices. In the past decade, the economic situ-
ation in Zambia has improved, with the GDP increasing 6% a year between 2006 and 2008. Government has 
focused on trying to diversify the economy by placing less stress on copper mining. Despite the importance 
of copper mining, 85% of the workforce is employed in agriculture, and 58% of the GDP originates from 
services. Zambia’s imports from South Africa account for over 50% of all imports into the country. Export 
partners are mainly in Africa, Asia and Europe.

Corruption in Zambia is widespread. Government officials show little transparency when working with the 
public and commonly take bribes, especially with land titles. There is little control and confirmation for 
government expenditures.996

Faiths

Christian: 50–75%
Indigenous beliefs: 24–49%
Muslim or Hindu: 1%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 3,000,000
Seventh Day Adventists 747,539 2,023
Jehovah’s Witnesses 161,974 2,388
Latter-day Saints 3,044 12

994 “Zambia,” Wikipedia.org, retrieved 4 April 2011. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zambia

995 “Zambia,” Social Institutions and Gender Index, retrieved 4 April 2011. http://genderindex.org/country/zambia

996 “Zambia,” 2011 Index of Economic Freedom, retrieved 4 April 2011. http://www.heritage.org/Index/Country/Zambia
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Religion

During the colonial era, the British brought Christianity to Zambia. Ethnic groups previously followed 
indigenous religious. Christians constitute the majority, although syncretism occurs between Christian and 
indigenous beliefs. Catholics have the largest number of members. There are many Pentecostal and evangelical 
churches. The Seventh Day Adventist Church forms a large minority, claiming 10% of the population in 
southern areas. Muslims form a small minority mainly found in urban areas. A small Jewish community also 
exists in the country.

Religious Freedom

The constitution protects religious freedom, which is upheld by the government. Several Christian holidays 
are recognized national holidays. Religious groups must register with the government to operate. To register, 
a religious group must demonstrate the ability to maintain law and order, hold a system of beliefs consistent 
with the constitution, and possess a unique name. Unregistered religious groups may be fined and impris-
oned. There have been no recent reports of religious groups being denied registration. Christian instruction 
is required in public schools. There have been no recent instances of societal abuse of religious freedom.997

Major Cities

Urban: 35%
Lusaka, Ndola, Kitwe, Kabwe, Chingola, Mufulira, Luanshya, Livingstone, Kasama, Chipata.
Cities listed in bold have no LDS congregations.

Five of the ten largest cities have an LDS congregation. Twenty-five percent (25%) of the population resides 
in the ten most populous cities.

LDS History

The Church had a missionary presence in the Copperbelt Province of northern Zambia in the 1960s, but this 
presence was discontinued later in the decade.998 The first Zambians joined the Church outside of their home 
country. President Vern Marble from the Zimbabwe Harare Mission traveled to Zambia in 1991 to look for 
a couple who had been baptized and was reportedly living in the country. President Marble found the couple 
who had been baptized in England, which facilitated the Church’s establishment in Zambia. Missionary work 
began with the arrival of a senior missionary couple in April 1992. The Church was formally registered with 
the government the following July. In August, Zambia was dedicated for missionary work by Elder Russell M. 
Nelson. The seminary program began in 1995. Zambia remained assigned to the Zimbabwe Harare Mission 
until 2011 when the Church organized the Zambia Lusaka Mission to administer Zambia and Malawi. 
Zambia is assigned to the Africa Southeast Area.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 3,044 (2012)
In 1992, there were fifty-four attending church meetings; a large increase from the less than ten in September 

997 “Zambia,” International Religious Freedom Report 2010, 17 November 2010. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2010/148728.htm

998 “Branches organized in Zambia,” LDS Church News, 4 January 2003. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/43043/
Branches-organized-in-Zambia.html



Zambia	 631

1991.999 By the end of 1992 there were approximately one hundred Latter-day Saints.1000 Membership 
increased to 500 in 1997 and 725 in 2000. Moderate membership growth occurred in the 2000s as member-
ship climbed to 951 in 2002, 1,442 in 2004, 1,905 in 2006, and 2,237 in 2008. Annual membership growth 
rates during the 2000s ranged from a high of 25% in 2003 to a low of 6.7% in 2008. Membership generally 
increases by 100 to 300 members a year. Additional congregations opening throughout Lusaka and Copperbelt 
Province to missionary work in 2002 helped to increase membership growth rates in the mid-2000s. In 2009, 
one in 6,205 was LDS.

Congregational Growth

Branches: 12 Groups: 1 (2012)
The first branch was organized in Lusaka in July 1992. A second branch was organized in Lusaka, named 
the Libala Branch, around 1997. By the end of 2000, there were four branches in Zambia. The number of 
congregations in Zambia increased rapidly in the early 2000s, from four in 2001 to ten by year-end 2003. The 
first district was organized in Lusaka in 2003. Branches totaled five in the district in September 2003.1001 Two 
additional branches were organized in Lusaka, numbering seven by 2006. Three branches were established in 
the Copperbelt Province in the cities of Kitwe, Luanshya, and Ndola in 2002.1002 These branches were united 
into a district in 2005 named the Kitwe Zambia District. An additional branch in Zambia, named the Zambia 
Branch, functioned for a number of years during the 2000s and was discontinued in 2009. This branch likely 
included several groups or members living in remote cities around the country. Missionaries serving in the 
Copperbelt Province in 2009 reported that a group was meeting in Kawama, on the outskirts of Mufulira, 
located twenty miles north of Kitwe. Kawama became a branch in 2011. A group began meeting in Bauleni, 
Lusaka in 2011.

Activity and Retention

The average number of members per congregation remains almost unchanged during the 2000s, increasing 
from 195 to 203 between 2000 and 2008. Shortly after the three branches were created in the Copperbelt 
Province in 2002, there were reported to be around 160 attending Sunday meetings among the three 
branches.1003 A missionary serving in the Libala Branch in Lusaka reported in 2007 that sacrament attendance 
averaged around forty people. Considering this was one of the smallest branches in Zambia, active member-
ship in Zambia likely stands at an average of seventy-five per branch, or 750. Activity rates may be as low as 
30% nationwide.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: English.
Church materials are available in two indigenous languages in Zambia. Bemba translations for Church mate-
rials are limited to Gospel Principles and the Testimony of the Prophet Joseph Smith. Nyanja (Chichewa) only has 
the Testimony of the Prophet Joseph Smith translated. The Church likely conducts church meetings in the most 
widely spoken languages of English, Bemba and Nyanja due to these languages often used in urban settings. 

999 Mostert, Mary. “Prayers of dedication offered on 4 nations in central, southern Africa,” LDS Church News, 26 September 
1992. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/22452/Prayers-of-dedication-offered-on-4-nations-in-central-southern—
Africa.html

1000 “Zambia,” Country Profile, 18 October 2010. http://newsroom.lds.org/country/zambia 

1001 “Fireside focuses on family history,” LDS Church News, 6 September 2003. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/44294/Fireside-focuses-on-family-history.html

1002 “Branches organized in Zambia,” LDS Church News, 4 January 2003. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/43043/
Branches-organized-in-Zambia.html

1003 “Branches organized in Zambia,” LDS Church News, 4 January 2003. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/43043/
Branches-organized-in-Zambia.html
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Furthermore, the Church has also established itself in Lusaka and the Copperbelt Province, which is where 
Bemba and Nyanja are most spoken. English is likely used most often when various ethnic groups meet in the 
same congregation.

Meetinghouses

The first meetinghouse was dedicated in Lusaka in 1998.1004 Most meetinghouses in Zambia are renovated 
buildings or rented spaces.

Public Health

Living conditions in Zambia are poor and result in inadequate health care. Large numbers of Zambians are 
infected with HIV. Those who join the Church and have HIV/AIDS are less able to build the Church in the 
long term due to the disease significantly shortening their lifespan. Tropical diseases are endemic and health 
care infrastructure is poor.

Humanitarian and Development Work

The Perpetual Education Fund became available in Zambia in late 2009. The first ten applicants were returned 
missionaries.1005 LDS Humanitarian and development assistance has been limited to donating school and 
hygiene kits to the needy in Lusaka.1006

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

Zambia has enjoyed religious freedom and stability that many African nations lack. Other Christian denomi-
nations have taken advantage of this opportunity to preach and gain large numbers of converts.

Cultural Issues

Polygamy is a common practice in Zambia and is legally recognized, with 16% of women involved in its 
practice.1007 Participants in polygamous marriage can join the Church only after divorce. These challenges 
include establishing full-member families and assisting with the temporal welfare for members in need. 
Syncretism between Christianity and indigenous beliefs is common. Due to poverty and interest in religion, 
many churches in Zambia have seen increases in membership.

National Outreach

Twenty percent (20%) of the national population resides in cities with an LDS congregation. Only two of 
Zambia’s nine provinces have a Church presence. In the Lusaka and Copperbelt Provinces, the Church is 
only established in the largest cities. No independent branch operates in any city with fewer than 100,000 
inhabitants. Additional groups or dependent branches may exist in areas of Zambia that are not reported by 

1004 “Zambia,” Country Profile, 18 October 2010. http://newsroom.lds.org/country/zambia 

1005 “Perpetual Education Fund benefits Zambia returned Mormon missionaries,” LDS Church News, 4 November 2009. 
http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/58173/Perpetual-Education-Fund-benefits-Zambia-returned-Mormon-missionaries.
html

1006 “Projects—Zambia,” Humanitarian Activities Worldwide, retrieved 4 April 2011. http://www.providentliving.org/
project/0,13501,4607–1–2008–158,00.html

1007 “Zambia,” Social Institutions and Gender Index, retrieved 4 April 2011. http://genderindex.org/country/zambia 
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the Church. Only the Copperbelt Province has had the Church actively open additional cities to missionary 
work in the past decade. Low levels of national outreach are linked to few missionary resources dedicated 
to Zambia, as the LDS Church in Zambia in the past has depended on the Zimbabwe Harare Mission for 
outreach, which shared mission resources with Zimbabwe and Malawi. Implementing a centers-of-strength 
approach to proselytism and missionary work has contributed to a lack of progression expanding national 
outreach in recent years. The formation of the Zambia Lusaka Mission in 2011 will allocate greater numbers 
of missionary resources and increase prospects of additional cities opening for missionary work. Additional 
congregations will likely be established in lesser-reached communities in cities with an LDS presence in the 
Copperbelt Province.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Membership activity and retention appear to be problematic in Zambia, considering that the branches in 
Lusaka were not united into a district until 2003 when membership was nearly 1,000. Due to most Church 
members residing in Lusaka, much of Zambia’s member activity and convert retention reflects member activity 
and convert retention in Lusaka. Rapid membership growth in Zambia has occurred in tandem with increases 
in congregational growth nonetheless, indicating some maturation of new converts into local leadership posi-
tions. The lack of any new branch organizations in Zambia since 2006 points toward low convert retention 
and a lack of self-sufficiency.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

Integration of members of different ethnic groups into church congregations has not posed major difficulties 
due to the widespread use of English and fewer ethnic tensions than in some other African nations.

Language Issues

Church services are mainly held in English, which appears to be adequate for current membership. Growth to 
date has been confined to just two provinces, and some language issues may arise when proselyting begins in 
ethnically diverse provinces where fewer people speak English. The Church can benefit from high literacy in 
Zambia for developing greater independence and leadership among its members.

Additional church materials may be likely to be translated into Bemba and Nyanja, as these languages are the 
most widely spoken where the Church is currently established in Zambia. As membership growth and leader-
ship development continues, branches may be divided to address the language needs in areas of Lusaka or the 
Copperbelt Province. Many Zambian members are fluent in their native languages and English, which would 
facilitate the translation process for additional Church materials and scriptures.

Missionary Service

Two or three dozen full-time missionaries appeared to be serving in Zambia in early 2011. By 2009, ten 
missionaries were serving in the Copperbelt Province. Local members regularly serve full-time missions 
throughout Africa and appear close to being self-sufficient in staffing their local missionary needs.

Leadership

Strong local leadership is present in the two districts in Zambia. Many Zambians have served missions and 
later returned to serve in leadership positions in their local branches. Additional Zambian returned mission-
aries will likely expedite the creation of a stake in Lusaka. Leadership development in Zambia appears limited 
due to its past isolation from mission headquarters in Harare, Zimbabwe. Visits from mission leadership are 
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also divided with Malawi and Zimbabwe, the latter which has much larger membership and missionary effort. 
Senior couples serving in Zambia likely contribute to training and support Zambian membership and leader-
ship. Isolation from mission headquarters appears to have increased self-reliance in some congregations.

Temple

Zambia is assigned to the Johannesburg South Africa Temple District. Although closer than many other coun-
tries in the temple district, Zambian members of the Church have limited opportunities to visit the temple. 
No temple excursions were reported to occur regularly by missionaries serving in Zambia, although this does 
not indicate that they do not exist. Neighboring Zimbabwe appears as a likely possibility for a future temple 
due to the size and activity of LDS membership in that nation. A temple in Zimbabwe would likely allow for 
greater numbers of Zambians with closer, more feasible, and frequent access to a temple.

Comparative Growth

Zambia rests in the middle of the spectrum for church growth in African nations opened to missionary work 
in the early 1990s. Some nations have experienced slower growth, such as Botswana, which in late 2008 had 
about 1,000 fewer members than Zambia and five congregations. Other nations have experienced more rapid 
growth, such as the Republic of Congo, which grew to over 4,000 members in fourteen congregations in 2008.

Jehovah’s Witnesses and Seventh Day Adventists have experienced some of the strongest growth in Africa in 
Zambia. Seventh Day Adventists report that areas with the highest percentages of membership are south of 
Lusaka and between the Copperbelt and Lusaka, with up to 10% of the population belonging to the Adventist 
Church in some areas. Strong growth has occurred in these and other Christian denominations due to reli-
gious freedom and interest among Zambians in Christianity.

Stronger LDS growth has not occurred in Zambia due to low resource allocation, as mission resources were 
divided among the three nations of the Zimbabwe Harare Mission before the organization of the Zambia 
Lusaka Mission, with Zimbabwe receiving the majority of resources, missionary manpower, and attention 
from mission and area leaders. Widespread syncretism between Christianity and indigenous beliefs presents 
challenges for proselytism, and LDS outreach in Zambia has been cautious to ensure that new members are 
adequately pastored. Strong membership growth in most denominations reflects high local receptivity.

Future Prospects

The LDS Church has the potential to grow much more rapidly in Zambia due to the establishment of a 
membership and leadership base to nurture and fellowship additional converts. The Lusaka Zambia District 
will likely become a stake in the coming years when membership and leadership are able to meet the require-
ments. The district in late 2009 had enough congregations to become a stake but may be lacking in total 
membership or member activity, as no new congregations had been created in the city since 2006. In coming 
years, additional cities will likely be opened for missionary work with the recent organization of the new 
mission, especially in the Copperbelt Province, as several large cities without missionaries are in close prox-
imity to established church centers. Likely candidates for future missionary efforts include Chililabombwe, 
Chingola, and Mufulira in the Copperbelt Province and Kabwe, between Lusaka and the Copperbelt.
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Zimbabwe

Geography

AREA: 390,757 square km. Nicknamed the breadbasket of Africa, Zimbabwe is landlocked in Southern 
Africa and borders Mozambique, South Africa, Botswana, and Zambia. Most of Zimbabwe has a tropical 

climate modified by high plateaus and some mountains near the border with Mozambique. The Zambezi 
River divides Zimbabwe and Zambia. Drought is a natural hazard. Environmental issues include deforesta-
tion, erosion, pollution, poaching, and inefficient mining practices. Zimbabwe is administratively divided 
into eight provinces and two cities with provincial status.

Peoples

Shona: 82%
Ndebele: 14%
Other African: 2%
Mixed African and Asian: 1%
White: less than 1%

The majority of Zimbabweans are Shona. Ndebele are concentrated in the southwest in and around the city of 
Bulawayo. Other African and non-African groups mainly come from other nations for employment.

Population: 12,619,600 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 4.357% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 3.61 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 51.95 male, 51.68 female (2012)

Languages: Shona (81.6%), Ndebele (11.8%), English (1.9%), other (4.7%). English is the official language 
and Shona is the national language. Kalanga, Manyika, and Ndau are most spoken among minority ethnic 
groups. Native languages with more than one million speakers include Shona (10.7 million) and Ndebele 
(1.55 million).
Literacy: 90.7% (2003)

History

Zimbabwe was the site of several ancient kingdoms between the birth of Christ and the arrival of Europeans in 
the late nineteenth century. The British South African Company controlled and colonized the area, which was 
given the name Southern Rhodesia after the British colonist Cecil Rhodes. Southern Rhodesia was combined 
with Northern Rhodesia (present day Zambia) and Nyasaland (present day Malawi) to create the Federation 
of Rhodesia and Nyasaland in 1953. Independence from Great Britain was declared in 1965 but not recog-
nized until 1980. British colonists who remained in the country played a key role in the independence 
movement from the United Kingdom. Robert Mugabe came to power in 1987, bringing Zimbabwe into 
deeper poverty and economic disaster resulting from failed economic policies and land redistribution. Many 
of the white colonists fled the country due to increased persecution and property confiscation by the regime. 
Voting fraud in presidential elections in the 2000s was heavily condemned by the international community. 
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Morgan Tsvangirai ran for president in 2002 and again in 2008 in opposition to President Mugabe. In 2008, 
Tsvangirai gained a plurality of the vote, but Mugabe refused to give up his power. In 2009, a deal was reached 
in which Mugabe retained his presidency and Tsvangirai became prime minister.

Culture

Zimbabwe maintains much of its African heritage and adopts some British customs due to colonization. Tea 
is served in the morning and late afternoon. Polygamy may be practiced by as much as 75% of the popula-
tion.1008 The Shona are known for sculpting large statutes of the gods worshipped by indigenous religions. 
Cigarette consumption rates are among the lowest worldwide, whereas alcohol consumption rates are lower 
than the world average.

Economy

GDP per capita: $500 (2010) [1.04% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.376
Corruption Index: 2.2 (2011)
Zimbabwe has experienced extreme instability in the economy due to hastily executed land reforms, widespread 
corruption, and unsound policies leading to the failure of the Zimbabwean Dollar. Zimbabwe has become one 
of the neediest countries in the world despite being once one of the most agriculturally productive countries 
in southern Africa. The GDP of Zimbabwe has experienced accelerating decline in recent years, plummeting 
14.4% in 2008. The 2008 inflation rate was 11.2 million percent, and unemployment was estimated at 80% 
in 2005. Services make up the greatest percentage of the Zimbabwe’s GDP, whereas most Zimbabweans work 
in agriculture. Zimbabwe overwhelmingly receives imports from South Africa. Most exports are to South 
Africa, other neighboring African countries, Eastern Asia, and Europe.

Corruption is perceived as widespread and infiltrates all areas of society. Human trafficking for the purposes of 
commercial sexual exploitation and forced labor is a major concern. Zimbabwe remains highly vulnerable to 
continued and worsening conditions for human trafficking due to political and societal instability. Zimbabwe 
is a transshipment point for some illicit drugs.

Faiths

Syncretic Christian and Indigenous Beliefs: 50%
Christian: 25%
Indigenous beliefs: 24%
Muslim and Other: 1%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Pentecostal/Evangelical 5,000,000
Catholic 4,000,000
Anglicans/Methodists/Presbyterians 2,000,000
Seventh Day Adventists 679,849 1,324
Jehovah’s Witnesses 39,005 997
Latter-day Saints 23,117 60

1008 “Zimbabwe,” Social Institutions and Gender Index, retrieved 11 May 2011. http://genderindex.org/country/zimbabwe
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Religion

Indigenous beliefs are highly syncretized with Christianity. Christians may account for as many as 84% of the 
population according to some estimates. Many Christian denominations have grown rapidly in Zimbabwe in 
the last few decades. Christian churches are more visible in urban areas whereas indigenous beliefs are stronger 
in rural areas. Muslims account for fewer than 1% of the population and consist principally of Mozambican 
and Malawian immigrants.1009

Religious Freedom

Religious freedom is protected by the constitution and is generally upheld by the government. Religious leaders 
critical of the current government have suffered harassment in recent years. The law states that witchcraft is 
a crime, but prosecution is inconsistent. Religious groups are not required to register with the government to 
operate and may apply for tax-exempt status. Christian prayers are commonly offered in public schools. In 
recent years, the government has viewed some Christian missionary groups suspiciously if they had suspected 
political affiliations. There have been recent instances of local police disrupting the religious freedom of some 
Christian denominations, particularly Anglicans.1010

Major Cities

Urban: 37%
Harare, Bulawayo, Chitungwiza, Mutare, Gweru, Epworth, Kwekwe, Kadoma, Masvingo, Marondera

All ten of the largest cities have an LDS congregation. Thirty-one percent (31%) of the national population 
resides in the ten most populous cities.

LDS History

Missionary work in Zimbabwe began as early as 1930 and was followed by sporadic visits until 1950 when 
eight missionaries were assigned to work in Salisbury [Harare] and Bulawayo. The first member joined the 
Church in Zimbabwe in 1951,1011 and the first African member joined in 1965. Zimbabwean membership did 
not become predominantly black until after the revelation on extending the priesthood and other blessings to 
all men in 1978.1012 The Zimbabwe Harare Mission was created in 1987 from the South Africa Johannesburg 
Mission. President George T. Brooks of the Zimbabwe Harare Mission was killed in a car accident and his 
wife was critically injured in 1990.1013 Zimbabwe was dedicated for missionary work by Elder James E. Faust 
in October 1991.1014 LDS apostle Elder Russell M. Nelson visited in 2004. Elder Jeffrey R. Holland visited 
the Mutare Zimbabwe District Conference in the fall of 2009.1015 Zimbabwe has been assigned to the Africa 
Southeast Area since 1998.

1009 “Zimbabwe,” International Religious Freedom Report 2010, 17 November 2010. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2010/148729.htm

1010 “Zimbabwe,” International Religious Freedom Report 2010, 17 November 2010. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2010/148729.htm

1011 “Zimbabwe,” Country Profile, retrieved 11 May 2011. http://newsroom.lds.org/country/zimbabwe

1012 Fidel, Steve. “Zimbabwe pioneers take front row seats at historic occasion,” LDS Church News, 28 February 1998. http://
www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/30651/Zimbabwe-pioneers-take-front-row-seats-at-historic-occasion.html

1013 “Mission president in Zimbabwe killed, wife injured in car accident,” LDS Church News, 4 August 1990. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/20363/Mission-president-in-Zimbabwe-killed-wife-injured-in-car-accident.html

1014 “Three nations dedicated in Africa,” LDS Church News, 23 November 1991. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/21541/
Three-nations-dedicated-in-Africa.html

1015 “Dedication blesses two African nations,” LDS Church News, 5 September 2009. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/57850/Dedication-blesses-two-African-nations.html
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Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 23,117 (2012)
Church membership grew slowly during the first several decades of an LDS presence, increasing from 345 in 
1971 to 657 in 1983. Membership growth accelerated in the 1980s and 1990s, as there were 1,300 members 
in 1987, 5,300 in 1993, 7,400 in 1997, and 8,923 in 2000.

Membership growth continued in the 2000s despite many Zimbabweans leaving the country due to the 
unstable political and economic situation. Many Zimbabwean members immigrated to South Africa.1016 
Membership increased to 10,655 in 2002, 14,561 in 2004, 16,240 in 2006, 17,241 in 2008, and 18,549 in 
2010. Annual membership growth rates in the 2000s varied from a high of 18.4% in 2003 to a low of 1.6% 
in 2008 but generally ranged from 4%–10%. In 2010, one in 651 was LDS.

Congregational Growth

Wards: 31 Branches: 29 Groups: 2+ (April 2013)
There were six branches in 1987. The number of branches increased to twenty-four in 1993 and decreased 
to twenty-three in 1997. During the mid-1990s, there were two districts operating in Harare and Bulawayo. 
The first stake in Zimbabwe was the Harare Zimbabwe Stake and was organized in 1999. The stake included 
the following five wards and two branches: the Glenview, Highlands, Mabelreign, Marimba Park, and Tafara 
Wards and the Highfield and Mbare Branches. At the end of 2000 there were five wards and twenty-three 
branches for a total of twenty-eight congregations. In 2001, the Bulawayo Zimbabwe District had six branches.

In 2000, an additional district was created in Mutare. The following year, the Mutare Zimbabwe District 
had five branches in the city.1017 In 2001, mission branches operated in Bindura, Enterprise, Gweru (Gweru, 
Mboka 2nd, Mboka 3rd), Kadoma, Kwe Kwe, Marondera, and Masvingo. A third district was organized in 
Gweru in 2003 from around half a dozen branches in-between Bulawayo and Harare. In 2005, a second 
Zimbabwean stake was organized in Bulawayo, and in 2008, the third stake was organized in Harare from a 
division of the Harare Zimbabwe Stake. During the 2000s, congregational growth trends fluctuated, as there 
were twenty-six units in 2001, twenty-nine in 2002, thirty-four in 2003, forty-two in 2004, forty-nine in 
2005, forty-five in 2006, forty-four in 2008, and forty-seven in 2009. Declining numbers of congregations 
during some years in the 2000s resulted from efforts to consolidate branches to form larger congregations in 
anticipation of creating wards in stakes. Emigration of active members and convert retention problems were 
additional causes. In 2009, three new branches were organized in Harare, Bulawayo), and Bindura. There 
were forty-eight units in 2010 and forty-seven in early 2011. In 2011, the Gweru Zimbabwe District became 
a stake, and mission branches operated in Bindura (3), Kadoma, Marondera, and Masvingo. In 2012, the 
Bindura Zimbabwe District was organized with four branches.

Activity and Retention

Large meetings have historically been well attended. Over 200 members and investigators attended the dedi-
cation of the country for missionary work in 1991. When President Hinckley visited and spoke to members 
in Zimbabwe in 1998, 1,500 attended.1018 In 2004, nearly 2,400 members from the Harare Zimbabwe Stake 

1016 Hart, John L. “Durban, South Africa,” LDS Church News, 6 June 1998. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/31359/
Durban-South-Africa.html

1017 “New stake presidencies,” LDS Church News, 22 January 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/37069/
New-stake-presidencies.html

1018 Fidel, Steve. “Zimbabwe pioneers take front row seats at historic occasion,” LDS Church News, 28 February 1998. http://
www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/30651/Zimbabwe-pioneers-take-front-row-seats-at-historic-occasion.html
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attended a stake conference with Elder Nelson.1019 Activity rates in Zimbabwe overall appear higher than most 
African nations but likely differ from city to city. When Elder Nelson visited members in the Harare Zimbabwe 
Stake Conference in 2004, turnout was equivalent to 74% of the stake’s membership. If this percentage of 
membership were active throughout Zimbabwe, active membership may be as high as 13,000. However, the 
average number of members per congregation increased from 319 to 386 between 2000 and 2010, indicating 
challenges maintaining convert retention rates. 1,581 were enrolled in seminary and institute during the 
2009–2010 school year. The consolidation of several branches in the Mutare Zimbabwe District in 2006 may 
indicate that retention and inactivity problems or member emigration prevented the continued operation 
of the branches. Political instability and economic collapse seem to have most strongly affected activity and 
retention through the emigration of active membership and leadership, particularly to South Africa. Most 
wards appeared to have between 100 and 200 active members in early 2011, whereas most branches likely 
had between fifty and one hundred active members. Nationwide active membership is estimated at 6,000, or 
30%–35% of total church membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: English, Shona.
A limited number of church materials and all LDS scriptures are translated into Shona. Sections from the 
Book of Mormon were translated into Shona in 1988, and the full book was translated in 1999. Hymns, Relief 
Society, priesthood, and Sunday School materials are also available in Shona. Only the Testimony of the Prophet 
Joseph Smith and the Articles of Faith are available in Ndebele.

Meetinghouses

A Church-owned meetinghouse is situated next to the mission home for the Zimbabwe Harare Mission. 
Some stake conferences in the past have been held in large rented meeting halls due to the lack of a large 
enough building to accommodate church membership into one body. Other meeting places include a mixture 
of church-built meetinghouses, renovated buildings used as chapels, and rented spaces for newer or smaller 
congregations.

Health and Safety

Tropical diseases including malaria are endemic, and health care infrastructure is poor. Clean water and sani-
tary food may be unavailable in areas. Violence from political turmoil threatens missionary activities. Mission 
president deaths in Africa in 1990 and 2007 from car accidents indicate danger in driving from poorly main-
tained roadways, reckless driving and lax traffic regulations. Corrupt law enforcement sometimes demands 
bribes for passage. The Church has been reluctant to send more missionaries to Zimbabwe due to health and 
safety issues.

Humanitarian and Development Work

Humanitarian work has been conducted by the Church in Zimbabwe for many years. In 1988, members in 
the Eastern United States donated over 100,000 books to Zimbabwe.1020 Latter-day Saint Charities worked 
with other aid organizations in literacy and development projects in the 1990s.1021 When flooding struck 

1019 Stahle, Shaun D. “Growing strength among members in Africa,” LDS Church News, 4 December 2004. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/46547/Growing-strength-among-members-in-Africa.html

1020 “Stacks of books bound for Africa,” LDS Church News, 26 March 1988. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/17937/
Stacks-of-books-bound-for-Africa.html

1021 Dockstader, Julie A. “Lifetime of literacy manifest through service,” LDS Church News, 17 July 1999. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/36074/Lifetime-of-literacy-manifest-through-service.html
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the region in 2000 the Church sent 1.3 million U.S. dollars’ worth in aid supplies to Mozambique and 
Zimbabwe.1022 Additional aid was sent in 2002.1023 The Church has concentrated on building Zimbabweans’ 
self-reliance and employment opportunities through employment workshops and community gardens.1024 
This has resulted with Zimbabwean members involved in starting their own businesses and contributing 
to the country’s economic development on a local level.1025 The Church donated 500 wheelchairs to the 
Zimbabwean government in 2004.1026 The Church held a luncheon meeting for Zimbabwean government 
official to introduce LDS beliefs to them and explain the different humanitarian programs undertaken in the 
country in 2009.1027

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

No government regulations limit or restrict proselyting; however, proselyting experiences some de facto limita-
tions due to instability and safety issues.

Cultural Issues

Overall, Zimbabweans are receptive to the LDS Church and other missionary-oriented Christian groups due 
to the acceptance of Christianity and interest in religion exhibited by society. Declining LDS membership 
growth in the late 2000s appeared due to economic and political turmoil resulting in the emigration of active 
members. Many Zimbabweans have moved to South Africa for better living conditions. Decreased emphasis 
on proselytism and greater focus on meeting temporal needs through community gardens and employment 
workshops may also be a reason for declining membership growth. Efforts to expand LDS national outreach 
have likely been deterred due to doctrinal integrity challenges in view of the high amount of syncretism 
between indigenous beliefs and Christianity. Most of Zimbabwean Christians retain many of their indigenous 
beliefs, some of which conflict with Church teachings. The Shona place much emphasis on their ancestors and 
use alcohol in ceremonies,1028 which oppose LDS teachings. At present, LDS outreach is almost completely 
limited to urban areas where the practice of indigenous beliefs is less common. Those engaged in a polyga-
mous relationship must end these relations in divorce prior and be interviewed by a member of the mission 
presidency in order to be considered for baptism.

National Outreach

Zimbabwe experiences moderate LDS mission outreach, as one LDS mission services twelve million people, 
and all ten of the most populous cities have an LDS congregation. Twenty-eight percent (28%) of the national 
population resides in a city with an LDS congregation. Of the eight administrative provinces in Zimbabwe, 

1022 Dockstader, Julie A. “Church ships flood aid to Africa,” LDS Church News, 11 March 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/37312/Church-ships-flood-aid-to-Africa.html

1023 “$1 million donation to relieve suffering in Africa,” LDS Church News, 27 July 2002. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/42179/1-million-donation-to-relieve-suffering-in-Africa.html

1024 Jensen, Elder Karl S.; Jensen, Sister Dixie. “Self-employment workshops help participants find success,” LDS Church 
News, 21 August 2004. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/46024/Self-employment-workshops-help-participants-find-
success.html 

1025 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Teaching principles of provident living,” LDS Church News, 21 August 2004. http://www.ldschurch-
news.com/articles/46015/Teaching-principles-of-provident-living.html

1026 “Donating wheelchairs to Zimbabwe,” LDS Church News, 16 October 2004. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/46359/Donating-wheelchairs-to-Zimbabwe.html

1027 Jackson, Elder Eric. “Forming friendships with government officials in Africa,” LDS Church News, 28 August 2009. http://
www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/57832/Forming-friendships-with-government-officials-in-Africa.html

1028 “Shona—Religion and Expressive Culture,” Countries and Their Cultures, retrieved 11 May 2011. http://www.everyculture.
com/Africa-Middle-East/Shona-Religion-and-Expressive-Culture.html
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only Matabeleland North and South Provinces, with a combined population of 1.35 million, or about 12% of 
the population, do not have a church presence. Masvingo Province in southeastern Zimbabwe has 1.3 million 
inhabitants but only one LDS congregation in the provincial capital of Masvingo. These three provinces have 
a nonexistent or extremely limited church presence, likely due to their small, predominately rural populations 
and distance from mission headquarters in Harare. Other Zimbabwean provinces have a greater church pres-
ence but contain vast rural areas without a congregation. As of mid-2011, there were no independent LDS 
congregations operating in rural areas populated by 63% of the national population.

Doctrinal integrity concerns, transportation issues, low standards of living, missionary resources focusing on 
districts becoming stakes, and severe economic and political instability have contributed to the lack of LDS 
outreach in rural areas and no additional cities opening for missionary work since the early 2000s. Emigration 
of active members and local leaders has further challenged efforts to expand national outreach, as mission 
leadership has needed to tend to fill empty leadership positions created by emigration. Progress has occurred 
expanding outreach in Harare and Bulawayo in recent years, as additional congregations have been organized 
in lesser-reached areas of these cities. Forming dependent branches and groups in these locations may facilitate 
congregational growth over the long term.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Member activity appears highest in the cities of Harare and Bulawayo, as both have stakes, and high attendance 
has been reported at stake conferences in Harare over the past decade. The displacement of many members 
as a result of political and economic turmoil and difficulty finding lost members appear to be the primary 
causes of member activity and convert retention problems today. Overall, pre-baptismal teaching, fellowship-
ping, and member missionary efforts appear adequate and do not appear to have adversely affected activity 
rates. Inactivity and poor convert retention appear more prevalent in areas where local leadership is less devel-
oped and is a reason why the Mutare Zimbabwe District has not matured into a stake. The organization of 
additional congregations closer to members’ homes may improve activity rates and accelerate congregational 
growth. The number of members enrolled in seminary and institute in the late 2000s was stable and did not 
increase commensurately with membership growth, possibly indicating some convert retention challenges.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

Tensions exist between the Ndebele in western Zimbabwe and the Shona. The Shona majority often discrimi-
nates against the Ndebele, especially in government affairs. The Ndebele desire greater autonomy over the 
areas in which they live. Despite British colonialism that lasted in the region for nearly a century, these two 
ethnic groups have had little assimilation. Violence between the Shona and Ndebele was most extreme in the 
1980s following official independence when the government became dominated by the Shona majority.1029 
Congregations of Shona and Ndebele members are usually segregated due to differences in language and loca-
tion. Most Ndebele members live in Bulawayo and have little association with Shona members. Differences 
in language and location lessen the demands on the Church for integrating these rival ethnic groups into 
the same congregation. It does not appear that ethnic differences have presented significant fellowshipping 
problems in an ecclesiastical setting. Other smaller ethnic groups do not appear to have as much conflict as 
the Shona and Ndebele. The Church has not had many members from smaller ethnic groups due to their 
geographical isolation and small numbers.

Language Issues

The majority of Zimbabweans speak Shona, Ndebele, and English. The small number of widely-spoken 

1029 “Assessment for Ndebele in Zimbabwe,” Refworld, retrieved 11 May 2011. http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/country,,MARP,,Z
WE,,469f3aeb14,0.html
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languages greatly simplifies missionary work in the native languages compared to many other African nations. 
Many Zimbabwean congregations have meetings conducted in Shona and English or in Bulawayo, Ndebele, 
and English.

Few Church materials and no LDS scriptures are available in Ndebele. Since the Bulawayo Zimbabwe Stake 
has many speakers of Ndebele, additional translations may be produced in the future. Additional church 
materials in Ndebele could facilitate the Church’s establishment in unreached Matabeleland North and South 
Provinces. Other minority languages, such as Kalanga, Manyika, and Ndau, have under a million speakers 
each. These languages will likely not have translations of church materials until membership grows in greater 
numbers and among native speakers.

Missionary Service

The LDS Church Zimbabwe is self-sufficient in staffing its local missionary needs and is a significant source 
of African missionaries for the Africa Southeast Area. The first Zimbabwean senior couple missionaries were 
called to serve in 2000. The senior couple had served in various leadership positions in the Church and 
had established a family that actively participated in Church meetings and leadership.1030 Missionaries from 
Zimbabwe began receiving training in the Brazil MTC in 2005.1031 Non-African missionaries continue to 
serve in Zimbabwe despite political instability and economic collapse. Local leadership appears instrumental 
in preparing youth and young adults for serving full-time missions and is a model to other African nations that 
struggle to meet their own missionary needs.

Leadership

When Elder Nelson visited in late 2004, over 250 attended the priesthood session of the Harare Stake 
Conference.1032 This indicates that there are a large number of Zimbabwean men actively involved in the 
Church, at least in the Harare stakes. Missionaries serving in South Africa have noted that many Zimbabwean 
members and leaders have left the country due to instability. Some of these members served in church leader-
ship in Zimbabwe, indicating that the local church may suffer from strong, active members regularly leaving 
to find better living conditions in South Africa. Notwithstanding persistent economic challenges, the LDS 
Church in Zimbabwe is able to support four stakes with fewer than 20,000 members nationwide. Returned 
missionaries appear to comprise a significant portion of local leadership.

Welfare

Church growth and expansion are often limited when people do not have basic humanitarian needs met. 
Challenges with self-reliance and employment have not only limited membership growth but also member 
retention and spiritual growth. In order to maintain doctrinal integrity and assist in local leadership devel-
opment, the first stake presidents in Harare and Bulawayo were both employed by teaching seminary and 
institute. Their counselors were employed elsewhere. Friction may exist between leaders employed by the 
Church and unemployed members. The Church addresses difficult economic conditions by emphasizing 
education, planting community gardens, and organizing employment workshops.

1030 “Couple’s talents fit varied needs of mission, country,” LDS Church News, 24 February 2001. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/39391/Couples-talents-fit-varied-needs-of-mission-country.html

1031 Soli, Ana Claudia. “‘Happiest place’ is Brazil’s MTC,” LDS Church News, 7 January 2006. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/48352/Happiest-place-is-Brazils-MTC.html

1032 “Donating wheelchairs to Zimbabwe,” LDS Church News, 16 October 2004. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/46359/Donating-wheelchairs-to-Zimbabwe.html
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Temple

Zimbabwe is assigned to the Johannesburg South Africa Temple District, and temple excursions have periodi-
cally occurred since the temple’s dedication in 1985.1033 Travel to the temple in South Africa is difficult due to 
crossing the international border and past challenges with Zimbabweans fleeing into South Africa in search 
for employment and peace. Members are hopeful that a garden spot reportedly near the Zimbabwe Harare 
Mission home and chapel may become the site of a future temple.1034 Membership and activity in Zimbabwe 
appear strong enough to support a temple, but issues with poverty and self-reliance among Zimbabwean 
membership have likely taken precedence.

Comparative Growth

Zimbabwe has seen arguably slower growth than most African countries with a church presence predating 
1980; Namibia is the only nation the Church entered before 1980 with fewer members today. Both Ghana 
and Nigeria had a Church presence established in the late 1970s; membership at the end of 2008 was 38,224 
in Ghana and 88,374 in Nigeria. However, both Ghana and Nigeria have multiple missions (two in Ghana, 
five in Nigeria) and much larger populations, and many areas of those countries remain entirely without LDS 
mission outreach. Some other African nations with a church presence for just over twenty years have experi-
enced more rapid growth than Zimbabwe. Church presence was first established in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo in the mid-1980s, and at the end of 2008 there were nearly 21,000 members. The Church has 
achieved a higher percentage of membership to population in Zimbabwe than in most other African nations, 
and national outreach is significantly more penetrating with congregations in all ten of the most populous 
cities. In 2010, Zimbabwe ranked sixth among countries with the highest church membership without a 
temple.

Jehovah’s Witnesses and Seventh Day Adventists have experienced strong growth in Zimbabwe for decades. 
These and other Christian denominations have operated in Zimbabwe for decades longer than the LDS 
Church. Seventh Day Adventist growth in Zimbabwe has been very rapid, with those affiliated with the Church 
totaling around 5% of the population. Many Protestant churches have seen rapid growth also. It appears that 
many Christian Zimbabweans retain many of their traditional religious beliefs, and syncretism remains a 
major problem. Adherents of various denominations differ in the depth and conviction to Christianity.

Future Prospects

As indicated by the presence of four stakes, moderate levels of national outreach, and the third-highest ratio 
of LDS members to population in Africa, Zimbabwe has established a strong membership and leadership 
foundation capable of sustaining rapid future membership growth. Although membership growth has slowed 
in Zimbabwe in the late 2000s, this is likely a temporary trend due to severe economic and political turmoil.

The greatest growth in membership and congregations will likely continue to occur in the largest cities 
already opened for missionary work in Zimbabwe due to the size of their populations and established church 
infrastructure. Although additional wards have not been created in Harare since the mid-2000s, several new 
branches have been organized in the city that will likely eventually mature into wards. Additional stakes could 
be created in Harare in coming years. The stake in Bulawayo continues to grow in membership and congrega-
tions and may be divided in the coming years, as it had nine wards, six branches, and a couple of groups in 

1033 Haight, David B. “Elder Haight: Gratitude and service,” LDS Church News, 1 April 2001. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/39701/Elder-Haight-Gratitude-and-service.html

1034 Fidel, Steve. “Zimbabwe pioneers take front row seats at historic occasion,” LDS Church News, 28 February 1998. http://
www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/30651/Zimbabwe-pioneers-take-front-row-seats-at-historic-occasion.html



644	 REACHING THE NATIONS

spring 2012. The Mutare Zimbabwe District may become a stake in the near future. With all of the potential 
stakes in Zimbabwe, the number of stakes could increase to eight by 2015.

Few additional districts appear likely to be organized in the near future, as there has been little recent expan-
sion into other cities without a Church presence. The most likely cities in Zimbabwe to receive a district in the 
coming years are Kadoma, Marondera, and Masvingo if additional branches are created these cities.

The Church may also begin to expand into the rural areas of Zimbabwe as it is established in most of the 
largest cities and economic and political stability returns. Areas that appear most likely for a future church 
presence include smaller cities near existing centers, especially around Bulawayo and Harare.



EAST ASIA

Brunei, Burma, Cambodia, China, Hong Kong,  
Indonesia, Japan, Laos, Macau, Malaysia, Mongolia,  
North Korea, Philippines, Singapore, South Korea,  

Taiwan, Thailand, Timor-Leste, Vietnam.



Regional Profile

Geography

AREA: 16,290,857 square km. Extending from Mongolia in the north to Indonesia in the south, the 
Philippines and Japan to the east, and Burma and China to the west, East Asia possess nearly all the 

world’s climates and terrains due to its large geographical area dominated by large mountain ranges, deserts, 
islands, rivers, and surrounding ocean. East Asia borders the Pacific Ocean to the east and the Indian Ocean to 
the south and southwest. Coastal areas of Southeast Asia, the Philippines, and Japan consist of countless penin-
sulas and islands. Tropical climate occurs year round in most of Southeast Asia and the Philippines, whereas 
subtropical to temperate conditions occur in mountainous areas in northern Burma, Laos, and Thailand, 
Taiwan, and southern China. Japan, the Korean Peninsula, the North China Plain, the Sichuan Basin, and 
Manchuria experience temperate climate marked by humid, hot summers and cold, dry winters. Semi-arid 
and arid conditions occur in western China and Mongolia, where there are several large deserts, most notably 
the Gobi and Taklamakan. Cold temperate climate occurs in northern interior areas. Major rivers in East Asia 
include the Yangzi, Huang, Chang Jiang, Xi Jiang, Mekong, Irrawaddy, Chao Phraya, and Han. Earthquakes, 
tsunamis, floods, volcanoes, droughts, and forest fires are common natural hazards. Major environmental 
issues include pollution, sound government management of densely populated areas, rapid urbanization, acid 
rain, fresh water scarcity, deforestation, soil erosion, and desertification.

Peoples

Chinese: 58.4%
Japanese: 5.7%
Korean: 3.4%
Burmese: 1.7%

Population: 2,185,250,760 (July 2011)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.008% (2011)
Fertility Rate: 1.97 children born per woman (2011)
Life Expectancy: 70.87 male, 76.32 female (2011)

Languages: Chinese languages (54.9%), Japanese (5.7%), Javanese (3.9%), Vietnamese (3.6%), Korean 
(3.4%), Thai dialects (2.3%), Burmese (1.6%), Sunda (1.6%), Filipino (1.2%), Bahasa Indonesian (1.1%), 
Malay dialects (1.1%), Tagalog (1%), other (18.6%). Languages with over one million native speakers include 
Chinese languages (1.2 billion), Japanese (124.6 million), Javanese (85.2 million), Vietnamese (78.7 million), 
Korean (76.2 million), Thai dialects (50.3 million), Burmese (35 million), Sunda (35 million), Filipino (26.2 
million), Bahasa Indonesian (24 million), Malay dialects (24 million), Tagalog (21.9 million), Cebuano 
(15.8 million), Khmer (15 million), Zhuang dialects (14.6 million), Madura (13.6 million), Miao dialects 
(10.1 million), Uighur (8.4 million), Batak dialects (7.05 million), Ilocano (6.92 million), Mongolian 
(6.1 million), Hiligaynon (5.77 million), Minangkabau (5.53 million), Bicolano dialects (4.6 million), Musi 
(3.93 million), Aceh (3.5 million), Banjar (3.5 million), Bugis (3.5 million), Tibetan dialects (3.4 million), 
Bali (3.33 million), Karen dialects (3.2 million), Shan (3.2 million), Lao (3.0 million), Betawi (2.7 million), 
Bouyei (2.6 million), Waray-Waray (2.57 million), Sasak (2.1 million), Nuosu (2 million), Pampangan (1.9 
million), Makasar (1.6 million), Tay (1.48 million), Dong dialects (1.46 million), Kazakh (1.25 million), 
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Bai dialects (1.24 million), Pangasinan (1.16 million), Muong (1.14 million), Rohingya (1.0 million), 
Okinawan (1 million), and Maguindanao (1 million).
Literacy: 59%–99% (country average: 89.5%)

History

Believed to be one of the oldest continuously inhabited areas in the world, East Asia and its culture has been 
dominated by China for millennia, as China was home to some of the most advanced civilizations in the 
ancient world. Ancient Chinese civilizations thrived in the east and went through several cycles of unification 
and division from several centuries before Christ until the establishment of the Song Dynasty in the tenth 
century. China once held large portions of Southeast Asia in its sphere of influence, and surrounding peoples 
with which the Chinese came into contact—Koreans, Japanese, Vietnamese, and others—adapted much from 
Chinese language, culture, and technology. Indigenous states or empires ruled Korea, Japan, and areas of 
Southeast Asia prior to Chinese domination of regional culture, language, and technology.

The defeat of the Chinese armies at what is now Talas, Kyrgyzstan, by the Arabic Abbasid Caliphate in 
751 AD ended Chinese hopes of hegemony in Central Asia. Korea became a unified nation in the seventh 
century. Vietnam became an independent kingdom in 939 AD. The powerful Angkor Empire occupied 
Cambodia between 900 and 1200 AD The first known kingdom that encompassed most of present-day 
Burma was the Bagan or Pagan Kingdom between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries. Arab traders visited 
the southern Philippines and introduced Islam between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries. Christianity 
spread throughout the Philippine archipelago during the following several centuries. The Mongols invaded 
East Asia in the thirteenth century, and at its high point, the Mongol Empire stretched from Eastern Europe, 
Asia Minor, and the Middle East to the west, Iran, Tibet and southern China to the south, and the Pacific 
Ocean to the east. Westward Mongol expansion was halted only by the death of Genghis Khan in 1227 AD. 
The empire fragmented into smaller Mongol states, such as the Yuan Dynasty in China under Kublai Khan. 
In the fourteenth century, the Lan Xang kingdom was established in present-day Laos. Between the seventh 
and fourteenth centuries AD, the Buddhist Srivjaya Empire flourished on Sumatra and the Hindu Kingdom 
of Majapahit governed eastern Java. Much of present-day Indonesia was unified under alliances in the four-
teenth century. Islam was introduced in the twelfth century and became the dominant religion on Java and 
Sumatra by the sixteenth century. The Sultanate of Brunei reached its height in power and influence in the 
region between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries.

The Ming Dynasty began in the fourteenth century and reestablished Chinese rule in China. In the fifteenth 
century, Thailand became a unified kingdom, and the Vietnamese conquered the Champa Kingdom and 
extended its borders south to the Mekong Delta. In the sixteenth century, the Portuguese established the first 
European settlement in East Asia in Macau and colonized Timor-Leste. At this time, China began colonizing 
Taiwan, which was previously populated by Polynesians. In 1521, Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan 
claimed the Philippines for Spain. In the seventeenth century, the Qing Dynasty came to power and expanded 
China’s border to include Mongolia. Christianity and Islam were introduced to eastern islands of Indonesia 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Indonesia was colonized in the early seventeenth century by the 
Dutch and quickly became one of the wealthiest European colonies worldwide. With minimal interaction with 
its neighbors and Western powers, Korea was nicknamed the “Hermit Kingdom” due to its isolative stance. 
Thailand was never colonized by a European nation. European powers, especially the United Kingdom, occu-
pied large regions of China and fought for greater influence and power in the nineteenth century in several 
military conflicts, including the Opium Wars. Singapore came under British control in 1824. The British 
annexed Hong Kong following the Chinese defeat in the First Opium War in 1842. In Japan, Western influ-
ence quickly reformed economic, political, and social systems and institutions in the late nineteenth century 
known as the Meiji restoration, as the feudal system was removed, the emperor gained greater political power, 
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and Western-style legal and education systems were implemented. By the end of the nineteenth century, Japan 
had modernized and became a world power.

In the nineteenth century, the British conquered Burma and Malaysia, and the French colonized Vietnam, 
Cambodia, and Laos. The British made Brunei a British protectorate in 1888. Chinese resistance to foreign 
domination culminated in the Boxer Rebellion of 1898–1901. Japan captured Taiwan in 1895 and did not 
return control to China until 1945. Filipino intellectuals aspired for independence in the late nineteenth 
century, which was interrupted by the United States annexing the islands during the Spanish-American War 
in 1898.

Japan annexed Korea in the 1900s, making the peninsula a protectorate in 1905 and a Japanese colony in 
1910. In 1912, the Republic of China was established, ending the Qing Dynasty. During the first half of the 
twentieth century, Chiang Kai-Shek and the Nationalists attempted to unify China and fought the commu-
nists led by Mao Zedong. Mongolia became an independent nation in 1921 with help from the Soviet Union 
and had a communist government set up in 1924. Japan annexed former German territorial possessions in the 
Pacific north of the Equator in 1919 through a mandate of the League of Nations. Japan invaded Manchuria 
in 1931 and China in 1937. In 1935, the Philippines became a self-governing American commonwealth. In 
December 1941, Japan attacked the United States at Pearl Harbor and within a couple years had conquered 
Micronesia, the Philippines, Indonesia, northern New Guinea, the Solomon Islands, Southeast Asia, and 
several coastal areas of China. The United States and Allied forces successively liberated Japanese-controlled 
territories beginning in 1943 and ultimately forced Japan to surrender in August 1945 after the dropping of 
two atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Approximately three million Japanese perished as a result of 
the war, and Japan lost all of its overseas possessions, including Korea, Manchuria, southern Sakhalin, and 
the Kuril Islands. Korea regained independence from Japan in 1945. Burma achieved independence from the 
United Kingdom in 1948, and a military regime and single party ruled followed shortly thereafter and persist 
to present day. Following the Second Sino-Japanese War, civil war broke out in China in 1949. Communist 
forces overpowered the Nationalists who fled to Taiwan and maintained the Republic of China, whereas the 
Communists established the People’s Republic of China on the mainland. In 1946, the Philippines achieved 
independence from the United States. France granted independence to Vietnam in 1945, Laos in 1949, and 
Cambodia in 1953. Malaysia gained independence from the United Kingdom in 1957. Singapore seceded 
from Malaysia in 1965.

Between the 1950s and 1970s, Mao Zedong sought to rapidly modernize China and attempted to outcompete 
the world’s leading agriculture producing nations, but resulted in tens of millions of deaths due to famine 
caused by drought, poor agriculture practices, and the shipment of food by government officials to certain 
areas to fabricate unexpectedly abundant harvests. Mao also initiated the Cultural Revolution, which aimed 
to erase China’s cultural history and traditions through destruction of historical sites, the banning of art and 
literature seen as a threat to the communist state, and the production of art and literature supporting the 
communist and socialist cause by state-sponsored writers and artists.

Military-oriented governments were in power in most nations in East Asia between the 1960s and the 1980s. 
Proxy wars fought between the Soviet Union and the United States occurred in Korea (1950–1953) and 
Vietnam (1960s-1970s), resulting in the continued division of the Korean Peninsula at present and the tempo-
rary division of Vietnam between capitalists and communists until the north overtook the south in 1975. 
Internal and regional instability was intense in Southeast Asia between the 1960s and the 1980s as several 
islands in Indonesia attempted to secede, wars were fought between Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam, and the 
Khmer Rouge committed mass genocide through implementation of revolutionary socialism. Regional and 
internal stability in Southeast Asia did not return until the 1990s. China has achieved remarkable economic 
growth since the early 1980s due to economic reforms establishing a free-market economy but nonetheless 
maintains strict government control and resistance to greater societal change, as indicated by the Tiananmen 
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Square Massacre in 1989. Rapid economic growth during the late twentieth century also occurred in Hong 
Kong, Japan, Malaysia, Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan. Hong Kong and Macao were both officially 
ceded to China by the end of the twentieth century but maintain previously instituted economic and demo-
cratic freedoms. Timor-Leste gained independence from Indonesia in 2002 after decades of ethnic and military 
conflict between separatists and Indonesian military forces.

East Asia has experienced several serious conflicts and natural disasters in recent years. The 2004 Indian Ocean 
tsunami devastated coastal areas of the Sumatra, killing over 130,000 and leaving half a million homeless. 
Separatists in Aceh reached a peace deal with the government in 2005.1035 Thousands have died from violence 
caused by Malay separatist movements in southern Thailand. Taiwan has not declared independence from 
China; issues relating to independence versus reintegration with mainland China continue to be debated. 
Military skirmishes between North Korea and South Korea have continued since the signing of the armi-
stice in 1953 and remain largely unreported. There have been proposals from both North Korea and South 
Korea to reunify the peninsula as a single nation, but these efforts have not come to fruition due to escalated 
hostility regarding North Korea’s nuclear weapons program, North Korea’s belligerent attitude, periodic mili-
tary hostilities, and conflicting political and ideological systems. In the 2000s, the Philippines continued to 
face serious challenges with corruption in all areas of society and sporadic fighting in Mindanao with Muslim 
insurgencies.1036

Culture

Chinese culture and religions have heavily influenced East Asia as a whole. Historically, China was a techno-
logically advanced civilization and was the first to invent paper, printing, the compass, and gunpowder and 
boasts a proud, ancient tradition of astronomy. Traditional Chinese values focus more on stability, harmony, 
order, and societal good, and less on change, innovation, and personal liberties than Western societies. Chinese 
cultural values often emphasized the importance of emulating exemplars of the past and revering ancestors. 
Education is highly valued. Principles of personal, family, and national honor and behavior according to 
socially accepted principles are very important to Chinese. Confucianism and Daoism originated in China, 
and many principles in these religions are apparent in nations that have received strong Chinese influence, 
such as Korea, Japan, Singapore, Vietnam, and Malaysia. Confucianism provided the source and philosophy 
for government and society in China for nearly two millennia and served as the basis, at least in part, for a well-
ordered system of civil service exams for prospective public servants under the emperors. Communist reforms 
in China, North Korea, Vietnam, Mongolia, and Laos have removed much of the previous role religion played 
in culture and daily life, although many traditional beliefs and practices are still widespread. Many East Asian 
nations have preferred males over females—especially in the countryside—resulting in a disproportionate 
number of males due to gender-selective abortions (which are illegal in most nations), and a gender imbalance 
with many men unable to marry.

Greater fusion of Western and Eastern ideals and values has occurred in nations or territories that received 
greater Western influence, namely Hong Kong, Macau, Singapore, and South Korea. Today, these nations and 
territories experience excellent living standards, are highly secularized, and possess some of the safest cities in 
the world. Japanese, Koreans, Taiwanese, and many other East Asian peoples are renowned for their high work 
ethic, ingenuity, and business skills, which have transformed their nations into some of the most technologi-
cally advanced in the world.

The Philippines has adopted many aspects of culture from China, the United States, and Spain. Many nations 

1035 “Background Note: Indonesia,” Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, 4 August 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/
bgn/2748.htm

1036 “Background Note: Philippines,” Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, 19 April 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/
bgn/2794.htm
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in Southeast Asia exhibit strong influences from indigenous culture. Tribalism and indigenous cultural prac-
tices are widely practiced in Indonesia. Nomadic lifestyles and agrarianism dominate daily life for many in 
Mongolia. Ethnic tensions primarily occur in Burma, Cambodia, China, and Indonesia and are often reli-
giously or socioeconomically related.

Buddhism and communism or one-party politics are the primary influences on society in Burma, Cambodia, 
China, and Vietnam. In Burma and Taiwan, there are a large number of Buddhist pagodas, monasteries, and 
temples that hold cultural significance. Shintoism, Buddhism, and militarism dominated Japanese society 
for centuries prior to the mid-twentieth century. Islam is the dominant influence on society in Brunei and 
Indonesia and is a major societal influence in Malaysia.

Although there are major differences in cuisine in East Asia, commonly eaten foods include rice, fish, vege-
tables, fruit, noodles, soup, and pork. Tea is widely consumed. Soccer and martial arts are the most popular 
sport. Illicit drug trafficking and the sex industry are common in areas of Southeast Asia. Cigarette and alcohol 
consumption rates vary widely by nation, but are generally higher than world averages.

Economy

GDP per capita: $7,400 national median (2011) [15.6% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.702
Corruption Index: 4.3
Economies in East Asia exhibit a wide continuum of development and government policies that have resulted 
in some nations achieving the most rapid, sustained economic growth in the world, whereas other nations 
number among the poorest and most destitute. The advanced, high-technology and trade-oriented economies 
of Hong Kong, Singapore, Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan have diversified economies and have brought 
widespread wealth and high living standards to their populations. Many of the world’s largest, most powerful 
companies are based in these nations and territories. In Japan, high government debt, approximately twice 
the nation’s GDP, has contributed to the stagnation of economic growth in recent years, however. China is a 
world economic power second only to the United States after surpassing Japan in 2010, but wealth has been 
unevenly distributed. Economies in Brunei and Macau are highly specialized in oil exploitation and tourism, 
respectively, but also experience advanced economic development and wealth. Steady economic growth has 
been achieved in recent years in Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, Vietnam, and Cambodia, but these nations are 
still developing and have not reached high standards of living. Moderate to low levels of economic growth have 
occurred in the Philippines and Mongolia largely due to corruption. Antiquated, unsound economic policies 
in the past and present and war have contributed to poor levels of economic development and sustainability 
in Burma, Laos, North Korea, and Timor-Leste. Agriculture employs over 50% of the workforce in Burma, 
Cambodia, Laos, Timor-Leste, and Vietnam and nearly 40% in China. Major industries in the region include 
electronics, mining, manufacturing, clothing, tourism, machinery, shipping, petroleum, natural gas, plastics, 
logging, rubber and palm oil processing, food processing, and pharmaceuticals. Rice, wheat, barley, cassava, 
corn, fruit, vegetables, coffee, cocoa, sugar beets, coconuts, soybeans, fish, and pork are common agricultural 
products. Most trade occurs within East Asia and also with the United States and Western Europe.

The level of perceived corruption widely varies in East Asia, with Singapore, Hong Kong, and Japan experi-
encing low levels of corruption, whereas Burma, Laos, and Cambodia experience high levels of corruption. In 
Burma, information concerning much of the perceived illegal activity is limited due to the tight control exerted 
by the government. Common illegal activity includes drug trafficking, illegal logging, human trafficking, and 
close ties between junta leaders and organized crime. Burma is the world’s second largest producer of opium 
after Afghanistan. Human trafficking occurs with neighboring nations as well as between rural communi-
ties and industrial centers for industrial, commercial, and sex trade purposes. Laws punishing corruption are 
not enforced. Over the past few years, the only area where corruption has been reduced has been in money 
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laundering.1037 In China, a centralized government with few checks and balances has perpetuated corruption. 
China has struggled to fight drug trafficking, especially heroin, originating from Southeast Asia. Human traf-
ficking of Chinese in nations around the world for exploitation and a poor human rights record are major 
international concerns. China has experienced some success in addressing organized crime in some of the larger 
cities. Hong Kong is an international transshipment point for heroin and methamphetamine, an increasing 
user of illicit synthetic drugs, and a money laundering center due to its modern banking infrastructure. In 
Indonesia, personal associations often heavily influence business deals and transactions. Customs is regarded 
as one of the most corrupt areas of government. Bribery is common. Investment laws reduce competition 
and economic growth. The government lacks transparency in many areas.1038 In Laos, bribery is widespread, 
and there are few checks and balances to prevent corruption among officials or address its occurrence. In 
Malaysia, human trafficking for commercial sexual exploitation and forced labor are ongoing concerns that 
have not been adequately addressed. In North Korea, the level of perceived corruption is difficult to ascertain, 
as the government heavily controls outsiders visiting the country. The centralized government is highly suscep-
tible to corruption, as high-ranking government officials possess totalitarian powers. In the Philippines, past 
efforts to address corruption have been unsuccessful and inconsistent. Many face significant challenges finding 
work and attaining suitable living standards due to corrupt practices in business and local government. Poor 
economic freedom and living conditions drive many Filipinos abroad in search of employment. The expatriate 
Filipino community may number as many as ten million and consists primarily of migrant workers. In South 
Korea, bribery occurs frequently and is a means to exert influence on others. Prostitution and sexual crimes are 
the most common law offenses. Thailand serves as a center for many illegal activities in Southeast Asia, such 
as human trafficking, prostitution, illegal drugs distribution, and poaching. In Vietnam, freedom of speech 
is limited and complicates the exposure and punishment of corruption. Government has stepped up its fight 
against corruption among government officials and police but has seen limited results.

Faiths

Buddhist: 12.4%
Muslim: 12.3%
Christian: 9.2%
Shinto: 4.9%
Other/Chinese religions/none: 61.2%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 113,838,415
Seventh Day Adventists 1,649,139 8,364
Latter-day Saints 1,039,000 1,903
Jehovah’s Witnesses 536,047 8,453 (includes only countries with reported statistics)

Religion

Nonreligious individuals and those who follow some aspects of East Asian and Chinese religions, such as 
Taoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism, constitute the majority of the population in China, Hong Kong, 
North Korea, South Korea, and Vietnam. A 2007 survey found that 31% of Chinese citizens over sixteen 
years old were religious believers. In 2007, a public opinion polling firm based in China concluded 11%–16% 
of adults identify as Buddhists and less than 1% consider themselves Taoist. Most religiously active Chinese 

1037 Chene, Marie. “Overview of corruption in Burma (Myanmar),” Transparency International, 23 March 2009. 

1038 “Background Note: Indonesia,” Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, 4 August 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/
bgn/2748.htm
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follow an agglomeration of Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism.1039 Nonreligious individuals and the 
followers of some aspects of East Asian and Chinese religions account for sizeable percentages as minorities in 
Mongolia (40%), Macau (35%), Laos (31.5%), Singapore (16.5%), Brunei (10%), and Japan (7.8%).

Buddhists comprise the majority or the largest religious group in Burma, Cambodia, Japan, Laos, Macau, 
Mongolia, Taiwan, and Thailand. Most Burmese and Laotians are Theravada Buddhists. In Japan, the majority 
of the population doubly affiliates as Shinto and Buddhist, resulting in the number of religious members 
totaling approximately 206 million, nearly twice the Japanese population. There are six major schools of 
Buddhism (Tendai, Shingon, Jodo, Zen, Nichiren, and Narabukkyo) and two main schools of Shintoism 
(Jinjahoncho and Kyohashinto).1040 Countries in which Buddhists account for sizeable percentages, as minori-
ties include Singapore (42.5%), South Korea (23.2%), Malaysia (19.2%), Brunei (13%), and Vietnam (9.3%).

Indonesia, Malaysia, and Brunei are predominantly Muslim. Indonesia represents a patchwork of religious 
traditions, although most Indonesians are Sunni Muslim. Most ethnic Malays are Muslims and live in West 
Malaysia. Sharia law is enforced and adherence to Muslim teachings is conservative in Brunei. Countries in 
which Muslims account for sizeable percentages as minorities include Singapore (14.9%) and the Philippines 
(7%).

The Philippines and Timor-Leste are the only East Asian nations that are predominantly Christian. Catholics 
constitute between 80% and 85% of the Philippine population. Primary non-Catholic Christian denomina-
tions include Seventh Day Adventists, the United Church of Christ, United Methodist, the Episcopal Church 
in the Philippines, Assemblies of God, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Southern Baptists, 
the Philippine Independent Church, and Iglesia ni Cristo. Some Christians incorporate indigenous beliefs 
into their religious practice.1041 In Timor-Leste, approximately 98% of the population is Catholic. Traditional 
customs and beliefs continue to be followed by many, although they are not viewed as religious.1042 Christians 
account for the largest and most active religious group in South Korea. Many ethnic minority groups in 
Southeast Asia have higher percentages of Christians than other major religious, particularly in northern 
Burma, Eastern Malaysia, and Papa Province, Indonesia. Countries in which Christians account for sizeable 
percentages as minorities include South Korea (26.3%), Macau (15%), Singapore (14.6%), Brunei (10%), 
Hong Kong (10%), Malaysia (9.1%), Indonesia (8.7%), and Vietnam (8.3%).

Religious Freedom

The constitutions of most nations in East Asia protect religious freedom, but religious freedom is not upheld 
by all governments in the region. Religious freedom is widely enjoyed in Cambodia, Hong Kong, Japan, 
Macau, the Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, and Timor-Leste, with only a few restric-
tions or abuses of religious freedom. In Cambodia, the official religion is Buddhism, which is promoted by the 
government. Religious groups must be registered to construct buildings and hold meetings. Only Buddhism 
can be taught in public schools; other religions can be taught in private schools. In Japan, there have been 
some societal abuses of religious freedom reported in recent years that have targeted religious minority groups 
such as Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Unification Church. Acts of abuse have included abductions and negative 

1039 “China (includes Tibet, Hong Kong, Macau), International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.
state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2009/127268.htm

1040 “Japan,” International Religious Freedom Report 2010, 17 November 2010. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2010/148871.
htm

1041 “Philippines,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127285.htm

1042 “Timor-Leste,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127290.htm
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rhetoric by a government official.1043 In the Philippines, there are no proselytism bans in Muslim-populated 
areas, but the Muslim minority has resented Christian proselytizing efforts, as they are viewed as an attack 
on their identity and homeland. Muslim separatist groups control some areas of Mindanao.1044 In Singapore, 
Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Unification Church are banned and are fined for distributing literature, as they are 
seen to disrupt social order. Government closely monitors religious communities to maintain social order.1045 
In Thailand, there is no state religion, but Buddhism receives greater favoritism and government funding. 
Government limits the number of foreign missionaries, but the quota on foreign missionaries has increased in 
recent years. Missionaries proselyte freely without government interference. Laws restrict freedom of speech, as 
it is illegal to insult Buddhism.1046 In Timor-Leste, some instances of societal abuses of religious freedom have 
occurred and were typically aimed at Protestant denominations. However, demonstrations to bar the opera-
tions of these denominations have failed due to government and international police support of preserving 
religious freedom.1047

Greater government restrictions on religious freedom occur in Brunei, Burma, China, Indonesia, Laos, 
Malaysia, Mongolia, North Korea, and Vietnam. In Brunei, the official religion is Islam. Less tolerance is 
demonstrated towards non-Muslims than in the past, as indicated by the government discontinuing the 
right to religious instruction in private schools. Proselytism by non-Muslim groups is forbidden. The govern-
ment promotes Islam and pressures Muslims to refrain from interfaith relations. Some non-Muslim groups 
report challenges in bringing religious literature into Brunei. Marriage between Muslims and non-Muslims is 
prohibited. In Burma, foreign missionaries were expelled in the 1960s. Religious groups experience increasing 
difficulty importing religious literature at present. Local Christians oftentimes are not allowed to proselyte. 
Christians and Muslims face restrictions on vocabulary, as the Pali language is viewed as sacred and only 
to be used by Buddhists. Christians and Muslims face delays or restrictions on constructing new buildings 
and maintaining existing ones. Preferential treatment of Buddhists and persecution of South Asian Muslims 
frequently occurs.1048 In China, there is no state religion. Five state-sanctioned religious groups (Buddhist, 
Taoist, Muslim, Catholic, and Protestant) are registered as patriotic religious organizations that may register 
individual congregations and operate places of worship or assembly. Proselytism may occur in a private setting 
or registered place of worship. Foreigners are banned from proselytism and face many restrictions interacting 
with local citizens. The distribution of religious literature is controlled by the government. Registered reli-
gious groups may produce and gather materials for the use by their members. Members of many religious 
groups have been imprisoned by government authorities for failing to comply with local laws and regulations 
pertaining to religious practice and generally serve prison sentences in labor camps. In recent years, the govern-
ment has permitted the public greater access to religious writers and granted NGOs permission to conduct 
humanitarian work. The degree of religious freedom varies by location, with Tibet and Xinjiang Autonomous 
Regions experiencing the lowest levels of religious freedom.1049 In Indonesia, the government only recognizes 
six religions: Islam, Catholicism, Protestantism, Buddhism, Hinduism, and Confucianism. Unrecognized reli-
gious groups or sects stemming from recognized religious groups are deemed deviant and often persecuted 

1043 “Japan,” International Religious Freedom Report 2010, 17 November 2010. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2010/148871.
htm

1044 “Philippines,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127285.htm

1045 “Singapore,” International Religious Freedom Report 2005, retrieved 21 May 2011. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2005/51529.htm

1046 “Thailand,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, retrieved 15 March 2010. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127289.htm

1047 “Timor-Leste,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127290.htm

1048 “Burma,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127266.htm

1049 “China (includes Tibet, Hong Kong, Macau), International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://
www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2009/127268.htm
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but can register with the government as social organizations. Members of unrecognized religious groups often 
face challenges obtaining identity cards, registering marriages and births, and building meetinghouses. Local 
laws in some areas restrict the religious freedom of religious minorities, and the government has not used its 
power to revoke such laws. The government has done little to prosecute those alleged of abusing the religious 
freedom rights of others. The degree of religious freedom granted to religious minorities widely varies by loca-
tion and is largely controlled by local or regional government. Proselytism and the distribution of religious 
literature are banned by the government under the justification that such activity may lead to disruption in 
public order in religiously diverse areas. Foreign missionaries may operate in the country and must obtain reli-
gious worker visas.1050 In Laos, the government restricts religious activities, especially in rural areas. Christians 
have faced limitations or are prohibited from importing Bibles and religious materials, whereas Buddhists 
do not have restrictions. Violators can face fines and have materials confiscated. Foreigners are forbidden 
to proselyte. Christians in some provinces face harassment even when they assemble in private homes.1051 
In Malaysia, the law forbids the proselytism of Muslims. If Muslim Malays are interested in converting to 
another religion and wish to denounce Islam beforehand, they must appeal for public apostasy in order to 
have their Muslim status revoked. Proselytism laws vary among provinces, with the most liberal provinces 
in East Malaysia. In Mongolia, proselytism is limited by legislation. Religious visas are difficult to obtain. 
Law requires that a certain percentage of individuals affiliated with foreign organizations must be staffed 
by Mongolians. Government requires religious organizations to have Mongolians holding over half of the 
total number of clergy or employee positions. Between July 2008 and October 2009 around seventy foreign 
religious workers were forced to leave Mongolia. Christians and Muslims in some areas report that local 
government refuses to register new congregations. In North Korea, some religious groups are recognized by the 
government, but these groups maintain close ties with the government and are generally regarded as a govern-
ment effort to create an illusion of religious freedom. The government sought to eliminate Christianity from 
society in the 1960s, replacing preexisting faiths with a personality cult for high-ranking government leaders. 
The ownership of religious materials is prohibited. The government has permitted some faith-based nongov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) to perform humanitarian work, but these groups are not allow to proselyte, 
must be accompanied by an escort at all times, and are restricted in their interaction with nationals. Due to 
the isolated stance of the regime, little is known about the everyday life of citizens who are religious. The status 
of societal abuse of religious freedom is unknown.1052 In Vietnam, all religious activities, whether by officially 
recognized or unrecognized religious groups, require some registration by the government. Registered religious 
groups and congregations receive greater rights for assembly, whereas unregistered congregations can be closed 
down. Many Christian congregations have applied for recognition but remain unregistered. Obtaining land 
and approval for constructing meetinghouses is challenging. Missionaries may serve in Vietnam but require 
approval from the government and a sponsor from a national or local religious group. Open proselytism is 
frowned upon. The printing of religious material is restricted, and the shipping of religious materials into the 
country can be difficult and requires special permissions. Some registered and unregistered groups report pres-
sure to renounce their beliefs. In recent years, the government has grown increasingly more accommodating 
to many religious groups, and restrictions of religious freedom have decreased.1053

Largest Cities

Urban: low (20%—Cambodia); high (100%—Hong Kong, Macau, Singapore)
Tokyo, Guangzhou, Seoul, Manila, Shanghai, Jakarta, Osaka, Beijing, Shenzhen, Bangkok, Wuhan, Taipei, 

1050 “Indonesia,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127271.htm

1051 “Laos,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2009/127276.
htm

1052 “Korea, Democratic People’s Republic of,” International Religious Freedom Report 2010, 17 November 2010. http://www.
state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2010/148874.htm

1053 “Vietnam,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127294.htm
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Tianjin, Nagoya, Saigon, Hong Kong, Shenyang, Chongqing, Kuala Lumpur, Singapore, Xi’an, Chengdu, 
Nanjing, Yangon, Shantou, Harbin, Hangzhou, Qingdao, Busan, Changchun, Dalian, Jinan, Kunming, 
Taiyuan, Zhengzhou, Fuzhou, Bandung, Surabaya, Changsha, Kaohsiung, Pyongyang, Medan, Wenzhou, 
Shijiazhuang, Daegu, Hanoi, Suzhou, Zibo, Sapporo, Cebu, Guiyang, Urumqi, Fukuoka, Lanzhou, Anshan, 
Hefei, Quanzhou, Wuxi, Taichung, Nanchang, Ningbo, Nanning, Tangshan, Xiamen, Jilin, Hiroshima, 
Changzhou, Huizhou, Baotou, Xuzhou, Semarang, Luoyang, Yantai, Qiqihar, Kitakyushu, Phnom 
Penh, Sendai, Taizhou, Liuzhou, Gwangju, Weifang, Yangzhou, Daejeon, Huainan, Zhuhai, Palembang, 
Xiangfan, Davao, Linyi, Okayama, Makassar, George Town, Daqing, Hohhot, Haikou, Tainan, Datong, 
Cixi, Mudanjiang, Yiwu, Zhanjiang, Hamamatsu, Naha, Ulsan, Tai’an, Yancheng, Himeji, Ulaanbaatar, 
Kumamoto, Jixi, Baoding, Changwon, Pingdingshan, Xining, Jining, Yichang, Zaozhuang, Mandalay, 
Zhangjiakou, Yueyang, Guilin, Zhuzhou, Shaoxing, Huai’an, Batam, Yangjiang, Hengyang.
Cities listed in bold have no LDS congregations.

Fifty-one of the 127 cities with over one million inhabitants have an LDS congregation. Twenty-two percent 
(22%) of the regional population resides in 127 most populous cities.

LDS History

LDS missionaries first arrived to East Asia in the mid-nineteenth century and proselytized in China, Hong 
Kong, and Thailand but established no long-term presence. The Church performed missionary work in Japan 
between 1901 and 1924 until the Japanese Mission was closed. In World War II, a temporarily LDS presence 
was established in the Philippines for LDS American servicemen. LDS American servicemen facilitated the 
reestablishment of the Church in Japan following the close of World War II and baptized the first Japanese 
converts in 1946 in Nagoya. The Japanese Mission was reorganized in 1948 with headquarters in Tokyo. In 
1949, LDS apostle Elder Matthew Cowley dedicated Hong Kong for missionary work on Victoria Peak; the 
following year full-time missionaries were assigned and began proselytism. Missionaries first arrived in South 
Korea in 1954. The Philippines were dedicated for missionary work in 1955.1054 The Church was first estab-
lished in Taiwan in the late 1950s, initially among American military personnel. In 1961, Elder Gordon B. 
Hinckley visited the Philippines and initiated full-time missionary efforts. The Chinese translation of the Book 
of Mormon was first printed in 1965 and remaining LDS scriptures were printed in 1974. Tagalog became the 
first Philippine language with a Book of Mormon translation of select passages published in 1988, followed by 
select passages of the Book of Mormon translated into Ilokano and Cebuano in the early 1990s.1055

Elder Gordon B. Hinckley dedicated Thailand for missionary work in 1966,1056 and full-time missionaries 
were assigned in 1968. LDS missionary activity occurred in South Vietnam during the late 1960s and early 
1970s. Elder Ezra Taft Benson dedicated Indonesia for missionary work in 1969,1057 and the Church organized 
its first branch in Jakarta, received official recognition, and assigned the first missionaries in 1970.1058 The first 
LDS missionaries were assigned to Malaysia in the early 1970s. The Church established a permanent presence 
in Macau in the mid-1970s. Latter-day Saints have lived in Brunei and Burma since the 1980s. The LDS 
Church had little contact with the People’s Republic of China until the late 1970s. Since 1989, the Church has 
sent members to work as English teachers in Chinese universities. The last LDS Church services in Vietnam 

1054 “Growth ‘just amazing,’” LDS Church News, 14 May 1988. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/18028/Growth-just-
amazing.html

1055 “Translations in Philippine languages moving forward,” LDS Church News, 30 November 1991. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/21565/Translations-in-Philippine-languages-moving-forward.html

1056 “Thailand,” Country Profiles, retrieved 13 March 2010. http://newsroom.lds.org/ldsnewsroom/eng/contact-us/thailand

1057 “Native missionaries, sign of Church growth in Indonesia,” LDS Church News, 6 March 2010. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/58910/Native-missionaries-sign-of-Church-growth-in-Indonesia.html

1058 Mitchell, David. “Indonesian Saints,” Liahona, Aug. 1992, 11
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were held in 19751059 until a church reestablishment in the 1990s. In Vietnam, two senior missionary couples 
were assigned to Hanoi on humanitarian assignment in 1993.1060 In May 1996, President Gordon B. Hinckley 
visited and rededicated Vietnam for missionary work.1061

In 1991, Japan, South Korea, and North Korea were assigned to the newly organized Asia North Area with 
area headquarters in Tokyo.1062 The LDS Church entered Mongolia in 1992 as the government requested 
the Church to assist in its transition from communism to a free market economic system with the help of 
LDS senior missionary couples.1063 Mongolia was dedicated for missionary work in 1993, and the Church 
in Mongolia was legally registered in 1994. The first official LDS meeting in Cambodia was held in 1994 
in Phnom Penh, and the church was officially recognized by the government. President Hinckley dedicated 
Cambodia for missionary work in 1996. In 1998, the Philippines became its own area.1064 The Philippines 
became one the first nations worldwide in which the Perpetual Education Fund was implemented in the early 
2000s.1065 Between 2002 and 2004, the Church assigned Elder Dallin H. Oaks to serve as president of the 
Philippines Area, marking the first time an apostle was assigned abroad in half a century.1066

The first LDS congregation in Laos was organized in 2003, and Laos was dedicated for missionary work in 
2006.1067 In 2005, President Hinckley dedicated a new church administration building in Hong Kong for the 
Asia Area.1068 No proselytism has occurred in the People’s Republic of China. In recent years, non-Chinese 
members have moved to China for employment in greater numbers. Greater freedom has also been granted 
to Chinese members who now may meet in segregated congregations from the foreign members and also may 
join the Church through family connections.

Missions

The first LDS mission organized in East Asia was the Siam Mission, which opened and closed in 1854. The 
Japanese Mission opened in 1901 but closed in 1924 and was not reopened until 1948. In 1949, the Church 
opened the Chinese Mission with headquarters in Hong Kong, but it was closed in 1953 due to the Korean 
War. The Japanese Mission divided into the Northern Far East and Southern Far East Missions in 1955, with 
the former headquartered in Japan and also administering South Korea and the latter headquartered in Hong 
Kong and also administering the Philippines, Taiwan, and Southeast Asia. The Korean Mission [later renamed 
the Korea Seoul Mission] was organized in 1962. The Philippine Mission [later renamed the Philippines 
Manila Mission] was organized in 1967. In 1968, the Northern Far East Mission divided to create the Japan 
[renamed Japan Tokyo in 1974 and Japan Tokyo North in 1978] and Japan-Okinawa Missions [renamed 

1059 Britsch, R. Lanier; Holloman, Richard C. Jr. “The Church’s Years in Vietnam,” Ensign, Aug 1980, 25.

1060 “Couples enter Vietnam to teach English,” LDS Church News, 30 January 1993. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/23222/Couples-enter-Vietnam-to-teach-English.html

1061 “Pres. Hinckley dedicates Cambodia: Gives ‘addendum’ to prayer during his visit to Vietnam,” LDS Church News, 8 June 
1996. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/27459/Pres-Hinckley-dedicates-Cambodia—Gives-addendum-to-prayer-
during-his-visit-to-Vietnam.html

1062 “New areas created in Asia, Europe,” LDS Church News, 7 September 1991. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/21578/New-areas-created-in-Asia-Europe.html

1063 “Six missionary couples to help with Mongolia’s higher education,” LDS Church News, 19 September 1992. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/22538/Six-missionary-couples-to-help-with-Mongolias-higher-education.html
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1065 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Perpetual Education Fund helps 5,360,” LDS Church News, 26 October 2002. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/42702/Perpetual-Education-Fund-helps-5360.html

1066 “Elder Oaks, Holland assigned abroad,” LDS Church News, 13 April 2002. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/41659/
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1067 “Laos dedicated,” LDS Church News, 25 March 2006. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/48673/Laos-dedicated.
html

1068 Hill, Greg. “Hong Kong: Most significant experience,” LDS Church News, 6 August 2005. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/47661/Hong-Kong-Most-significant-experience.html
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Japan Kobe in 1974] in 1968. The Singapore Mission was organized in 1969. The Taiwan Mission [later 
renamed the Taiwan Taipei Mission] was organized in 1971, and Thailand became its own mission in 1973.

Additional missions were organized in Japan East [renamed Japan Sapporo] (1970), Japan West [renamed 
Japan Fukuoka] (1970), Japan Nagoya (1973), Japan Sendai (1974), Philippines Cebu City (1974) [relocated 
to Bacolod in 1988], Indonesia Jakarta (1975), Korea Pusan (1975), Japan Okayama [relocated to Hiroshima 
in 1998] (1976), Philippines Davao (1977), Tokyo South (1978), Korea Seoul West (1979), Philippines 
Quezon City (1979) [relocated to Baguio in 1981 and Urdaneta in 2011], Japan Osaka (1980), Korea Taejeon 
(1986), Philippines Quezon City (1986), Philippines Cebu East (1987) [renamed Cebu in 1988], Philippines 
Cagayan de Oro (1988), Philippines Quezon City West (1988) [relocated to San Fernando in 1991 and 
later to Olongapo in 1994), Philippines Naga (1989), Japan Okinawa (1990), Philippines San Pablo (1990), 
Philippines Tacloban (1990), Philippines Ilagan (1990), Philippines Cabanatuan (1992) [relocated to Angeles], 
Mongolia Ulaanbaatar (1995), Cambodia Phnom Penh (1998), Philippines Laoag (2004), Philippines Butuan 
(2006), Philippines Iloilo (2010), Philippines Quezon City North (2011), Japan Tokyo South (2013), Korea 
Seoul South (2013), Philippines Cavite (2013), Philippines Cebu East (2013), Philippines Legaspi (2013), 
and Philippines Urdaneta (2013).

The Singapore and Indonesia Jakarta Missions periodically closed and reopened between the mid-1970s and 
the mid-1990s. In 1996, the Japan Okinawa Mission closed, and in 2001, the Japan Kobe Mission was 
closed.1069 In 2007, the two Tokyo missions were consolidated into a single mission, and the Japan Osaka 
Mission was renamed the Japan Kobe Mission.1070 In 2010, the Japan Hiroshima Mission was consolidated 
with missions based in Fukuoka and Kobe,1071 and the Korea Seoul West Mission was consolidated with the 
Korea Seoul Mission and Korea Daegeon Mission.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 1,039,000 (2012)
There were 50,625 Latter-day Saints in Asia in 19731072 and approximately 200,000 members in East Asia 
by 1983. East Asian LDS membership numbered 314,300 in 1987, 534,200 in 1993, 627,900 in 1997, and 
731,900 members in 2000. There were 861,900 members in 2005 and 998,830 in 2010. Among countries 
with an LDS presence in 2000, LDS membership grew most rapidly between 2000 and 2010 in China 
(567%), Malaysia (459%), Vietnam (400%), and Cambodia (393%) and grew most slowly or declined in 
Macau (–27%), Japan (12%), South Korea (16%), and Hong Kong (18%). Overall church membership 
increased by 36% in East Asia between 2000 and 2010. LDS membership in the Philippines has accounted 
for over 50% of LDS membership in East Asia since the late 1980s and in 2010 accounted for 65% of regional 
church membership. In 2010, 91% of LDS membership in East Asia in was the Philippines, Japan, South 
Korea, and Taiwan. Among countries with a known church presence, the ratio of the general population to 
LDS membership varies from a high of one member per 450,000 in Burma to a low of one member per 158 
in the Philippines. There are no known LDS members in Timor-Leste and North Korea. In 2010, one in 
2,188 was LDS.

1069 “New and Returning Mission Presidents,” LDS Church News, 10 March 2001. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/39468/New-and-Returning-Mission-Presidents.html

1070 “New missions bring total to 347 New missions,” LDS Church News, 10 February 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/50112/New-missions-bring-total-to-347-New-missions.html

1071 “New missions 10 announced in seven areas,” LDS Church News, 13 February 2010. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/58775/New-missions-10-announced-in-seven-areas.html

1072 “Membership distribution of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints,” Deseret News 1974 Church Almanac, p. 117.
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Congregational Growth

Wards: 896 Branches: 990 Groups: 100+ (2010)
There were 1,009 LDS congregations in East Asia in 1987. LDS congregations numbered 1,525 in 1993, 
1,642 in 1997, 1,863 in 2000, 1,804 in 2005, and 1,886 in early 2011. Likely between 100 and 200 groups 
operate in the region primarily in China and the Philippines.

The first LDS stake in East Asia was organized in Tokyo, Japan in 1970. Other countries that have stakes at 
present provided with the year the first stake was organized include the Philippines and South Korea (1973), 
Hong Kong and Taiwan (1976), Singapore and Thailand (1995), Mongolia (2009), and Indonesia (2011).

The number of stakes increased from one in 1970 to 28 in 1980, 76 in 1987, 94 in 1993, 111 in 1997, 139 
in 2000, 140 in 2005, and 144 in May 2011. In May 2011, stakes discontinued since 2000 were located in 
the Philippines (6), Japan (4), and Hong Kong and new stakes organized were located in the Philippines (17), 
Taiwan (5), Japan (2), and Mongolia and Indonesia (1). The number of districts in East Asia numbered 57 in 
1987, 123 in 1993, 130 in 1997, 118 in 2000, 133 in 2005, and 139 in May 2011.

Activity and Retention

The number of active members per congregation varies widely by country and region, with some branches and 
wards in Japan and South Korea with fewer than fifty active members, whereas some wards in the Philippines 
have as many as 200 active members. Some branches in the region have as few as thirty active members, 
particularly in Japan and South Korea. Member activity rates appear 50% or higher in China, Laos, Burma, 
and Brunei due to government restrictions and societal abuse of religious freedom demanding a high degree of 
devotion to the Church among converts before baptism and support and fellowshipping from local members 
thereafter. Member activity rates are poorest in South Korea (12%), Hong Kong (14%), and Japan (17%) due 
to low standards for convert baptisms during the years of the most rapid membership growth in these nations. 
Member activity rates for other nations in the region range from 20% to 40%. Today, convert retention rates 
in the region rank from modest to excellent, with the highest retention rates occurring in China, Laos, Burma, 
and the lowest convert retention rates occurring in the Philippines, Cambodia, and Malaysia. Active LDS 
membership in East Asia is estimated to number approximately 200,000, or 20% of total church membership.

Finding and Public Affairs
Open houses in developing nations are commonly utilized to find investigators. New investigators are found 
in nations with government restrictions barring open proselytism primarily by member referral. Full-time 
missionaries utilize English classes and street proselytism to find investigators in South Korea, Japan, and 
Taiwan and have generally received few member referrals in the past. In the mid-2000s, the Church produced 
a DVD for the Asia North Area and Taiwan that provided a culturally-tailored introduction to LDS beliefs 
that identified similarities in Japanese, Korean, and Chinese culture with LDS teachings and taught basic 
church doctrine with a family-focused approach.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Chinese (traditional and simplified characters), Japanese, Vietnamese, 
Korean, Thai, Indonesian, Tagalog, Cebuano, Khmer [Cambodian], Mongolian, Laotian, Ilokano, Hiligaynon, 
Bikolano, Waray-Waray, Pampango, Pangasinan, Tamil, English, Dutch, Portuguese.

All LDS scriptures and most, or a large number of, church materials are available in Chinese (traditional 
and simplified characters), Japanese, Vietnamese, Korean, Thai, Indonesian, Tagalog, Cebuano, Khmer 
[Cambodian], Mongolian, Ilokano, Pangasinan, Dutch, and Portuguese. Select passages of the Book of 
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Mormon and limited numbers of church materials are available in Laotian. The Book of Mormon and limited 
numbers of church materials are translated into Hiligaynon, Bikolano, Waray-Waray, Pampango, and Tamil. 
Burmese translations of Church materials are limited to Gospel Fundamentals and the Testimony of the Prophet 
Joseph Smith. A few General Conference talks have been translated into Burmese, starting in the 2000s. Only 
Gospel Fundamentals, the Testimony of the Prophet Joseph Smith, a pedigree chart, and the Articles of Faith 
are translated into Malay. The Articles of Faith are available in Iban. LDS Church materials in Kazakh are 
limited to sacrament prayer translations, the Articles of Faith, and selected hymns and children’s songs. The 
Liahona magazine has monthly issues in Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Thai, Tagalog, Cebuano, English, Dutch, 
Portuguese, bimonthly issues in Indonesian, Cambodian, and Mongolian, and four issues a year in Vietnamese.

Meetinghouses

There are approximately 1,400 LDS meetinghouses in East Asia. With the exception of some small or newly 
organized branches, nearly all LDS meetinghouses in Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, Taiwan, Singapore, 
and Hong Kong meet in church-built meetinghouses. The Church operates several church-built chapels in 
Cambodia, Indonesia, Malaysia, Mongolia, and Thailand. LDS meetings in other nations generally occur in 
rented facilities or in the homes of members.

Health and Safety

Southeast Asia and rural areas of industrializing nations in East Asia experienced poor standards of living 
and exhibit high risk for the spread of infectious disease. Waterborne diseases, malnutrition, and low quality 
medical care are major issues. Traffic safety is a challenge due to poorly maintained roads and inconsistent 
observance of traffic laws. In China, pollution and the environmental impact of rapid industrialization over 
the past few decades have influenced health.  Most of the largest cities have poor air quality. The leading 
cause of death is respiratory and health diseases resulting from air pollution. Approximately 300 million are 
estimated to drink contaminated water. Health issues exist in ultra-modernized Hong Kong where the SARS 
outbreak in 2003 interfered with the functioning of the church and missionary activity, as the arrival of 
new missionaries was delayed, and local members held small sacrament meetings in their homes.1073 Among 
East Asian nations, the percentage of those infected with HIV/AIDS is the highest in Thailand at 1.4%. In 
Thailand, the spread of the disease has been propagated by illicit sexual relations and drug use. Other methods 
of infection include contaminated needles and HIV-positive mothers.

The Church faces potential safety risks in several nations with severe government restrictions or ethnic violence 
and separatist movements. In China, strict obedience to government policies pertaining to religious conduct is 
required for the perpetuation of positive relations between the Church and the government. Deviation from 
government-approved activities jeopardizes the legitimacy of any Church activity among Chinese citizens and 
foreigners, is against LDS Church policy, and poses risks to individual members. Other religious groups that 
have disregarded local laws or suffer poor relations with the government have had many members arrested 
and sentenced to labor camps for charges of disrupting public order. In the Philippines, the LDS missionary 
department has not sent nonnatives to Mindanao for over a decade, due to political instability and threats 
against Americans from Muslim separatist groups.

Humanitarian and Development Work

The LDS Church has completed at least 192 humanitarian and development projects in East Asia, most 
occurring in Vietnam (33), Indonesia (30), China (26), Cambodia (17), Mongolia (16), and Thailand (14).1074 

1073 Thornell, Linda. “In a time of fear Asian members coping with SARS,” LDS Church News, 3 May 2003. http://www.ldsch-
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1074 “Locations—Asia,” Humanitarian Activities Worldwide, retrieved 25 May 2011. http://www.providentliving.org/
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There has been no known LDS humanitarian or development work to have occurred in Brunei or North 
Korea as of early 2011. Projects have primarily included emergency relief, teaching effective agricultural prac-
tices, wheelchair donations, neonatal resuscitation training, clean water projects, and teaching English. In 
Burma, the Church provided continued humanitarian and development assistance for several years following 
the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami.1075 Water projects have occurred over the past several years in locations such 
as Kayin State. Senior missionaries donated 200 school bags for children at a local monastery. LDS charities 
have donated funds to bring clean water for local hospitals. In China, the Church donated $15,000 for 
humanitarian assistance for flood victims in 1998.1076 In Hong Kong, over 120 members participated in a 
tree-planting service project in which more than 150 trees were planted in Sai Kung West Park in 1999.1077 In 
2003, local church membership and missionaries assembled 3,000 hygiene kits to distribute to the needy in 
Hong Kong in wake of the SARS outbreak.1078 The Church donated 250 wheelchairs to the disabled in 
2004.1079 In Indonesia, the LDS Church purchased rice and hygiene supplies that were assembled into kits by 
members in Jakarta for refugees on Timor in 2000.1080 Local church members in Jakarta prepared over 10,000 
meals for some of the 30,000 homeless flood victims in 2002.1081 The Church helped finance a road construc-
tion project in Solo in 2003.1082 Following the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, Latter-day Saints assisted nearly 
300,000 and donated over 6,000 hours of service. Long-term development projects ensued in the following 
months, such as providing medical equipment and building restoration work on a hospital in Banda Aceh. 
Elder Subandriyo was intimately involved in many of the projects.1083 Immediately following the disaster, the 
Church donated over 50,000 body bags at the government’s request.1084 In 2005, the Church donated medical 
equipment needed after a devastating earthquake in Sumatra.1085 The Church provided mental health assis-
tance in Banda Aceh in 2005 to tsunami victims.1086 Local LDS youth in Jakarta took part in an anti-drug 
campaign in 2006.1087 In 2006, Latter-day Saint charities and the Church helped construct a new medical 
rehabilitation center in Aceh Province.1088 Additional projects undertaken in 2006 with other aid agencies in 
tsunami-stricken areas included building sixteen schools, three health clinics, 1,000 permanent houses, many 
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boats for villagers, and water and sanitation systems for twenty villages.1089 Emergency aid was donated to 
victims of the 2006 Java Tsunami.1090 Almost eight tons of food and water were provided for flood victims in 
Jakarta in 2007.1091 In 2007, the Church provided humanitarian aid and food to earthquake victims in 
Bengkulu.1092 More than a dozen large-scale development projects in areas affected by the 2004 Indian Ocean 
Tsunami were completed in early 2008.1093 In 2008, the Church completed a clean water project in Kaliwungu 
with assistance from full-time missionaries.1094 The Church participated in a government effort for citizens to 
hold a weekly family night in 2008.1095 In Japan, LDS meetinghouses were utilized as emergency shelters in 
the Kobe area following a major earthquake in 1995,1096 and Latter-day Saints in California donated quilts to 
earthquake victims.1097 In 2001, members in Yokohama visited a nursing home, socialized with seniors, and 
gave as gifts cards and lap quilts.1098 The Church has also donated wheelchairs to the disabled, food and medi-
cine for the homeless, and furniture and medical items for hospitals in recent years.1099 The Church provided 
emergency assistance following the 2011 earthquake. In Laos, the Church delivered donated rice sent by a 
three-truck caravan from Thailand to Vientiane in 1994. The Church also contributed to costs for trans-
porting rice to the needy within Laos.1100 Humanitarian senior couples have served in Laos teaching English 
since the early 2000s.1101 The Church’s worldwide clean water programs began from a single clean water 
project in Laos in 2002.1102 Neonatal resuscitation training has been sponsored by the Church.1103 Senior 
missionaries continue to conduct clean water and sanitation projects and donate school supplies. Wheelchairs 
were donated in 2008.1104 In Malaysia, the Church conducted a major clean water project in East Malaysia 
that benefited fifteen villages in Sarawak in 2007.1105 In Mongolia, members of the Church in Utah donated 
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food and clothing to Mongolia following a harsh drought followed by a severe winter in 2000.1106 In 2003, the 
Church provided relief after flooding in Ulaanbaatar. Supplies were sent from Salt Lake City and distributed 
by missionaries in Mongolia.1107 During the same year the Church News reported that humanitarian and 
welfare missionaries in the Mongolian Ulaanbaatar Mission were teaching skills such as knitting to help the 
Mongolian people.1108 In 2004, the Church provided medical training to Mongolia via video recordings of 
surgical procedures for surgeons in the country.1109 The Church News published a lengthy article about 
humanitarian work done by the Church in Mongolia in 2005. Examples of service provided included wheel-
chair donations, clean water projects, vision restoration programs, and neo-natal resuscitation programs.1110 
Humanitarian projects continue in Mongolia today, with many now currently carried out by local Church 
leaders instead of aid sent from abroad to Mongolia. Examples of such projects include a local member quilt-
making activity in Ulaanbaatar for those in need and removing litter from city streets and public places. In the 
Philippines, the Philippines Manila Mission organized a health fair providing free medical checkups and mini-
lessons on health related issues in Binan in 1988.1111 In the 1980s, a group of LDS sister missionaries called 
the Mormon Christian Services taught English and prepared Filipino refugees for immigration to other coun-
tries in Moron, Batan.1112 In the early 1990s, Church leaders assisted local members become more self-reliant 
through assigning family garden plots on meetinghouse land and teaching employment skills.1113 In 1992, the 
Philippines/Micronesia Area Presidency met with Philippines President Fidel Ramos and presented a check for 
$41,000 to assist those displaced by the eruption of Mount Pinatubo.1114 In 2006, the Church provided 
humanitarian aid to mudslide victims in Guinsaugon.1115 Later that year, Latter-day Saints in nineteen stakes 
and districts in the Metro Manila area donated clothing and toys for children to aid typhoon victims in south-
east Luzon. Six members perished from the disaster, and the Church also donated humanitarian aid.1116 
Additional humanitarian activities in recent years include clean water projects, vision care, wheelchair dona-
tions, and emergency relief for victims of natural disasters.1117 In Taiwan, missionaries provided service in 
helping provide accurate English translations of Chinese signs in many of the cities throughout the country in 
the late 2000s. In Thailand, twenty missionaries trained English teachers from 429 Bangkok-area schools how 
to more effectively teach the English language in 1997.1118 In 2000, youth from the Bangkok Thailand Stake 
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gathered toys, clothing and other needed items for children in a needy neighborhood.1119 In 2001, humani-
tarian service missionaries worked on nearly two dozen projects aimed at reducing malnutrition among 
children. The missionaries helped schools become self-sufficient in feeding their students by planting gardens 
with nutritious foods.1120 Immediately following the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, the Church donated food, 
water and body bags to southern Thailand.1121 Local members in Bangkok assembled aid relief to those 
affected.1122 Thirty missionaries served as translators for stranded tourists following the tsunami.1123 LDS 
Charities donated one hundred wheelchairs in 2010.1124 In Timor-Leste, the Church donated clothing, food, 
and hygiene kits to refugees in West Timor who fled from East Timor in 2000. A director of humanitarian 
services for the Church who visited refugee camps in West Timor prompted the aid, for which the Church was 
thanked by the Indonesian government.1125 Indonesian members packed and sent over 30,000 hygiene kits to 
Timor in 2000.1126 New Zealander members also donated bedding, hygiene kits, and clothing.1127 A single aid 
package worth over $156,000 was delivered for Christmas 2000 to Dili.1128 In 2002, the Church provided the 
transportation for delivering wooden fishing boats from Australia to East Timor that were crafted by the 
Aussie Boats for East Timor charity.1129 In Vietnam, the Church donated medical supplies and prostheses in 
1992.1130 Senior missionary couples have taught English for service since 1993.1131 In 2008, the Church 
donated wheelchairs.1132

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

The LDS Church benefits from full religious freedom and does not face legal restrictions in Cambodia, Hong 
Kong, Japan, Macau, the Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, and Thailand. There are some societal 
restrictions on missionary activity in some of these nations. In the Philippines, missionary activity encounters 
some restrictions in Mindanao among the Muslim population. Full-time missionaries avoid proselytizing 
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Muslims out of respect for local customs and due to ongoing conflict with Christians in Mindanao. In 
Singapore, many Christian churches condemn the LDS Church as un-Christian, intimidate converts and 
investigators, and send hateful letters to missionaries. In South Korea, open proselytism on subways and 
visiting door to door in apartment buildings occurs but is often discouraged by local administration, as it is 
seen as intrusive and bothersome. There are no legal barriers for the LDS Church to obtain recognition and 
operate in Timor-Leste, but there have been past instances of societal abuse of religious freedom targeting 
non-Catholic Christians.

Restrictions on religious freedom significantly limit or impede LDS activities in Brunei, Burma, China, 
Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Mongolia, North Korea, and Vietnam. In Brunei, government restrictions on 
proselyting and increasing intolerance for religious minorities severely limit LDS activities. Meetings for the 
Brunei group are not published due to the conservative nature of this Islamic state, as the Church does not 
have official status. Some members may reside in Brunei who cannot find the Church due to these restrictions. 
In Burma, current legislation and government policies prohibit the Church’s foreign missionary program and 
limits missionary work among members. The LDS Church carefully honors and obeys the law in Burma. 
Existing members are generally permitted to meet, but outreach is largely limited to family and personal 
contacts of members. In China, the amount of religious freedom and tolerance for both local and foreign 
members to worship—albeit always separately—is a major opportunity the Church has gained in the past 
decade, which has been essential for current and future church growth. Chinese officials have permitted local 
members to share the gospel with family members. Nonnatives do not appear to face proselytism restrictions 
among foreigners. Foreign members may receive training and visits from international Church leadership. 
Government does not permit international Church leaders to train and meet with local Chinese members. 
As a result of widespread religious freedom in Hong Kong, Chinese from mainland China desiring to join 
the Church sometimes briefly visit Hong Kong, are taught by full-time missionaries, and baptized before 
returning back to the mainland, in a matter of several hours. In Indonesia, LDS missionaries report that the 
government severely restricts the number of visas granted for foreign full-time missionaries, resulting in high 
reliance on the local full-time missionary force to staff the Indonesia Jakarta Mission. Latter-day Saints have 
no presence in most areas that have local laws that restrict the religious freedom of minorities. LDS mission-
aries do not engage in open proselytism and work primarily through casual conversations with strangers and 
member referrals. Latter-day Saint Indonesians report few instances of societal abuse or prejudice. In Laos, 
the Church faces many restrictions that limit missionary work. Young full-time missionaries served briefly and 
had many restrictions regarding whom they could speak with and were unable to distribute literature. Many 
of the members are picked up by a bus to go to Church. In 2009, police told the bus driver he was not allowed 
to transport members from outside the city into Vientiane for Church services. In Malaysia, missionaries 
have to leave the country frequently to renew their visas and comply with visa laws. This results in periodic 
hiatuses from missionary work and expenses in taking missionaries temporarily out of the country, usually 
to Singapore. This is a particularly time-consuming and difficult journey for missionaries in East Malaysia, 
who travel by plane to get their visas renewed. Missionaries in Malaysia avoid the title “Elder” on mail due 
to potential threats from radical Islamic groups. In Mongolia, laws that restrict proselytism challenge the 
scope and freedom with which the Church may conduct missionary work, yet these laws have also motivated 
members to assist in finding investigators for missionaries and increase outreach and Church growth. In 2009, 
significant challenges arose with the government regarding foreign missionary visas. No foreign missionaries 
were expelled from the country, but the government refused to issue visas to prospective new missionaries. 
Some portions of the visa issues were resolved in early 2010 when several senior couples were granted visas. In 
early 2010, many American missionaries were temporarily reassigned to missions in the United States while 
they waited for the Mongolian visas. Missionaries report that one of the reasons for the government refusing to 
issue additional visas was that government officials expressed concern about ecclesiastical activities of foreign 
missionaries in addition to humanitarian work and teaching English. In North Korea, any Latter-day Saint 
presence, whether official or unofficial, is currently unattainable due to stringent government regulations and 
policies restricting religious freedom, especially for Christians. The Church may be able to perform some 
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humanitarian and development work, but the government severely restricts the activities of NGOs, and such 
service would have no realistic prospects of attaining government recognition and establishing a church pres-
ence at present. In Vietnam, religious freedom has increased over the past two decades. The government has 
given permission for LDS humanitarian missionaries to enter, recognized two congregations, allows baptisms 
to occur, and permits Vietnamese natives to serve as full-time missionaries. Open proselytism is restricted, 
and no Vietnamese missionaries can serve as proselytizing missionaries. The creation of new congregations is 
difficult, as the Church is not officially recognized, and many Christian groups face resistance from multiple 
levels of government. In 2009, Church attorneys were working diligently to get the Church official recogni-
tion. Several Protestant groups received official recognition in 2008.

Cultural Issues

Communist, socialist, and military junta governments have significantly reduced the influence and practice 
of traditional East Asian religions in Burma, China, Laos, Mongolia, North Korea, and Vietnam, resulting 
in a weakening in ethno-religious ties and the disappearance of many religiously based customs and beliefs. 
The high percentage of nonreligious individuals in the region does decrease the potential for difficulties with 
traditions that may interfere with LDS teachings, but the Church will likely face challenges in motivating 
potential converts to fully embrace the gospel and make necessary changes in lifestyle to not only remain active 
in the Church but also serve as leaders and teachers for others. Many religiously active individuals, particularly 
Christians, are marginalized by societies in many East Asian nations, resulting in challenges attracting and 
retaining converts and maintaining member activity rates.

Materialism, high cost of living, and secularism are major cultural challenges that frustrate LDS mission 
outreach in Hong Kong, Japan, Macau, and Singapore. Full-time missionaries and members struggle to 
develop mission outreach approaches that are effective in proselytizing the highly irreligious population that 
exhibits little familiarity with Christianity. Many converts are not retained, as they fail to develop habitual 
church attendance and personal gospel study habits. The LDS Church faces major cultural challenges for 
missionaries and members to live and proselyte in an environment where sexual relations out of marriage, 
smoking, and abortion are commonplace. Education is competitive, and many youth spend large amounts of 
time attending school and studying, reducing opportunities for interaction with missionaries. The develop-
ment of a Latter-day Saint community over the past half century in these nations has provided a social outlet 
for members to associate and rely upon to avoid cultural practices and social pressures not in harmony with 
LDS teachings. Full-time missionaries in some areas report that local members have demonstrated a disinterest 
in missionary work, as they believe that most prospective converts will ultimately not develop regular church 
attendance and a self-sustaining testimony of the Church. LDS congregations have become increasingly tight-
knit and entrenched as small numbers of active members limit their social interaction with nonmembers and 
rarely invite nonmember friends, family, and coworkers to church or to meet with full-time missionaries.

Traditional Chinese religion is a syncretic mix of Confucian philosophy, Buddhism, Taoism, and folk tradi-
tions. All of these religions are primarily individual and meditative, with little emphasis on organized worship. 
Many Christian principles, such as the existence of an all-powerful God instead of a nebulous harmony of the 
universe, need for a Savior, and even the existence of sin, are foreign to many Chinese. In particular, the break 
of Christianity from the tradition of ancestors, the concept of a caring God who can hear and answer prayers, 
the need for organized worship and service in the church, principles of divine authority, and the idea of one 
true church as opposed to the development of personal worldview from syncretic elements of competing 
faiths and philosophies, all pose challenges for many LDS investigators. Chinese have their own strong sense 
of ethics and morality, although the need for such behaviors tends to be explained by the need for societal 
order, achieving harmony, maintaining order, and following the pattern of the heavens, in contrast to Judeo-
Christian concepts of obedience, sin, repentance, and judgment, although considerable commonality exists 
when semantic barriers are bridged.
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Religiously active Christians in East Asia have provided some of the greatest strength to the LDS Church in 
the region, as many have established personal habits of church attendance, scripture study, and prayer and 
have a religious background that is better suited for LDS proselytism and teaching approaches. This has likely 
fueled church growth for the LDS Church in the Philippines and among Christian tribes in East Malaysia, 
but quick-baptism tactics generally compromise this cultural advantage for the LDS Church. Receptivity to 
the LDS has been high in some traditionally Buddhist nations such as Cambodia and Mongolia, but successes 
in these nations have been largely attributed to local member-missionary efforts. Poverty has likely increased 
receptivity in these areas. Common in many nations of East Asia, extensive genealogical records handed down 
for millennia offer excellent opportunities for local members to engage in temple work and use family history 
research as a segue for member-missionary work and finding. In 2000, one local member in Hong Kong 
obtained a 175-volume set of his family’s genealogical records containing over 200,000 ancestor names dating 
back to 602 AD.1133

There are several demographic issues that challenge LDS proselytism and church growth ambitious. In China, 
the One Child Policy has created many demographic challenges regarding the male-female gender ratio. In 
the long term, this may lead some male members unable to marry due to a shortage of Chinese women in 
some areas. In Japan, the aging population and low birth rates create assimilation challenges with youth 
and older adults in many congregations as generation gaps and age-based cultural differences have created 
significant obstacles toward retaining and fellowshipping individuals from both populations within the same 
congregations, which oftentimes have few active members. In Mongolia, many couples face significant chal-
lenges getting married and finding a home to live in together. Housing in Mongolia is expensive and usually 
unaffordable by newly married couples, so many hesitate to marry until they are able to find a place to live.

Some cultural practices stand in opposition to LDS teachings. The drinking of green tea is a cultural practice 
in East Asia prohibited by LDS Church teachings and can be source of tension as well as a testimony building 
issue for investigators, new converts, and less active members. High smoking and alcohol use rates in some 
nations pose challenges for many to who habitually engaged in these practices prohibited by the Church. 
Some cultures proscribe the use of alcohol or particular alcohol beverages for certain ceremonies or special 
events, such as the death of a loved one in the Iban tribe in Sarawak, East Malaysia. Mission and local leaders 
must address these issues with sensitivity in order for members and investigators to comply with LDS teach-
ings while mitigating potential individual, familial, or community conflict for discontinuing customs and 
practices that are valued by their respective ethnic groups to which they pertain.

The large number of ethnic minorities in some nations is a challenge for proselytism due to the diversity of 
cultural practices and religious beliefs. LDS congregations in Malaysia and Singapore are extremely diverse. 
Active religious engagement in many areas is a sensitive matter due to governmental and social pressures to 
limit potential conflict between various ethnic groups such as in Indonesia where conversion and Christian 
missionary activity in many areas is frowned upon.

Unemployment and underemployment have been major challenges for Latter-day Saints in the Philippines 
and in 1988, as many as half of Latter-day Saints were unemployed, and 30% of employed members were 
underemployed.1134 Poor economic conditions have prompted many to work abroad and send home money 
for family members. In 2005, LDS apostle Elder Dallin H. Oaks noted that separation of spouses for extended 
periods of time for employment purposes should be avoided.1135 The Church has begun to address these issues 

1133 Stahle, Shaun. “Small events lead to major collection of family names,” LDS Church News, 8 January 2000. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/37004/Small-events-lead-to-major-collection-of-family-names.html

1134 “Growth ‘just amazing,’” LDS Church News, 14 May 1988. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/18028/Growth-just-
amazing.html

1135 “Notable progress in the Philippines,” LDS Church News, 30 April 2005. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/47240/
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in the Philippines and elsewhere in East Asia through the establishment of the Perpetual Education Fund in 
order for members to gain needed education for future employment.

Latter-day Saints are socially stigmatized in several nations. In South Korea, LDS outreach to church-going 
Christian Koreans has seen some success, but heavy social involvement in their respective churches has made 
this group largely unreceptive to even brief and basic LDS proselyting approaches. Misconceptions about the 
LDS Church are widespread and lead most Koreans to dismiss the church as a socially unacceptable institution 
or confuse it with other unaccepted denominations such as Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Unification Church. 
In Singapore, some Christian groups have performed counter-proselytism efforts targeting Latter-day Saints.

National Outreach

Thirteen percent (13%) of the regional population resides in cities with known LDS congregations, but many 
who live in cities with LDS congregations do not have access to full-time missionaries, such as in China, 
Burma, and Laos. The percentage of the population reached by the LDS Church in highest in Macau and 
Singapore (100%), Hong Kong (94%), South Korea (70%), and Japan and Taiwan (60%). Among countries 
that receive official LDS missionary activity, the percentage of the population reached by the LDS Church 
in lowest in Indonesia (11%), Cambodia (13%), Thailand (14%), and Malaysia. Less than 10% of popula-
tions of countries that have no official presence and no proselytizing full-time missionaries are reached by 
LDS congregations, such as Burma, Vietnam, China, Laos, and Brunei. Timor-Leste and North Korea are 
completed unreached by the LDS Church.

LDS outreach efforts in East Asia are concentrated in the Philippines, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan as 
these are the only nations in the region with more than one LDS mission, and twenty-eight of the thirty-four 
missions (82%) in East Asia are based in these four nations that account for 14% of the regional population. 
Past receptivity has been the greatest in the region of these four nations, prompting additional missionary 
resources, but abundant opportunities for expanding outreach exist in other nations that have yet to be better 
realized by the LDS Church.

Declining numbers of LDS congregations in the 2000s in the Philippines (–51), South Korea (–32), Japan 
(–31), and Hong Kong (–7) have not noticeably reduced the percentage of the national population residing 
in cities with LDS congregations in these nations, as most units that were consolidated were located in cities 
with multiple LDS congregations or in cities and towns with few inhabitants. There has been no expansion 
in LDS outreach in these nations for over a decade however, halting progress in expanding national outreach.

Some populations or ethnic groups are legally unreached by the LDS Church in nations that experience 
some LDS missionary activity. Muslim Malays are completed unreached by the LDS Church in Malaysia and 
Brunei. Government policies in many nations forbid open proselytism, and consequently those with access 
to LDS outreach are limited to close friends, family, and acquaintances of members or sincere investigators. 
Many of these nations lack sufficient local member-missionary resources to effectively provide outreach, such 
as in Burma.

The Church is only accessible by Cambodians living in or around Phnom Penh, Battambang, Kampong 
Cham, Siem Reap, and Kampong Thom. The remaining large cities lack a Church presence, including 
Kampong Saom on the coast and Sisophon near the Thai border. About half of the approximate 14.5 million 
Cambodians live in a province that does not have a congregation. Even in the provinces with a church pres-
ence, most have hundreds of thousands of people in unreached areas. The majority of Cambodia’s population 
is rural, which presents challenges in proclaiming the gospel more widely.

Notable-progress-in-the-Philippines.html
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The Cambodia Phnom Penh Mission has established branches and opened new proselytizing areas on the 
outskirts of Phnom Penh. Branches currently operate in Sen Sok (about five miles northeast of Phnom Penh), 
Ta Khmau (about five miles south of Phnom Penh) and Kean Svay (about five miles east of Phnom Penh). 
These branches belong to one of the two Cambodian-speaking districts in Phnom Penh. As the Church grows 
in Phnom Penh, cities and villages near the capital may eventually have congregations established. Areas to the 
northeast and south of Phnom Penh are some of the most densely populated areas in Cambodia.

The Vietnamese LDS community in Phnom Penh conducts limited outreach in Vietnam, where non-Viet-
namese are barred from serving as missionaries. In the late 2000s, Vietnam-native missionaries had to be 
temporarily withdrawn to serve in Vietnamese areas of Phnom Penh and train newly arrived North American 
missionaries.

The Church is only accessible by Cambodians living in or around Phnom Penh, Battambang, Kampong 
Cham, Siem Reap, and Kampong Thom. The remaining large cities lack a Church presence, including 
Kampong Saom on the coast and Sisophon near the Thai border. About half of the approximate 14.5 million 
Cambodians live in a province that does not have a congregation. Even in the provinces with a church pres-
ence, most have hundreds of thousands of people in unreached areas. The majority of Cambodia’s population 
is rural, which presents challenges in proclaiming the gospel more widely.

Only 1% of the population would be LDS if the Church’s entire membership of fourteen million lived in China. 
With the exception of personal contacts of members, the entire population of 1.33 billion remains unreached 
by mission outreach. If missionary work occurred in cities with an established LDS English-speaking branch, 
just 3% of the national population would have access to mission outreach. The Church has made considerable 
progress among natives in cities with English-speaking branches that also have congregations designated for 
Chinese members. Some large cities without English-speaking congregations have Chinese-designated congre-
gations, such as Kunming in Yunnan Province.

The Church will face major mission logistic challenges once full-time missionaries serve in China as China’s 
population exceeds that of North and South America combined by half a billion. Current international mission 
resources could not efficiently administer to such as large population even if they were all entirely dedicated to 
China. If the average of one LDS mission per four million people in North and South America were applied 
to China, the Church would need to create 333 missions; just seven shy of the worldwide total in 2010. Even 
if there was one LDS mission per twenty million people (the mission-population ratio in Japan), the Church 
would need to operate sixty-seven Chinese missions.

Traditional LDS paradigms of missions staffed primarily by full-time proselyting missionaries are unlikely to 
be implemented in China for two reasons. First, the strong preference given to native Chinese and the heavy 
restrictions on foreigners, especially as relates to proselytism, will require that outreach efforts be conducted 
primarily, and likely exclusively, through native leaders and native member-missionaries. Second, the LDS 
missionary force has plateaued in recent years due to declining LDS birth rates and slower growth, and 
the Church has the lacked the free resources and manpower to assign missionaries even to some unreached 
nations that allow proselyting, like Senegal at present or Kyrgyzstan in the 1990s. The limited LDS mission 
resources that could potentially be mobilized are wholly inadequate to the serve China’s vast population. For 
both legal and practical reasons, future LDS outreach in China will inevitably depend primarily upon the 
outreach of local members. Denominations like the Seventh Day Adventists, which grow primarily through 
local member outreach, have therefore experienced considerable outreach advantages over Latter-day Saints 
due to the traditional LDS dependence on full-time foreign missionaries and the lack of comparably well-
organized member-missionary programs and resources.
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Effective future LDS mission outreach will require wise appropriation of limited native missionary manpower, 
effective and independent congregational member-missionary programs, and the development of a self-
sustaining native Chinese missionary force.

Although China ranks as the fourth largest in geographic size, most regions are sparsely populated. The 
western half of China accounts for about 10% of the population, as the southwest is mountainous, and the 
northwest is primarily desert. Ninety percent (90%) of the population lives in the eastern half of China. The 
most densely populated areas include the Sichuan Basin, coastal areas between Beijing and Hong Kong, and 
interior areas between Shanghai, Beijing, and Zhengzhou. Half the national population resides in eight of the 
twenty-two mainland provinces, which include Guangdong (113 million), Henan (99 million), Shandong (92 
million), Sichuan (87 million), Jiangsu (75.5 million), Hebei (68 million), Hunan (67 million), and Anhui 
(65 million). Mission planners can maximize the scope of potential mission outreach by allocating resources 
and development work to these most populous provinces.

Large Chinese communities exist in most nations around the world and currently provide a portal to mission 
outreach to mainland China within the confines of Chinese law. Several nations with only a few hundred 
Latter-day Saints have many Chinese LDS members, such as Greece and Cyprus. Chinese-speaking congrega-
tions have been organized in the United States (12 Chinese, 2 Mandarin), Canada (3 Mandarin, 2 Chinese, 
1 Cantonese), Australia (2 Chinese), Malaysia (1 Mandarin), and Singapore (1 Chinese). One Mandarin-
speaking branch operates in Hong Kong. Missionaries over the past decade have been called in increasing 
numbers to serve Mandarin-speaking missions in areas throughout the United States, Europe, and Southeast 
Asia. Chinese-speaking congregations outside of China and Chinese mission outreach worldwide help coor-
dinate efforts for members returning to mainland China and provide outreach among the large Chinese 
population living abroad.

Ethnic minority groups with significant LDS memberships outside China may be more receptive to future 
mission outreach initiatives even if they tend to reside in less-densely populated areas that would ordinarily not 
receive outreach for decades following the initial start of proselytism. The Church has well-developed leader-
ship and mission outreach capabilities in South Korea and Mongolia. Korean and Mongolian Chinese number 
in the millions and sometimes travel to these two nations. These individuals may join the Church outside 
the country and return home and help prepare to establish the Church in rural or isolated locations in Inner 
Mongolia or along the North Korean border. In 2009, South Korea alone had over 600,000 Chinese foreign 
residents. Seventy-one percent (71%) were ethnic Koreans; most of whom resided in the Seoul area.1136 Some 
mission outreach among this group has occurred through both member referrals and missionary proselytism.

Small geographic size, a long-standing Latter-day Saint presence, and consistent numbers of full-time mission-
aries assigned have resulted in excellent levels of national outreach, as approximately 94% of the population 
resides in cities with an LDS congregation. All cities with over 85,000 inhabitants have a mission outreach 
center. Most unreached or lesser-reached cities have fewer than 24,000 inhabitants.

Congregation consolidations in the 2000s have not eliminated outreach in many communities, as full-time 
missionaries proselyte in many affected communities, and many active members continue to reside in these 
locations, but declining numbers of congregations have resulted in many urban areas becoming less reached by 
LDS congregations and local leaders. With 82,700 inhabitants, Pok Fu Lam is the most populous city without 
an LDS congregation; although at one time a ward operated in Pok Fu Lam, the unit was discontinued in 
the 2000s. Assigning local Chinese leaders to head the reestablishment of dependent congregations in some 
lesser-reached areas many reverse the trend of congregational decline and provide for long-term support and 
mentoring that does not detract from LDS missionary resources abroad.

1136 “More Than 1 Million Foreigners Live in Korea,” The Chosun Ilbo, 6 August 2009. http://english.chosun.com/site/data/
html_dir/2009/08/06/2009080600243.html
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Expensive and limited real estate is a challenge for the Church to open additional meetinghouses, resulting in 
multiple congregations utilizing the same LDS meetinghouses. Long travel distances to LDS meetinghouses 
for some can reduce church attendance levels.

Hong Kong ranked thirtieth among countries with the most visitors to the Church’s website in 1997.1137 The 
Church operates a country website for Hong Kong available in English at http://www.lds.org.hk/en/ and in 
traditional Chinese characters at http://www.lds.org.hk/. The Internet site provides local news; meetinghouse 
locations and times; explanation of LDS doctrines and teachings; and links to LDS scriptures translated into 
traditional characters. Use of the website in member-missionary activity can enhance national outreach and 
provide accurate information on the Internet to the general population.

Eleven percent (11%) of the national population resides in cities with an LDS mission outreach center. All but 
three LDS congregations are on the island of Java. Manado, Medan, and Denpasar (Bali) are the only mission 
outreach centers off of Java and reach no more than 3% of the population. Of these three cities, missionaries 
appear to have been regularly assigned only to Manado. Most of the twenty-four million Indonesians living in 
cities with full-time missionaries are unaware of a Latter-day Saint presence and church teachings. Proselytism 
bans reduce outreach potential in areas with LDS congregations and assigned missionaries.

The Church has not placed full-time missionaries in additional cities for decades. Distance from mission 
headquarters in Jakarta and the limited numbers of foreign full-time missionaries permitted to serve by the 
government challenge efforts to assign missionaries to additional cities off of Java. The small number of 
convert baptisms over the past two decades has given the Church little impetus to expand national outreach. 
On Java, many Latter-day Saints travel long distances to attend church meetings. Members living far from 
church meetinghouses may help to establish additional mission outreach centers closer to their homes one 
day. Prospects for such activity outside Java appear unlikely for the foreseeable future due to the small LDS 
populations in Manado, Medan, and Bali. Due to visa restrictions limiting the number of foreign full-time 
LDS missionaries and no large increase in the number of native full-time missionaries, other methods must 
be utilized to revitalize mission outreach initiatives and expand national outreach to areas that may be more 
receptive to LDS teachings, such as Kalimantan and Papua. Unexplored tactics that can help expand national 
outreach include calling a Latter-day Saint family to an unreached area to plant an LDS congregation and 
establishing Church-sponsored educational facilities in disadvantaged areas.

Strong LDS Church growth in East Malaysia among indigenous peoples like the Iban may indicate that the 
native peoples in Indonesian-controlled Kalimantan will be more receptive to LDS teachings than other 
ethnic groups in other areas of Indonesia. Many indigenous peoples in Kalimantan exhibit strong cultural 
ties and similarities with groups in Sarawak and Sabah in East Malaysia and have Christian communities. 
In 2010, there was no known LDS presence in any of the four Kalimantan provinces that are inhabited by 
nearly fourteen million people. With the exception of Manado, Latter-day Saints have never had a presence 
in predominantly Christian areas. Unreached Christian areas that may have responsive populations to LDS 
mission outreach include East Nasu Tenggara, Papua, and a few areas in central Sulawesi and northern Sumatra. 
There are almost four million inhabitants in Irian Jaya who are predominantly Christian and unreached by 
Latter-day Saints. There is only one LDS congregation on Sulawesi, populated by over seventeen million 
Indonesians. Sumatra has just one branch in Medan, yet is inhabited by fifty million.

The Church maintains an Internet site for Indonesia at http://www.gerejayesuskristus.or.id. The website 
provides information about church beliefs, meetinghouse locations, and local news. Local Latter-day Saints 

1137 “Internet users find LDS web site,” LDS Church News, 1 March 1997. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/29302/
Internet-users-find-LDS-web-site.html



Regional Profile	 671

referring friends and relatives to the website is a passive proselytism approach that with the proper vision can 
lead to increased numbers of convert baptisms and expansion of national outreach.

There are meaningful opportunities for Latter-day Saints to proselyte Indonesians living abroad. Full-time 
missionaries report teaching Indonesians in Singapore, Malaysia, South Korea, and Hong Kong. No LDS 
missions outside Indonesia have specific programs for mission outreach directed toward Indonesians.

Fifty-two percent (52%) of the national population resides in a city over 150,000 inhabitants with an LDS 
congregation. LDS congregations are in 123 of the 160 cities with over 150,000 people. With only a few 
exceptions, each of the thirty-seven cities with over 150,000 without an LDS congregation is located within 
a major metropolitan area and most are within ten kilometers of the nearest mission outreach center. As 
many as 60% of the population resides within fifteen kilometers of an LDS meetinghouse. All forty-seven 
administrative prefectures have at least one LDS congregation. Okinawa is the prefecture that receives the 
most penetrating LDS mission outreach, as evidenced by the lowest ratio of population to congregations of 
one LDS congregation for 81,513 inhabitants. Prefectures with fewer than 300,000 inhabitants per congrega-
tion are among the most reached by Latter-day Saints and include Wakayama, Tottori, Hokkaido, Shimane, 
Aomori, and Ehime. Prefectures with over 800,000 inhabitants per congregation are among the least reached 
and include Yamaguchi, Tochigi, Yamanashi, Saga, and Fukui. Six prefectures have only one LDS congre-
gation (Yamaguchi, Yamanashi, Saga, Fukui, Tokushima, and Kochi) and have populations ranging from 
770,000 to 1.5 million. Located on Hokkaido, Urakawa appears to be the least populated city with an LDS 
congregation, with approximately 15,000 inhabitants. There are hundreds of additional cities over 20,000 
inhabitants without a mission outreach center.

The highly urbanized population provides an excellent opportunity for the Church to reach the majority of 
Japanese with fewer missionaries and congregations. An aggressive chapel-building program in the 1960s 
facilitated the expansion of national outreach1138 and occurred primarily in the largest cities, during a time 
when the Japanese population appeared to be the most receptive to LDS mission outreach. During the peak 
of church growth and activity in Japan in the late twentieth century, missions allocated a large number of 
full-time missionaries to individual congregations. In 1991, thirty-two full-time missionaries were assigned 
to work in one ward and two branches in the Kyoto area.1139 While taking advantage of a time when the 
population was at a greater receptivity and providing adequate outreach to a large population were primary 
motives in allocating large numbers of full-time missionaries to a single congregation, this policy reduced 
local member involvement in missionary work, reinforced dependence on full-time missionaries for many 
ecclesiastical and administrative tasks, and contributed to the continuing trend of congregation consolida-
tions that began in the early 2000s. While over thirty congregations were closed in the 2000s, the percentage 
of the national population residing in cities with mission outreach centers does not appear to have noticeably 
decreased, as most discontinued units were in the largest cities that continue to be serviced by multiple LDS 
congregations. Holding cottage meetings and forming groups and dependent branches in lesser-reached cities 
and neighborhoods in the Tokyo and Osaka metropolitan areas may increase prospects of establishing addi-
tional self-sustainable congregations over the medium term. Congregations in smaller cities or urban areas 
with few active members are susceptible to closure in the coming years due to stagnant active membership 
growth, low receptivity, and continued reluctance of many local members to participate in missionary work.

High cost of living and limited receptivity has increasingly made assigning large numbers of full-time mission-
aries unfeasible. The number of missions and missionary complement assigned to Japan have been reduced 
in recent years, and so the Church has attempted to expand outreach in other ways. Japan had the third 

1138 Britsch, R. Lanier. “The Blossoming of the Church in Japan,” Ensign, Oct. 1992, 32.

1139 Sheffield, Sheridan R. “Kyoto, the cultural center of Japan,” LDS Church News, 22 June 1991. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/21603/Kyoto-the-cultural-center-of-Japan.html
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most Internet users in 20071140 and the Church has maintained Internet outreach to assist in proselytism 
efforts since the early 2000s. When the Church launched its first official website in 1997, Japan had the 
fourth most visitors.1141 A country website for Japan at http://www.ldschurch.jp/ provides local church news, 
meetinghouse locations, and explanations on church doctrine and practices tailored for a nonmember audi-
ence, youth-directed outreach, and links to Japanese-language LDS websites such as http://www.mormon.jp/. 
Online member-missionary activity remains limited, but the Church will likely institute member profiles on 
mormon.org in Japanese in the near future, as Japanese is spoken by over one hundred million speakers, and 
the Internet is highly utilized by Japan.

The Church has a tiny presence in Laos, as only Vientiane (3% of the national population) has a congrega-
tion, and no foreign missionaries may proselyte. The majority the inhabitants in Vientiane are unaware of the 
Church. The only opportunity for Laotians to join the Church is through personal contact with a Church 
member. Local members will be instrumental in expanding the Church’s national presence. Outreach to 
northern provinces appears the most difficult, as these regions experience greater intolerance toward religious 
minorities.

Members who travel to meetings by bus provide opportunity for expanded outreach outside of Vientiane. 
If government restricts the movement or logistics of Church members traveling to attend church services, 
this may result in the creation of small groups or branches in lesser-reached communities with some LDS 
members.

Nearly the entire population resides within close distance to the mission outreach center. Missionaries serve 
throughout Macau. Most know little about the LDS Church, however. Creative and insightful mission 
outreach methods such as Internet outreach and service projects may help bring greater awareness of the 
Church and its members to the general population. There are significant opportunities to proselyte mainland 
Chinese vacationing in Macau.

Six of Malaysia’s thirteen states do not have mission outreach (Kedah, Kelantan, Negeri Sembilan, Pahang, 
Perlis, and Terengganu). Residing in unreached states are 7.7 million inhabitants, or 30% of the national 
population. Currently, the Church does not have a presence in any cities of less than a 100,000 people in West 
Malaysia. In East Malaysia, which has the most liberal proselytism laws and presents the greatest opportunity 
for church growth, only half the population live in cities larger than 10,000 inhabitants. Outreach into smaller 
cities and villages will one day be necessary to reach a larger segment of the population.

Currently about one-third of the population lives in the capital, Ulaanbaatar. The Church has a strong pres-
ence in the city with six wards and five branches. However, there has been hardly any increase in the number of 
congregations in Ulaanbaatar since 2001 due to the focus on maturing branches into wards, as well as a general 
decline in growth rates and growing inactivity problems. With continued growth, additional congregations 
may be created within the boundaries of the new stake. Züünmod, a small town near Ulaanbaatar with about 
15,000 inhabitants, might open to missionary work in the coming years.

With the Church most established in the largest city of the country, it is able to influence the Mongolian 
people who visit the city from other outlying areas of Mongolia. The Church has a congregation in the next 
four largest cities of the country, which have populations ranging from 30,000 to 75,000. It is not until cities 
below 30,000 inhabitants do we see cities that as of yet have no congregations established in them. Many of 
these cities are in western or southern Mongolia and are very isolated from the rest of the country. Most of 

1140 “Internet Usage Worldwide by Country, 2007,” Infloplease.com, retrieved 31 December 2010. http://www.infoplease.com/
ipa/A0933606.html

1141 “Internet users find LDS web site,” LDS Church News, 1 March 1997. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/29302/
Internet-users-find-LDS-web-site.html
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the twenty-one provinces have no Church presence, and each has about 100,000 people or less. It is most 
likely that the Church will grow the most in the larger cities in Mongolia due to their already existing Church 
presences and bigger populations. However, if the Church is to preach the Gospel to the entire population 
of Mongolia, greater progress is to be made in establishing branches in the smaller cities throughout the 
country and among those who reside on the steppes and live nomadic lives. This will also create challenges 
in establishing congregations in the future when many of the potential members in a rural area live far apart 
from each other and periodically move their homes as they tend their livestock. However, because over 90% 
of the population speaks Mongolian, the Church will be able to penetrate many areas of the country without 
problems with a large number of different local languages.

The city of Khovd has provided missionaries serving in Mongolia with the unique experience of teaching the 
Gospel to some Muslims. With a strong branch numbering well over one hundred active members, mission-
aries are able to come into contact with more Turkic peoples than in any other regions with a Church presence. 
Just to the west of the city Khovd is the province of Bayan-Olgii, where the majority of the population is 
Kazakh. However, no missionaries currently serve in Bayan-Olgii.

The majority of Mongolians do not reside Mongolia but in neighboring countries, chiefly in China. The 
Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region in the People’s Republic of China contains about four million 
Mongolians. The Liaoning Province, which is between Inner Mongolia and North Korea, contains over 
600,000 Mongolians. An estimated one million Mongolians live in Russia. Because the Gospel has taken 
hold in Ulaanbaatar and larger regional cities in Mongolia, it has a greater chance to spread to these other 
areas among the Mongolian population as family members share the Gospel with relatives who many reside 
one of these locations. Mongolians living in Inner Mongolia may one day join the Church when Mongolian 
members bring it to them. This could provide greater strength and opportunity for the Gospel to go forth to 
neighboring China.

The entire population of North Korea is unreached by LDS mission outreach. If government regulations 
prohibiting foreign missionary activity were lifted, Pyongyang and Kaesong would most likely be the first 
cities to open for missionary work, as Pyongyang has a large population, central location, and state-controlled 
religious groups in the city, whereas Kaesong is near the South Korean border and past dialogue and economic 
agreements that have bridged the two countries have centered on Kaesong. LDS mission outreach centers in 
the two cities would reach 12% of the national population. Members in South Korea and Korean members in 
other nations will likely play a pivotal role in the establishment of the Church in North Korea due to greater 
familiarity with language and culture and close proximity to South Korea.

Thirty-nine percent (39%) of the national population resides in cities with LDS congregations and at least 
20,000 inhabitants. Many wards, branches, and groups operate in smaller cities or in rural areas. The percentage 
of Filipinos residing in areas with a mission outreach center is estimated at 50%, but is difficult to ascertain 
as the Church does not report the number of groups operating and population estimates for many villages 
or small cities in less populated areas are only approximate. Forty-seven of the 284 cities with over 20,000 
inhabitants do not have mission outreach centers, amounting to 2% of the national population. Conditions 
are favorable to open many of these larger unreached cities to missionary work outside of Muslim majority 
areas in Mindanao.

Sixty-eight of eighty provinces (85%) have a mission outreach center and account for 95% of the national 
population. Twelve provinces have no known LDS mission outreach centers and include in order of descending 
population Lanao del Sur, Sulu, Zamboanga Sibugay, Shariff Kabunsuan, Basilan, Tawi-Tawi, Romblon, 
Mountain Province, Dinagat Islands, Apayao, Siquijor, and Batanes. Areas predominantly populated by 
Muslims account for the most populous unreached provinces, whereas isolated, mountainous areas or small 
islands account for the majority of the least populated unreached provinces. Over the past several decades, 



674	 REACHING THE NATIONS

separatist movements occurred in many of the currently unreached provinces. Among currently unreached 
provinces, prospects appear highest for missionary work commencing in Romblon due to its sizeable popu-
lation over 260,000, relative stability, and mission outreach centers operating on nearby Mindoro island. 
The population on Romblon and other unreached provinces often speak indigenous languages without LDS 
language materials translated, which may delay the commencement mission outreach in these areas and create 
language barriers between full-time missionaries and the local population.

Several islands are within the boundaries of provinces with an official Church presence, but have no known 
LDS congregations. Most have fewer than 100,000 inhabitants. Islands with comparably small populations 
still provide meaningful mission outreach prospects. With 150,000 inhabitants, the small island of Biliran had 
a district organized in 2001 and in late 2010 had five branches. Prospects may be favorable for commencing 
missionary activity on islands like Biliran with smaller populations, such as Lubang, Polillo, Cuyo, Busuanga, 
Culion, and Siargao.

Poorly developed transportation infrastructure and the high travel expenses have facilitated the creation of 
additional congregations in closer proximity to small LDS population centers. Prospects remain high for accel-
erated national outreach expansion in villages with multiple Latter-day Saint families who travel inordinate 
distances to church on Sundays, but requires proper vision from local church leaders and mission presidents. 
Groups appear to be readily created in many of these locations, but few have grown into branches in recent 
years.

Humanitarian service and development work provide valuable opportunities to expand national outreach. 
Sister missionaries conducting humanitarian service in refugee camps have brought converts into the church 
through their efforts.1142 The Church has the needed resources to instigate development projects greatly needed 
in many areas but has not undertaken large-scale clean water projects or other work seen in other areas like 
Africa. Opportunities to solidify church membership and attract additional converts through employment 
workshops, medical care, and roadway improvement projects have yet to be carefully explored.

Filipino Latter-day Saints living abroad have in the past brought large numbers of converts into the Church 
through their efforts with friends and relatives. In 2007, a member visited family in Leyte, and forty convert 
baptisms followed from her efforts to share the gospel with her relatives.1143 Reaching out to the Filipino 
community outside their home country can also experience benefits within the Philippines, but few missions 
conduct specific outreach to Filipinos in other countries, such as the United States and the Middle East.

Singapore is one of the only countries where the Church is not restrained by geography, resulting in the oppor-
tunity of reaching the entire population with few outreach centers. Outreach is limited due to the diversity in 
the culture, language, and religious background of the population. Although 58.8% of the population speaks 
a Chinese language, only one of the eight congregations in Singapore is Chinese speaking. This indicates that 
Chinese Singaporeans have few Church resources given to them, usually meet in English speaking congrega-
tions, or are less responsive to missionary work.

Mission outreach is primarily limited to cities with over 100,000 inhabitants. Seventy percent (70%) of 
the national population resides in cities with an LDS presence. Most rural areas and cities with fewer than 
100,000 inhabitants have no mission outreach centers. Some cities, such as Hanam, once had mission outreach 
centers but no longer do. Opportunities for increasing national outreach appear most favorable in currently 

1142 “From around the world,” LDS Church News, 5 March 1988. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/18327/From-around-
the-world.html

1143 “Sacred devotion,” LDS Church News, 29 March 2008. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/51783/Sacred-devotion.
html
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unreached large to medium-sized cities near Seoul and other large cities. Examples of cities in the Seoul/
Gyeonggi Province area include Pyeongnae/Hopyeong, Gwacheon, Uiwang, and Dongtan

In the recent past, Korean Church leadership has expressed little interest in opening additional cities for 
missionary work and creating additional congregations in cities where members travel long distances to attend 
Church meetings. Southeast of Seoul, Gwangju has 80,000 inhabitants but has no LDS congregation or 
mission presence, although dozens of members live in the city. Members attend several different congregations 
nearby but must travel longer distances and are more prone to becoming less active due to issues of distance, 
accessibility, and limited fellowshipping opportunities. Church members often dismiss missionary opportuni-
ties in cities like Gwangju due to the availability of established congregations in nearby cities, but this policy 
has reduced national outreach capabilities and has contributed to the declining number of congregations over 
the past decade. Many areas within the city boundaries of Seoul have almost no LDS presence and no nearby 
congregations, such as the Guro region. Past efforts to open new branches in these locations that did not come 
to fruition may have contributed to the lack of interest by local leaders to organize groups or small branches 
in lesser-reached areas.

The declining number of missionaries has further contributed to the declining national outreach of the Church 
in South Korea. Missions can barely staff the needs of current congregations. Missionaries have been called 
in fewer numbers due to the declining receptivity of the general population and stretched mission resources 
worldwide.

The Church has successfully established congregations in nearly all cities over 100,000 inhabitants. Sixty 
percent (60%) of the population lives in a city with a congregation. Every county on the island of Taiwan has 
at least one congregation of the Church. Although the Church has established itself in nearly all the major 
population centers in Taiwan, some areas have seen greater success than others. Since 2000 the Church has 
seen marked progress in establishing itself outside of Taipei by districts maturing into stakes and established 
stakes greatly growing in the number of congregations. The number of congregations increased from six wards 
and one branch in the Taichung Taiwan Stake to thirteen wards and two branches within the boundaries of the 
two stakes in Taichung in 2009. The number of wards has also grown in the stakes in Kaohsiung and Tainan, 
increasing from six wards in each stake to ten wards and two branches in the Kaohsiung Taiwan Stake and nine 
wards and two branches in the Tainan Taiwan Stake. Some areas of Taiwan with multiple small or middle-sized 
cities do not have congregations close by, such as the coastline between Taichung and Tainan and areas along 
the northeastern and eastern coasts of the country.

One of the reasons the Taiwan Kaohsiung Mission was discontinued was that two missions could provide 
nearly the same amount of outreach that the three missions were producing. The Taiwan Kaohsiung Mission 
was one of the least productive areas for missionary work in Taiwan during the last decade, as no new stakes 
were organized within its boundaries. The other Taiwanese missions saw an increase in stakes during this 
time, most notably the Taiwan Taichung Mission. Taiwan had one of the lowest population per mission ratios 
in Asia with less than eight million people per mission. Other industrialized Asian countries like Japan and 
South Korea have much higher population per mission ratios of over ten million people per mission. With the 
mission realignment, each of Taiwan’s missions serve eleven to twelve million people.

The Church has operated inside Thailand continuously since the late 1960s, yet membership (both numerical 
and active) is very small compared to the national population. With the exception of the Phuket Group, the 
Church has no presence in any of the cities or fifteen provinces south of Bangkok. Of the seventy-six admin-
istrative provinces, around twenty-five have an LDS congregation. Areas with the highest population density 
unreached by the Church include southern Thailand, coastal areas between Bangkok and Cambodia, and 
provinces between Bangkok and Phitsanulok.
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Almost all mission outreach occurs in urban areas, which account for a third of the national population, 
yet slightly more than half of cities with over 100,000 inhabitants have no congregation. Rural areas and 
smaller cities and towns are unlikely to be reached by full-time missionaries until additional large cities are 
assigned missionaries. Cottage meetings may be instrumental in not only introducing the Church to larger 
cities without a congregation with only a few members but also to small communities on the outskirts of cities 
with established congregations.

Limited mission resources, distance from mission headquarters in Jakarta, the lack of native members, the lack 
of church material in the dominant language, Timor-Leste’s small population, limited infrastructure, recent 
independence, and history of instability have likely reduced the priority of commencing missionary work. 
Conditions for the initial establishment of the Church appear most accommodating in Dili due to its large 
population, somewhat central location, and greater tolerance toward non-Catholic groups. Outreach in rural 
areas will likely not occur for many years following formal Church establishment in Dili. Separated from the 
rest of Timor-Leste, the small Oecussi region may not receive mission outreach.

In Vietnam, the Church’s presence is limited to Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City; at least 94% of the population 
lives in areas without an LDS congregation. Government regulations limit proselytism and Church contact 
to friends of members. Most ethnic groups do not have a single Church member and have never had contact 
with the Church. Greater national outreach is unlikely to occur until full government recognition is achieved, 
and as for other Christian denominations with government recognition, achieving permissions to organize 
new congregations may be difficult. The greatest opportunities for improving national outreach is likely to be 
through the Church conducting humanitarian service in areas without congregations, as well as the influence 
of isolated members who follow church teachings. Such efforts foster positive relations with local and national 
government and may facilitate approval for additional congregations.

The lack of a mission in Vietnam limits national outreach. Vietnamese missionaries also serve in the three 
Vietnamese-speaking branches in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. The limited number of Vietnamese missionaries 
sometimes results in the removal of some missionaries from Vietnam to provide language training to newly 
arrived foreign missionaries serving in the Vietnamese-speaking branches in Cambodia. Missionaries serving 
from Vietnamese-speaking branches in Phnom Penh cannot serve in Vietnam currently. If government one 
day permits foreign proselyting missionaries, Vietnamese missionaries from Cambodia and the United States 
will be a valuable asset to humanitarian service and national outreach.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

The Church experiences low member activity rates in East Asian countries that have had a long-term LDS 
presence due to quick-baptism tactics, inconsistent convert baptismal standards enforced by mission leaders 
for decades, and often an overstaffing of LDS congregations with full-time missionaries in the Philippines, 
Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and Hong Kong. Many active members are highly dedicated to church service 
and have helped perpetuate growth, but diligent work ethic and capitalist mindset have likely contributed to 
these mission practices. Losing contact with less active members that move away from the congregation in 
which they were baptized, inadequate local leadership to accommodate large numbers of youth converts, past 
congregation consolidations and confusion on meetinghouse locations and times, negative cultural attitudes 
and practices regarding organized religion and weekly church participation, and increasing secularism and 
materialism have further exacerbated member activity rates and frustrate reactivation efforts. Reactivation 
efforts by full-time missionaries in these nations demand large amounts of mission resources, delaying the 
progress of mission outreach in other more receptive nations and areas. Stake consolidations in the Philippines, 
Japan, and Hong Kong and steady declines in the number of congregations between 2000 and 2010 in the 
Philippines (–51), South Korea (–32), Japan (–31), and Hong Kong (–7) provide further evidence of low 
member activity rates and reactivation frustrations notwithstanding steady membership growth during this 
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period. Most of East Asia’s districts are located in these countries and many have been unable to become stakes 
because of chronic member activity challenges. Transportation challenges and costs have also contributed 
to lower member activity rates in the Philippines.1144 In South Korea, there was no noticeable increase in 
sacrament attendance nationwide between the early 1990s and late 2000s despite steady nominal member-
ship growth. The closure of missionary training centers in South Korea and Japan in the late 2000s occurred 
partially due to low activity rates and rates of missionary service. The LDS Church in Taiwan has experienced 
poor convert retention for decades, but active membership has increased during this time permitting the orga-
nization of additional stakes and congregations.

In the Philippines, church activity rates among Latter-day Saints appeared to be among the highest in Asia 
during the first decade of a church establishment,1145 but during the following years missions inconsistently 
implemented and enforced the standards for church attendance and other indicators ostensibly necessary for 
converts to be baptized. Member activity and convert retention rates plummeted in the 1980s as a result of 
converts being rushed into baptism by full-time missionaries without developing habitual church attendance, 
inadequate pre-baptismal and post-baptismal teaching, and deficient local congregational infrastructure to 
fellowship and integrate new members. Conditions became so problematic regarding activity rates and local 
leadership in the Philippines that LDS Apostle Dallin H. Oaks was assigned as the Area President from 2002 
to 2004. Standards were raised for prospective converts prior to baptism. Missions that implemented the stan-
dards of attending church regularly and developing other gospel habits before baptism experienced substantial 
improvements in convert retention, although the standards were not consistently implemented or enforced in 
all missions. Reactivation and convert retention efforts have been mixed as mission and local church leaders 
have been unable to sustain rapid membership growth and local leadership development. The Philippines 
continue to lack consistent convert retention and member reactivation programs among its sixteen missions. 
Past efforts to increase convert retention rates have seen sporadic success but have not been sustained for 
more than a few years’ time. The benefit of these periods of contemplative and thoughtful leadership empha-
sizing convert retention has often been offset or undone by a recurrent emphasis on baptismal numbers as 
the primary focus of missionary work. Encouraging trends toward greater convert retention have repeatedly 
been wiped out when standards set by previous mission presidents were reversed by new leaders. The need 
for consistent, long-term standards for baptism to be maintained and enforced over time is just as important 
as the training of local leaders and member fellowshipping to the long-term prospects for improved convert 
retention and member activity in the Philippines.

Countries with a more recent LDS Church establishment generally experience poor to modest activity rates. 
In Cambodia, LDS membership increased eightfold, and the number of congregations increased nearly five 
times. Problems with recent converts and church activity linked to their dependence on welfare monies is 
not unusual for Southeast Asia. In Malaysia, factors hampering convert retention include missionary pressure 
to quickly baptize converts with limited understanding before meaningful church activity becomes routine, 
lack of adequate church materials in indigenous languages, church services held in languages that members of 
diverse backgrounds may not understand, and limited local leadership to nurture converts joining the Church 
in large numbers. In Mongolia, single adults and youth comprise the majority of converts. These groups carry 
greater needs for fellowshipping and teaching in order to remain active and marry within the Church. The 
missionary program has provided a valuable resource in the retention of youth and young adults, but many 
become inactive after serving their missions. Inactive and less active members provide finding opportunities 
for the Church, as they likely have more nonmember friends and associates who may want to learn about the 
Church compared to active members who tend to decrease their nonmember social interaction over time. In 
Thailand, inconsistent mission policies for convert baptismal standards have challenged efforts to organize 
additional congregations and prevent congregation consolidations.

1144 “The Church in the Philippines,” LDS Church News, 11 May 1991. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/21021/
The-Church-in-the-Philippines.html

1145 Britsch, R. Lanier. “‘Faithful, Good, Virtuous, True’: Pioneers in the Philippines,” Liahona, Feb 1998, 41.
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LDS member activity and convert retention rates appear highest in nations with the greatest legal restrictions 
on religious freedom, but government policies and the sensitive nature of the Church in these nations chal-
lenges local members who joined the Church abroad to find the Church if they return to their home country. 
In China, the source of converts from the relatives of members appears to have produced high convert reten-
tion and strong member activity. Members baptized abroad who return to China are the most likely to go 
inactive, as many live in areas where there is no congregation or only a few members to provide fellowshipping. 
Furthermore, many are unaware of any Church presence in China and do not have contact information for 
congregations. In Laos, moderately high activity and retention appear the result of most converts seriously 
investigating the Church over a longer period of time and developing a habit of regular Church attendance 
prior to baptism. Investigators have often overcome significant cultural pressures and opposition before 
joining the Church and tend to be strongly committed. However, more than half the active members rely on 
Church-provided transportation to travel to Sunday meetings. If transportation is not provided to members 
outside Vientiane, many may be unable to actively participate. In Vietnam, the hiatus in Church activities 
between 1975 and the 1990s resulted in the Church losing contact with almost all 150–200 members. Few 
have been found and are active in the Church in Vietnam today. Members living substantial distances from 
congregations likely struggle to actively participate in meetings and are prone to become less active. The 
absence of foreign proselyting missionaries and government restrictions on proselytism may facilitate increased 
member activity and convert retention, as local members actively fulfill member-missionary responsibilities, 
and converts usually attend Church meetings for extended periods prior to baptism. In Indonesia, the Church 
overall demonstrates moderate levels of member activity, as seminary and institute are well attended, but 
some smaller branches are tight-knit and pose challenges for integrating new converts, as many have inactive 
members who stopped attending church regularly because of perceived offense by a fellow member.

No LDS baptisms appear to have occurred in Brunei, North Korea, or Timor-Leste.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

Homogenous ethnic populations in Japan, South Korea, and Hong Kong have eliminated ethnic integration 
issues for the LDS Church with the exception of foreign workers and residents. English-language congrega-
tions often operate to meet nonnative language needs. Geography mitigates many ethnic issues in East Asia, 
as many ethnic groups are separated by sea, mountains, rivers, or other topographic features. The extremely 
limited LDS presence in many nations with significant ethnic diversity such as Laos, Burma, and Indonesia 
has also reduced ethnic integration challenges at church, but expansion of national outreach in some nations 
may increase the possibility of ethnic integration challenges at church in areas where multiple ethnic groups 
reside together. Many ethnic groups in East Asia have no known Latter-day Saints, including many ethnic 
minority groups in southern China, Indonesia, Vietnam, and Burma. Ethnic minority groups are marginal-
ized in these nations and pose significant cultural, societal, and linguistic challenges to assimilation, with 
congregations comprised of the most prevalent ethnic group. Religious and government restrictions render 
some ethnic groups unreachable by the LDS Church, such as Malays in Malaysia and Muslim peoples in 
Mindanao, Philippines. Government policy prohibiting the assembly of citizens and foreigners in the same 
religious congregations has reduced potential ethnic integration issues in China. Ethnic issues may be some-
what present in international branches in China, as members come from many nations.

At present, ethnic integration issues for the LDS Church have been most manifested in Malaysia, Cambodia, 
and the Philippines. A single branch in West Malaysia may have up to fifty different nationalities. Converts 
from many different nations meeting in the same congregation pose challenges meeting cultural and language 
needs. Converts must often overcome differences in culture and language with other immigrant workers in the 
Church, but the lack of a clear majority in many congregations fosters unity in the face of diversity. Immigrant 
workers in the country often lack sufficient resources to lead congregations due to the transient nature of their 
employment and living accommodations and generally experience low rates of convert retention. Future, 
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sustained growth among immigrants and migrant workers in West Malaysia will require careful coordination 
between differing ethnic groups, new converts, and full-time missionaries meeting unique needs and situa-
tions. Language differences and ethnic tensions between Khmer and Vietnamese in Cambodia contributed 
to the establishment of language-specific congregations and districts in Phnom Penh. In the Philippines, high 
demographic diversity occurs with few ethnically-based conflicts, which promotes the integration of various 
ethnic groups into the same congregations. Some ethnic groups have few or no known Latter-day Saints, due 
to low receptivity and the lack of a Church presence in areas populated by these groups and LDS materials in 
native languages.

Language Issues

High literacy rates benefit LDS outreach and have facilitated growth and local self-sufficiency. Teaching 
literacy skills appears only merited in Timor-Leste due to mediocre literacy rates. Approximately 80%–85% 
of the regional population has LDS materials translated in their first or second language notwithstanding 
minimal LDS outreach in East Asia largely due to the large number of Chinese languages that utilize tradi-
tional or simplified characters and LDS materials available in the many of the commonly spoken languages in 
the region. Countries and territories in which 95% of the population or higher has LDS materials available in 
their first or second language include Cambodia, Hong Kong, Japan, Macau, Mongolia, North Korea, South 
Korea, and Taiwan.

There are twenty-eight East Asian languages with over one million speakers without translations of LDS mate-
rials, thirteen of which are native to Indonesia and eight of which are native to China. Ten percent (10%) of 
the regional population speaks one of these twenty-eight languages. Most of these languages are unlikely to 
have translations of LDS materials in the near future due to few or no known Latter-day Saint speakers or no 
LDS outreach extended in areas in which these languages are spoken. Many speakers of these languages also 
speak a second language that has LDS materials, reducing the urgency for translating scriptures and materials 
into these languages. Only Karen and Javanese appear likely languages to have translations of LDS materials 
in the coming years.

Many East Asian languages have an insufficient number of LDS materials available and LDS scriptures. 
Thousands of Latter-day Saints appear to speak Iban in Malaysia, yet LDS materials in Iban are limited to 
only a couple proselytism and instructional materials. Greater emphasis on translating additional materials 
in Iban as well as more commonly spoken languages with few LDS materials and no LDS scriptures such as 
Burmese will be required to extend proper LDS outreach, provide materials that are easily understood by local 
members in their native languages and increase the effectiveness of LDS teaching approaches centered on 
personal gospel study.

Some East Asian nations struggle to meet language needs in individual congregations due to extreme ethnic 
diversity in LDS membership, often warranting the use of English or another language as an intermediary 
language. Use of a second language or a lesser-known or unknown language to conduct church meetings for 
some members has contributed to convert retention and member activity challenges. Meeting individual 
language needs according to the resources available for linguistically-diverse congregations may help amelio-
rate these difficulties.

Missionary Service

The LDS Church in all countries in East Asia has had local members serve full-time missions in recent 
years with the exception of Brunei, North Korea, and Timor-Leste. The Philippines, Japan, Mongolia, South 
Korea, Cambodia, and China appear to produce the most missionaries for the Church in the region, but only 
Mongolia is self-sufficient in staffing its local missionary force. In the Philippines, local members constitute 
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the majority of full-time missionaries (80% in 1988),1146 but as few as 10% of Filipino LDS youth serve 
full-time missions. A missionary training center opened in Manila in 19831147 and provides missionary prepa-
ration for missionaries from many countries in the region. In Japan, the Tokyo Missionary Training Center 
opened in 1979 and trained approximately 300 missionaries annually in the early 1990s.1148 In 2000, there 
were approximately 1,000 full-time missionaries serving in Japan, 18% of whom were native Japanese.1149 
By early 2011, the number of LDS missionaries in Japan nearly halved to 638, but the percentage of local 
members in the full-time missionary force increased to 34%.1150 The sustainability in the small native full-time 
missionary force is a positive development that has endured an era of congregation consolidations and stag-
nant membership growth. The closure of the Japan Missionary Training Center in the late 2000s is a troubling 
development that may indicate worsening problems maintaining the past rates of missionary service among 
Japanese members. In Mongolia, the unique demographics of local church membership—coupled with the 
high missionary enthusiasm of new members—have contributed significantly to the high rates of missionary 
service in Mongolia. Many serve one-month local mini-missions before embarking on full-time missions. 
The number of Mongolians desiring to serve missions was so great at one time that prospective missionaries 
were required to serve at least six months in a significant local calling, often as a branch missionary or in a 
local leadership or teaching position. In 2001, a visiting General Authority at a fireside in Shanghai, China, 
announced that 40% of missionaries from the Asia Area come from Mongolia. Mongolia also has consistently 
had the highest baptism rate per missionary in the Asia Area. All of this has grown out of one of the smallest 
missions in the church—growing from sixteen young missionaries serving in Mongolia in 1995 to thirty-
four in 1997. The one hundred-missionary mark was crossed in late 1999. As of June 2009 there were 155 
Mongolian missionaries who were serving or who had received calls to serve; 115 were currently serving in 
the Mongolian Ulaanbaatar Mission.1151 200 missionaries were serving in the Mongolia Ulaanbaatar Mission. 
In mid-2009, there were a total of 660 known returned Mongolian missionaries, 402 of whom were living in 
Mongolia. At the end of 2009 the number of Mongolian missionaries in the mission field reached 226; more 
than half of whom served in Mongolia. This represents a large increase from two and a half years before when 
only 40 Mongolians were serving missions. Only 59% were still active in the Church, an improvement from 
before senior missionaries were tasked to find and reactive them. In South Korea, there were likely around 300 
full-time missionaries nationwide in mid-2010. The Church established a missionary training center next to 
the Seoul Korea Temple in the 1980s. In the late 2000s, the Korea MTC closed, and native missionaries trav-
eled to the United States to receive training. At its peak in the 1980s and 1990s, the native Korean missionary 
force may have grown as large as 200–250 just in South Korea. In November 2009, there were 114 South 
Koreans serving missions worldwide. Although South Korea is the top missionary-sending country outside 
of the United States for Protestant missions, rates of LDS missionary service from Korea have been mediocre, 
due in large part to low member activity, especially among men. The national requirement for young men 
to serve fourteen months in the military and intense university schedules that allow little allowance for an 
extended hiatus make it difficult for young men to fit in missionary service without compromising education 
and career. In Cambodia, the number of missionaries serving in the country had risen to about one hundred in 
2004, half of whom were Cambodian. In China, the first full-time missionary to serve from China completed 
his mission in 2006. By the end of March 2010, 42 missionaries from mainland China were serving full-time 

1146 “Growth ‘just amazing,’” LDS Church News, 14 May 1988. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/18028/Growth-just-
amazing.html

1147 “The Church in the Philippines,” LDS Church News, 11 May 1991. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/21021/
The-Church-in-the-Philippines.html

1148 Britsch, R. Lanier. “The Blossoming of the Church in Japan,” Ensign, Oct. 1992, 32.

1149 Searle, Don L. “Japan: Growing Light in the East,” Ensign, Sept. 2000, 44.

1150 Taylor, Scott. “LDS Church in Japan: Moving missionaries, making donations,” LDS Church News, 15 March 2011. http://
www.deseretnews.com/article/700118775/LDS-Church-in-Japan-Moving-missionaries-making-donations.html

1151 Phillips, Elder James; Soyolmaa. “First stake in Mongolia is organized,” LDS Church News, 10 June 2009. First http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/57449/First-stake-in-Mongolia-is-organized.html
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missions, many in the United States and Canada, and the number of local members who had served or were 
serving missions topped 100.

Fewer numbers of local members serve missions from Taiwan, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Hong Kong, 
and Singapore. Low activity rates among youth and young adults have contributed to mediocre levels of 
missionary service among members in these nations. Large numbers of North Americans have served in 
these nations over the past half century, with the exception of Indonesia, where the number of local members 
serving missions has declined over the past two decades. In 1992, there were sixty local members serving 
missions,1152 but in March 2010 there were forty.1153 A reduction in the full-time missionary force is attributed 
to fewer youth convert baptisms at present compared to the 1970s and 1980s. Many members who currently 
serve full-time missions appear to come from full-member families and were raised in the Church.

Few members have served missions from Burma, Laos, Macau, and Vietnam. The second Burmese missionary 
to serve a mission from Burma began his mission in 2007. The first two missionaries to serve from Laos 
received their mission calls in early 2006. In Macau, most missionaries assigned are North Americans. Senior 
couples serve regularly in the country and assist with church administration. Low fertility rates create chal-
lenges for long-term growth due to few youth converts and small LDS family sizes. In Vietnam, consistent 
numbers local members serve missions despite a tiny membership and government restrictions. The majority 
of missionaries serve from Ho Chi Minh City.

Emphasis on seminary and institute attendance in many areas can help increase the number of members who 
serve missions by providing missionary preparation classes, offering opportunities for social interaction with 
LDS youth, and strengthening gospel study habits and testimonies. Paths for nontraditional missionaries, 
extended youth mini-missions, and a greater emphasis on member-missionary work may help to increase 
missionary activity throughout East Asia.

Leadership

LDS leadership manpower is large enough to support stakes only in Hong Kong, Indonesia, Japan, Mongolia, 
the Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan, and Thailand. Overall, these countries face significant chal-
lenges increasing the number of capable LDS leaders, resulting in reduced congregational growth rates, but 
nearly all congregations appear to be staffed by local members. Each of these nations experiences unique 
challenges toward strengthening and developing leadership. In Hong Kong, local church leadership has been 
developed but remains limited and strained due to responsibilities fulfilling leadership positions in Hong 
Kong while simultaneously providing mentoring and support for mainland Chinese Latter-day Saints while 
being in compliance with PRC government regulations. Church employees regularly serve in church leader-
ship positions, such as stake presidencies, likely due to a shortage of capable leaders among ordinary members. 
Members from Hong Kong have served as regional representatives, mission presidents, temple presidents, and 
area seventies. In Indonesia, local members have served as mission presidents and area seventies. In Japan, 
the LDS Church supports the largest and most well-developed priesthood leadership body in non-Christian 
Asia capable of supporting over two dozen stakes, soon to be three temples, nearly all operating wards and 
branches, and many of Japan’s missions. A lack of active membership appears the primary barrier toward 
greater increases in the number of Japanese LDS leaders today. Japanese leaders have regularly served in 
many regional and international church leadership positions as mission presidents, missionary training center 
presidents, regional representatives, area authority seventies, temple presidents, and general authorities. In 
Mongolia, the large number of young men and women who have served or are serving missions is astounding 
as a proportion of total membership and has significant contributed to the strength and size of local leadership 

1152 Mitchell, David. “Indonesian Saints,” Liahona, Aug. 1992, 11.

1153 “Native missionaries, sign of Church growth in Indonesia,” LDS Church News, 6 March 2010. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/58910/Native-missionaries-sign-of-Church-growth-in-Indonesia.html
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manpower. Returned missionaries have greatly strengthened the congregations of the Church throughout 
the country. In Ulaanbaatar, all but one of the twelve members of the two stake or district presidencies and 
their wives have served a full-time mission. Developing local leadership among members who have not served 
full-time missions has been more challenging. In the Philippines, the LDS Church has struggled for decades 
to develop adequate local leadership to administer the needs of the large number of converts and less active 
members, notwithstanding local members having regularly served as mission presidents, regional represen-
tatives, area seventies, temple presidents, and general authorities. Inadequate numbers of local leaders and 
active members has consistently prevented the organization of congregations and has resulted in congrega-
tion consolidations. In Singapore, the Church benefits from a small but well-trained local leadership that was 
capable of operating a stake with fewer than 3,000 members in the country until 2010. In South Korea, local 
members have served as mission presidents, temple presidents, regional representatives, area authorities, and 
general authorities. Korean leadership overall is well-trained and dedicated, but few new converts become 
leaders, and many medium-sized and small cities face ongoing leadership shortages. In Taiwan, local leader-
ship has served as mission presidents, area seventies, and temple presidents. Low activity rates and few active 
male members prevent the organization of additional congregations and additional stakes. In Thailand, the 
Bangkok Thailand Stake has faced challenges developing local leadership, especially for those who do not also 
work for the Church. The mission president has consistently mentored and support local Thai leadership 
both within and outside of the stake. Few Thai members serve missions, resulting in few returned missionaries 
whom the Church can draw upon for future leadership.

Limited priesthood manpower staffs leadership positions for multiple LDS congregations in Cambodia, 
China, Macau, Malaysia, and Vietnam but only districts in Cambodia, China, and Malaysia. Local members 
staff leadership in nearly all congregations in these nations. In Cambodia, the majority of the population is 
under the age of thirty. This creates challenges for fellowshipping young converts while limiting those who can 
lead congregations due to their age. However, many youth converts who remain active later become pillars of 
strength as they live the gospel, serve missions, and marry and raise families in the Church. Most members 
have access to Church Education System programs designed to strengthen the testimonies and establish a 
doctrinal foundation. In China, Elder Chu-Jen Chia became an Area Authority Seventy in the late 1990s and 
has directed the affairs of the Church in China for most of the past fifteen years. Church leaders in Hong Kong 
have provided assistance developing local leadership. Chinese members in leadership positions experience high 
levels of independence and stewardship. International branches benefit from many members who have lived 
in areas where the Church runs administrative functions smoothly. Inadequate local leadership for foreign 
members only becomes an issue in areas where total foreign members is extremely limited. In Macau, active 
Chinese priesthood holders appear limited in number and likely contributed to the closure of the Macau 
Third Branch in 2006. In Malaysia, very few members have been to the temple or received the Melchizedek 
Priesthood. One senior missionary couple in East Malaysia in 2009 reported that only one couple from their 
branch had been through the temple. Most branches have few Melchizedek Priesthood holders, and limited 
numbers of priesthood holders prevent the organization of additional congregations.

The extremely small LDS leadership force in Brunei, Burma, and Laos is capable of supporting only one 
congregation, often relies on foreign senior missionaries for administrative support, and prevents expansion of 
national outreach due to restrictions of foreign missionary service. The recent arrival of the Church in these 
nations has also contributed to a lack of local leadership. In 2006, a senior missionary served as the president 
of the Rangoon Branch. In Laos, the Vientiane Branch had native members serving in the branch presidency 
in 2006.1154 Members conducted home teaching visits after Church meetings due to government restrictions 
in 2009. At the time the branch had twelve home teaching companionships. Priesthood advancements appear 
to occur regularly. Some mentoring by the mission president and senior couples to Laotian Church leaders 

1154 “Laos dedicated,” LDS Church News, 25 March 2006. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/48673/Laos-dedicated.
html
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occurs. In Vietnam, both branches have a native branch president. A counselor in the Cambodia Phnom Penh 
Mission presidency resides in Vietnam and is an American.

There is no known LDS leadership in North Korea and Timor-Leste. Without indigenous Church members, 
foreign missionaries will most likely hold leadership positions for several years following the assignment of the 
first senior missionary couple.

Temple

There are seven operating temples in East Asia, and two temples are in the planning stages. The Tokyo Japan 
Temple was the first LDS temple constructed in Asia and was completed in 1980 to serve members throughout 
the region. Additional temples were constructed in Taipei Taiwan (1984), Manila Philippines (1984), Seoul 
South Korea (1985), Hong Kong China (1996), Fukuoka Japan (2000), and Cebu City Philippines (2010). 
Temples have been announced for Sapporo Japan (2009), with ground broken on October 22, 2011, and 
Urdaneta Philippines (2010). The Manila Philippines Temple is among one of the most heavily utilized 
temples in East Asia, as indicated by endowment sessions scheduled hourly on weekdays and every half hour 
or hour on Saturdays. The Cebu City Philippines Temple is moderately utilized, with six endowment sessions 
scheduled on weekdays and five sessions on Saturdays. The Hong Kong China Temple is well-utilized by 
active Latter-day Saints, as demonstrated by six endowment sessions scheduled Tuesdays through Fridays and 
five sessions scheduled on Saturdays. In 2010, the Church completed a temple patron housing building for 
the Hong Kong China Temple capable of accommodating up to fifty individuals who travel long distances 
from mainland China, Southeast Asia, Mongolia, and the Indian subcontinent. Local members frequently 
staff the temple to accommodate the needs of temple patrons traveling from outside of Hong Kong. Three 
to four endowment sessions are scheduled on weekdays at the Taipei Taiwan Temple, and sessions occur 
on the half hour or as needed on Saturdays. The Seoul Korea and Tokyo Japan Temples are moderately 
utilized by members, and six to eight endowment sessions generally occur on most days the temples are 
open. The Fukuoka Japan Temple is poorly attended on weekdays, as the temple is not open on Tuesdays 
and Wednesdays and only one sessions occurs on Thursdays and two sessions occur on Fridays. The temple is 
moderately utilized on Saturdays, as six sessions are scheduled.

Southeast Asia, China, and Mongolia are assigned to the Hong Kong China Temple. Temple trips from 
these nations occur regularly, but distance, travel costs, and visa challenges severely reduce the frequency and 
number of members who can feasibly attend the temple. Prospects for the construction of small temples in 
Singapore; Bangkok, Thailand; Phnom Penh, Cambodia; and Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia over the medium or long 
term would drastically reduce travel times and costs for members residing far from operating temples. In the 
Philippines, the lack of additional LDS temples reflects low member activity rates and few temple recommend 
holders in many areas. Prospects for the construction of additional temples appear high over the medium term 
and will depend on the increase of temple recommend holders. Cities in which the Church may construct 
additional temples include Bacolod, Cagayan de Oro, and Naga. In Japan, additional temples appear possible 
over the medium term for small temples on Okinawa or in Osaka or Nagoya, but stagnant active membership 
and congregational growth may delay the construction of any additional temples for many years.

Comparative Growth

No other world region has as large as a population as East Asia. The LDS Church has a small presence in East 
Asia compared to other world regions and over half of the number of stakes, members, and congregations in 
East Asia are located in the Philippines although the Philippines ranks fourth by population in the region. 
Excluding the Philippines, the size of the LDS Church in East Asia far surpasses South Asia and is comparable 
to Western Europe. The extent of national outreach for the LDS Church in East Asia is lower than most 
world regions largely due to the lack of an official church presence and minimal mission outreach performed 
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in the populous nations of China, Vietnam, and Burma and extremely limited LDS outreach in Indonesia. 
Together, these four constitute 79% of the population of East Asia. The LDS Church overall appears to 
experience higher member-missionary activity in East Asia compared to most other world regions largely 
due to government restrictions limiting proselytism and the desire for members to share LDS teachings with 
family and friends. Membership and congregational growth rates have been comparable to South America, as 
slow membership growth and stagnant congregational growth occurred in the 2000s. Member activity rates 
are lower than most world regions, and the degree of dependency on North American missionaries to staff 
regional missionary needs is comparable to most world regions. East Asia includes several of the most popu-
lous nations with no LDS missions.

Missionary-minded Christian groups report smaller numbers of members in East Asia but generally experience 
moderate to rapid growth. Unlike Latter-day Saints, these denominations generally report sizeable numbers 
of members in the region’s most populous nations. In 2010, there were approximately 200,000 Seventh Day 
Adventists in Indonesia and 400,000 in China, whereas Latter-day Saints numbered fewer than 10,000 in 
each nation. Government restrictions have limited the scope and consistency of outreach for many Christian 
groups in the region, notwithstanding moderate to high rates of receptivity in many nations. Christian groups 
report frustrations working in secularized East Asian nations but generally experiencing increasing numbers 
of congregations and membership and higher convert retention rates than Latter-day Saints due to greater 
time invested in preparing converts for baptism and member-missionary-focused programs. Other Christian 
groups have been much more effective and precise in outreach directed toward ethnic minority groups in 
southern China and in Southeast Asia, resulting in some ethnic groups comprising primarily Christians in 
northern Burma. Latter-day Saints and most missionary-minded Christian groups have a comparably-sized 
presence in East Asian nations with smaller populations, such as Mongolia and Cambodia.

Future Prospects

The outlook for future LDS Church growth in East Asia is mixed due to low member activity rates, decreasing 
numbers of congregations, stake consolidations, few members serving full-time missions, and declining recep-
tivity in most nations with a long-term LDS presence and sizeable LDS populations. Local leadership is 
self-sustaining in several nations like South Korea, Japan, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, but member activity 
rates are low, convert retention rates are poor, and prospects for expanding national outreach are unlikely. 
The development of LDS teaching and outreach approaches tailored to cultural conditions is warranted in 
these and other East Asian nations in order to improve LDS outreach capabilities. Maintaining the current 
degree of outreach in these nations may be challenging in the coming years due to these issues. Opportunities 
for LDS outreach in nations with more receptive populations has only been significantly realized in the 
Philippines, but legal restrictions and government policies in many nations prevent the assignment of pros-
elytizing missionaries and require coordinated efforts between mission or area leadership and local branch or 
ward missionaries. Local member-missionary efforts will likely continue to produce good results for convert 
retention and member activity in nations with government restrictions on foreign missionaries or open pros-
elytism. Prospects for the strongest church growth appear most favorable in China, the Philippines, Mongolia, 
Cambodia, and Malaysia due to high receptivity and developing self-sufficiency among local members and 
leaders. The first LDS stakes in Cambodia, China, and Malaysia may be organized within the next decade, and 
additional stakes will likely be organized in Mongolia, the Philippines, and Taiwan in the coming years. Some 
stakes may be consolidated in South Korea and Japan if stagnant growth continues and additional congre-
gations are closed. Conditions appear favorable for the construction of additional times in locations with 
sizeable, self-sufficient LDS populations, primarily in Southeast Asia and the Philippines. Additional missions 
are likely to be organized in the Philippines in the coming years due to high receptivity, administrative and 
leadership training needs, and the large size of the Filipino missionary force. Some nations may have addi-
tional missions organized in the coming years, such as Thailand and Malaysia. National outreach will most 
likely experience the greatest expansion in China and Malaysia in the coming years. Additional congregations 
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may be organized in Burma, Cambodia, Indonesia, Mongolia, Thailand, and Vietnam as a result of member 
families moving to cities without a church presence and full-time missionaries opening cities to missionary 
work if permitted. Developing efficient, smart, and legal tactics of employing local members in expanding 
national outreach in nations with government restrictions limiting the number of full-time missionaries or 
barring their service altogether will be required to make any significant headway in Burma, China, Indonesia, 
and Vietnam for the foreseeable future. Humanitarian and development projects abound in many nations in 
the region and offer continued opportunities for passive LDS outreach.



Individual Country Profiles  
 

Brunei

Geography

AREA: 5,765 square km. Located on the western side of the island of Borneo, Brunei consists of two small 
enclaves surrounded by East Malaysia on the South China Sea. The climate is hot, tropical, and rainy. 

The terrain includes coastal plains and hills in the interior. Seasonal smoke and haze from fires in Indonesia is 
the primary environmental issue. Brunei is divided into four administrative districts.

Peoples

Malay: 66.3%
Chinese: 11.2%
Indigenous: 3.4%
Other: 19.1%

Malays are the largest ethnic group. Chinese arrived as early as the fourteenth century. Other ethnic groups are 
indigenous or primarily come from East Malaysia. Foreign workers constitute a sizeable minority.

Population: 408,786 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.691% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 1.85 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 74.09 male, 78.75 female (2012)

Languages: Malay [Brunei dialect] (66%), Chinese languages (11%), Bisaya (10%), Iban (5.5%), Tutong 
(4%), English (2%), other (1.5%). Malay is the official language. English and Chinese are widely spoken. No 
languages have over one million speakers.
Literacy: 92.7%

History

Islam arrived in the twelfth century, and was adopted in the fifteenth century when a Malay Muslim became 
Sultan. The Sultanate of Brunei reached its height in power and influence in the region between the fourteenth 
and sixteenth centuries. Territory controlled included coastal areas of northeastern Borneo and the southern 
Philippines. The Sultanate of Brunei began to decline due to political instability, pirate attacks, and European 
powers exerting their influence in the region. The British made Brunei a British protectorate in 1888. With 
the exception of a brief period of Japanese occupation in the 1940s, Brunei was ruled by Great Britain until 
independence occurred in 1984. Oil and natural gas profits have made Brunei one of the wealthiest nations in 
Asia. The royal family has continued to rule for over 600 years.
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Culture

Brunei proudly professes its adherence to Islam and shares many commonalities with Malaysia. Government 
bans the public sale and consumption of alcohol. Minority groups practice their own unique traditions and 
customs. Ancient influence from Hinduism is still apparent in some customs. Crime rates are very low. 
Government leaders have expressed some concern over the balance of integrating into the international 
community without losing local culture or disrupting social systems.

Economy

GDP per capita: $49,400 [103% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.838
Corruption Index: 5.2 (2011)
Brunei’s economic success is attributed to revenues from oil and natural gas, which account for more than 
90% of exports. Foreign investment has also contributed to the nation’s wealth. Industry employs 63% of the 
workforce and produces 74% of the GDP. Services account for most of the remainder of these two indicators. 
Revenues fund free education through the university level and provide free health care. Government aims to 
diversify the economy through increasing tourism, banking, and agriculture. Primary trade partners include 
Japan, Singapore, Indonesia, and Malaysia.

Faiths

Muslim: 67%
Buddhist: 13%
Christian: 10%
Other: 10%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 712
Latter-day Saints less than 100 2

Religion

Muslims are the predominant religious group and number approximately 200,000. Sharia law is enforced, 
and adherence to Muslim teachings is more conservative than in Malaysia. There are over 16,000 Buddhists 
and 7,500 Christians. Hindus, Baha’is, atheists, Taoists, and Sikhs all number less than 500. Almost 17,000 
Bruneians express no religious preference. Religious groups do not typically experience conflict and interact 
peacefully. Converts to Islam receive financial incentives from the government.1155

Religious Freedom

Persecution Index: 27th
The constitution allows for religious freedom of non-Muslims, although government restricts these rights. 
The official religion is Islam. Less tolerance is demonstrated towards non-Muslims than in the past, as indi-
cated by the government discontinuing the right to religious instruction in private schools. Proselytism by 
non-Muslim groups is forbidden. The government promotes Islam and pressures Muslims to refrain from 

1155 “Brunei,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127265.htm
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inter-faith relations. Some non-Muslim groups report challenges in bringing religious literature into Brunei. 
Marriage between Muslims and non-Muslims is prohibited.1156

Largest Cities

Urban: 75%
Bandar Seri Begawan, Kuala Belait, Seria, Tutong, Bangar.
Cities listed in bold have no LDS congregations.

One of the five largest cities has a group, which is smaller than a branch and is not considered an independent 
congregation. Forty percent (40%) of the national population lives in the five largest cities.

LDS History

Members have lived in Brunei from as early as the 1980s. Elder Russell M. Nelson visited with members from 
Brunei during the Miri East Malaysia District conference in early 2010.1157 Brunei is assigned to the Singapore 
Mission.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: Less than 100 (2012)
There are likely fewer than one hundred members in the country, consisting primarily of expatriate workers 
and few native members. Convert baptisms are infrequent due to restrictions on formal proselytism, although 
members can share their beliefs with friends and relatives.

Congregational Growth

Groups: 2 (2012)
Two small groups in Brunei are administered by the Miri East Malaysia District and meet in Bandar Seri 
Begawan and Kuala Belait.

Activity and Retention

Limited information is available, and most active members appear to be expatriate workers. There may be 
additional inactive members who are not known to the Church among expatriate workers.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: English, Chinese.
All LDS scriptures are available in Chinese. Only Gospel Principles Simplified and The Prophet Joseph Smith’s 
Testimony are translated into Malay. The Articles of Faith are translated into Iban.

Meetinghouses

There are no LDS chapels in Brunei. Meetings likely occur in the home of a member or in a rented space.

1156 “Brunei,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127265.htm

1157 “Asian saints taught by Elder Nelson,” LDS Church News, 13 March 2010. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/59001/
Asian-saints-taught-by-Elder-Nelson.html
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Humanitarian and Development Work

The Church is not known to have conducted humanitarian or development work in Brunei.

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

Government restrictions on proselyting and increasing intolerance for religious minorities severely limit 
Church activities. Meetings for the Brunei group are not published due to the conservative nature of this 
Islamic state, as the Church does not have official status. Some members may reside in Brunei who cannot find 
the Church due to these restrictions. In addition to laws rendering the population unreached by the Church’s 
missionary efforts, local members also face challenges regarding their religious freedom and must be careful to 
respect and obey local laws.

Cultural Issues

Many cultural issues faced by the Church in Brunei mirror those in Malaysia but with less tolerance toward 
minority religious groups. Many Bruneians live lifestyles in harmony with some Church teachings, as indi-
cated by low alcohol consumption and crime rates.

National Outreach

The entire population is unreached by the Church missionary program. Only non-Muslims with personal 
contacts with Church members may potentially learn about the Church. The small size of Brunei and urban-
ized population would potentially allow for few outreach centers to reach the population if proselytism were 
less restricted.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

The sensitive nature of the Church in Brunei poses barriers for church activity, as expatriate members experi-
ence difficulty making contact with the local church. Convert retention is likely high as few, if any, converts 
in Brunei likely join the Church after overcoming considerable opposition and developing habits of regular 
church attendance.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

Two-thirds of the population, virtually all Malay, are unreached by the Church due to their adherence to 
Islam. Indigenous groups and immigrants from East Malaysia and elsewhere may be challenging to integrate 
into congregations due to cultural differences.

Language Issues

With the exception of native English speakers and Chinese, the population lacks LDS scriptures in the native 
languages. The Book of Mormon translation into Malay was initiated in the late 2000s but will likely take 
many years to complete. Worship services likely use English or Malay.

Leadership

Limited active membership results in limited leadership insufficient for the organization of a branch. The 
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Church in Brunei appears to be largely dependent on transient expatriate members. Training and mentoring 
local leaders will be difficult due to government restrictions on religious freedom.

Temple

Brunei is assigned to the Hong Kong China Temple district. Temple trips likely occur through the Miri East 
Malaysia District, as the active Church membership in Brunei is likely too small to support its own temple 
trips. Such trips are likely to be infrequent due to long distances and travel costs, as well as the preponder-
ance of transient expatriate members who may have easier temple access in their home regions. A temple in 
Singapore would reduce these burdens.

Comparative Growth

Due to restrictions, there has been little growth in Brunei, with the small group servicing primarily foreign 
expatriate workers. The Church’s presence in Brunei is comparable in size to some Muslim nations, primarily 
in North Africa.

Christian groups report that little to no progress has been made in increasing their congregations over the past 
couple of decades.

Future Prospects

With a small population and heavy government restrictions on non-Muslim faiths, Brunei is unlikely to expe-
rience significant church growth in the medium-term future. No other Muslim nation in Southeast Asia is as 
intolerant towards Christians. Government restrictions and Malay cultural customs limit missionary efforts 
among religious minorities to personal contacts of Church members in Brunei.

Prospects exist for groups to mature into independent branches under the Miri East Malaysia District. Greater 
progress will not occur without increased member-missionary outreach towards non-Muslim personal contacts 
of members who join the Church in greater numbers. Additional foreign members who relocate to Brunei may 
help strengthen the congregation if they are able to locate it.
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Burma

Geography

AREA: 676,578 square km. Burma, officially the Union of Myanmar, occupies a large area of Southeastern 
Asia by the Indian Ocean and borders China, Laos, Thailand, Bangladesh, and India. The southwest 

monsoon occurs from June to September, whereas the northeast monsoon lasts from December to April. 
Milder temperatures and less rainfall characterize the winter, and the summer consists of tropical, hot, and 
rainy weather. Mangroves line many of the coastal areas, especially near Rangoon. Flood plains dominate the 
terrain around Rangoon and rugged highlands cover the northeastern areas bordering Thailand, Laos, and 
China. The northernmost areas reach into the Himalayas. Mountain ranges stretch along the Indian border 
from the northernmost areas down to the Indian Ocean. The Irrawaddy River flows north to south, traveling 
from the Himalayas and emptying into the ocean by Rangoon. The Salween is another major river that cuts 
through the highlands and empties by Maulmain. A strip of land travels southward from the Salween River 
down to the Isthmus of Kra with many small islands along the coast. Frequent earthquakes and cyclones are 
natural hazards, the latter especially in the Irrawaddy Delta. The greatest environmental issues are deforesta-
tion and pollution. Burma is administratively divided into seven divisions and seven states.

Peoples

Burman: 68%
Shan: 9%
Karen: 7%
Rakhine: 4%
Chinese: 3%
Indian: 2%
Mon: 2%
Other: 5%

Burmans constitute the majority and populate coastal regions from the Bangladeshi border to the Irrawaddy 
Delta, the plains along the Irrawaddy River from Rangoon northward to the middle of Sagaing Division and 
southern Kachin State, and coastal areas and islands of Tanintharyi Division. The Shan reside in the highlands 
located in Shan State. Karen populate areas along the Thai border in Kayah and Kayin States and reside along 
the border of Thailand all the way south to the Isthmus of Kra. Rakhine live in Rakhine State. The Chinese 
have a presence in many large cities and have populations concentrated in a couple areas along the Chinese 
border in Kachin State. Indians primarily live in Rangoon and Mandalay. The Mon populate the Mon State. 
Other notable minority ethnic groups include Chin, Thai, Va, De’ang, Jingpo, Lisu, Naga, Lahu, and Akha.

Population: 54,584,650 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.07% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 2.23 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 62.91 male, 67.71 female (2012)

Languages: Burmese (66%), Karen dialects (7%), Shan (7%), Chinese (2%), Rohingya (2%), other (16%). 
Burmese is the official language. One hundred eleven languages are spoken in Burma. Languages with over 
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one million speakers include Burmese (32 million), Karen dialects (3.2 million), Shan (3.2 million), Chinese 
(1.0 million), and Rohingya (1.0 million).
Literacy: 89.9% (2006)

History

Various ethnic groups have lived in Burma for thousands of years. The first known kingdom that encompassed 
most of present-day Burma was the Bagan or Pagan Kingdom between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries. 
The Mongols invaded in the late thirteenth century. Following their departure, the region fragmented into 
smaller kingdoms. Larger kingdoms began to assimilate the smaller kingdoms in the sixteenth century, notably 
under the Taungoo Kingdom. The Konbaung Dynasty expanded Burma into the Assam region of India in 
the late eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries. The British took control of Burma during the nineteenth 
century and did not conquer the entire territory for sixty-two years. Burma was administrated by British 
controlled India until 1937 when it was made into its own colony. Independence from Great Britain took 
place in 1948 and was quickly followed by single party military rule. Ne Win ruled from 1962 to 1988, when 
he was overthrown by the military. The National League for Democracy (NLD) won the multiparty elections 
in 1990, but the junta refused to relinquish their power and placed the leader of the NLD under house arrest 
for the majority of the time until present. Anti-government demonstrations and civil disorder occurred in the 
fall of 2007, which were quickly suppressed with the deaths of at least thirteen and the imprisonment of thou-
sands of protesters. Pro-democracy activists and Buddhist monks were at the forefront of the demonstrations. 
Cyclone Nargis caused widespread devastation in May 2008 and left at least 80,000 dead. A new constitution 
was adopted in May 2008 by public referendum as a result of the ruling party’s roadmap to democracy initia-
tive.  Elections were held in 2010 for the first time since 1990 and again in 2012, although the elections were 
criticized for irregularities by international observers.  Increasing political freedoms have been applauded by 
many foreign countries, although significant challenges remain.

Culture

Theravada Buddhism continues to heavily influence Burmese culture. At times, there has been intolerance of 
Christian groups. There are a large number of pagodas and monasteries that hold cultural significance. Soccer 
is the most popular sport. Cuisine has similarities with Southeast Asia and includes seafood, noodles, rice, and 
soup. Most live in poverty, while the small elite are alleged to earn much of their money through the narcotics 
trade. Historically, women received a large amount of respect and rights, but the ruling regime has limited 
women’s rights. Overall, Burmese are friendly and warm people.

Economy

GDP per capita: $1,300 (2011) [2.7% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.483
Corruption Index: 1.5 (2011)
The ruling junta, widely criticized for corruption by international agencies, poorly managed the economy and 
failed to attract greater foreign investment in a nation rich in natural resources. Elections have led to more 
moderate national leadership, although the army retains a strong army influence on politics and many vestiges 
of the old system remain.  Poverty is especially widespread and severe in rural areas. A third of the national 
population is estimated to live below the poverty line. Agriculture accounts for 43% of the GDP and employs 
70% of the workforce. Primary agriculture products include rice, pulses, and beans. Services claim 37% of the 
GDP and 23% of the workforce. Primary industries include food processing, timber and wood products, and 
mining. Commonly mined minerals and resources include copper, tin, tungsten, iron, oil, gems, and natural 
gas. Primary exports include natural gas, wood products, and agricultural products. Economic sanctions on 
Burma from many in the international community have limited trade. Thailand receives half the exports. 
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Other important export partners include India, China and Japan. Primary import partners include China, 
Thailand, and Singapore.

Burma ranks as one of the worst countries worldwide for corruption. Information concerning much of the 
perceived illegal activity occurring is limited due to the tight control exerted by the government. Common 
illegal activity includes drug trafficking, illegal logging, human trafficking, and close ties between junta leaders 
and organized crime. Burma is the world’s second largest producer of opium after Afghanistan. Human traf-
ficking occurs with neighboring nations as well as between rural communities and industrial centers for 
industrial, commercial, and sex trade purposes. Laws punishing corruption are not enforced. Over the past 
few years, the only area where corruption has been reduced has been in money laundering.1158

Faiths

Buddhist: 89%
Christian: 4%
Muslim: 4%
Animist: 1%
Other: 2%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Baptist 1,444,132
Catholic 450,000
Seventh Day Adventists 29,817 217
Jehovah’s Witnesses 3,685 70
Latter-day Saints ~100 2

Religion

Most Burmese are Theravada Buddhists. Estimates on the number of Muslims widely vary, with some reports 
claiming that as much as 20% of the population is Muslim. Muslims mainly belong to the Rohingya, Malay, 
Panthay (Burmese Chinese), and Burmese Indian ethnic groups. Seventy-five percent (75%) of Christians are 
Baptists, and the remainder mainly consists of Catholics. Many of the Christians are from ethnic minority 
groups (Chin, Kachin, Karen, Lahu, Lisu, and Kachin) rather than the Burmese majority.

Religious Freedom

Persecution Index: 32nd
Religious freedom is mentioned in the new constitution, but the government retains the right to limit reli-
gious freedom of any groups and often imposes restrictions. Foreign missionaries were expelled in the 1960s. 
Religious groups experience increasing difficulty importing religious literature at this time. Local Christians 
oftentimes are not allowed to proselyte. Christian and Muslims face restrictions on vocabulary, as the Pali 
language is viewed as sacred and only to be used by Buddhists. Government limits the number of Bibles 
imported. Christian and Muslims face delays or restrictions from constructing new buildings and main-
taining existing ones. Preferential treatment of Buddhists and persecution of South Asian Muslims frequently 
occurs. The greatest suppression of religious freedom occurs when religious groups coupled political motives 
in opposition to the military junta. In recent years, politically active Buddhist monks have experienced heavy 

1158 Chene, Marie. “Overview of corruption in Burma (Myanmar),” Transparency International, 23 March 2009. 
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persecution from the government. Muslims in Rakhine State experience the heaviest persecution, and many 
have fled to refugee camps in neighboring Bangladesh.1159

Largest Cities

Urban: 33%
Rangoon, Mandalay, Mawlamyine, Pathein, Bago, Monywa, Akyab, Meiktila, Taunggyi, Mergui, Dawei, 
Lashio, Pyay, Myingyan, Henzada, Maymyo, Pakokku, Thaton.
Cities in bold do not have congregations.

One of the eighteen largest cities has a congregation. Seventeen percent (17%) of the national population lives 
in the eighteen largest cities.

LDS History

The first Burmese members joined the Church in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Burmese members traveled 
to the Thai border and were taught and baptized in Thailand before returning to Burma.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: ~100 (2012)
In the late 2000s, six refugees from Burma were members of the Haven Ward in the South Salt Lake Stake.1160 
In 2009, significant Karen-speaking membership growth prompted the creation of the first Karen-speaking 
branch in Utah. Fifty members belonged to the branch at its creation, and over fifty converts join the Church 
during the following six months. In addition to Karen, members also spoke Burmese and Karenni. Sacrament 
attendance for the branch has climbed to the 170s.1161

Several Burmese members have joined the Church in South Asia. Kham Kho Chin Thang went to Malaysia in 
the early 2000s where he joined the Church and introduced the Church to his fiancé, who also joined. They 
later returned to Burma and remained faithful despite a limited Church presence. The couple attended the 
temple in Hong Kong in 2006 and continues to reside in Burma.1162

Due to the status of the government and lack of official Church presence, the Church does not report official 
membership totals.

Congregational Growth

Branches: 2 Groups: 1? (2012)
The first missionaries arrived in Burma in the 1840s and 1850s and preached in Rangoon. The branch was 
shortly thereafter discontinued and later recreated in the 1880s. A small branch was established that was 

1159 “Burma,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127266.htm

1160 Askar, Jamshid. “Part of the family: Mentors kit close ties with their changes,” LDS Church News, 13 May 2009. http://
www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/57324/Part-of-the-family-Mentors-knit-close-ties-with-their-charges.html

1161 Stettler, Jeremiah. “Finding refuge—and resources—in the LDS Church,” The Salt Lake Tribune, 2010.1.1 http://www.sltrib.
com/lds/ci_14095518

1162 “The search for a better life,” News from the Church, 2 July 2008. http://www.lds.org/ldsorg/v/index.jsp?locale=0&source
Id=64df050a380ea110VgnVCM100000176f620a____&vgnextoid=7cecc8fe9c88d010VgnVCM1000004d82620aRCRD
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discontinued prior to 1900.1163 Burma was assigned to the Singapore Mission in 1969 and then to the Thailand 
Bangkok Mission in 1973.1164

A branch in Rangoon has functioned for many years. A branch was organized in under the Thailand Bangkok 
Mission named the Thailand Bangkok Mission Burmese Branch for members living in remote locations. 
Members likely meet in small groups in additional locations, perhaps including Mandalay. One member 
group meets in northern Burma and has infrequent visits and may not be authorized to hold sacrament meet-
ings. Some missionary reports indicate that additional branches may have been organized in 2009 or 2010.

Multiple senior missionary couples serve at a time and have worked in Burma for many years. Senior couples 
primary work on humanitarian and development projects and also provide some training and mentoring for 
Burmese members.

Activity and Retention

Activity and retention levels are difficult to ascertain as the Church does not report membership or congrega-
tion information. Local members appear to exhibit high self-sufficiency and activity. As many as one hundred 
members actively participate in Sunday meetings that may represent over 50% of total membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: English, Mandarin Chinese, Cantonese Chinese.
All LDS scriptures and most Church materials are available in Mandarin and Cantonese. Burmese transla-
tions of Church materials are limited to Gospel Fundamentals and The Prophet Joseph Smith’s Testimony. A few 
General Conference talks have been translated into Burmese starting in the 2000s.

Meetinghouses

The building housing the Rangoon Branch is a renovated building that is either owned or rented by the 
Church. Groups likely meet in the privacy of members’ homes.

Humanitarian and Development Work

The Church provided continued humanitarian and development assistance in Burma for several years following 
the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami.1165 Water projects have occurred over the past several years in locations such 
as in Kayin State. Senior missionaries donated 200 school bags for children at a local monastery. LDS charities 
have donated funds to bring clean water for local hospitals.

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

The Church has made significant progress in establishing the Church in Burma despite the restrictive nature 
of the military junta. Current legislation and government policies prohibit the Church’s foreign missionary 
program and limits missionary work among members. The LDS Church carefully honors and obeys the law 

1163 “India,” Deseret News 2010 Church Almanac, p. 502–4

1164 “The Church in Thailand,” Friend, Apr 1975, 42.

1165 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Unprecedented year,” LDS Church News, 14 January 2006. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/48384/Unprecedented-year.html



696	 REACHING THE NATIONS

in Burma. Existing members are generally permitted to meet, but outreach is largely limited to family and 
personal contacts of members.

Cultural Issues

Persecution of Christians from Buddhists and the government is a major cultural issue that has persisted over 
the past fifty years.

National Outreach

Virtually the entire population remains unreached by the Church. Only those with close friends or family 
members in the Church have access to learning more about the Church. The branch in Rangoon and other 
congregations in different locations may one day provide the Church with the opportunity to conduct 
missionary work both in and outside Rangoon if open proselytism is allowed. The mission president from the 
Thailand Bangkok Mission frequently visits Burma to meet with local members in the Rangoon Branch and 
other locations. The large rural population will be a challenge for the Church to reach in the coming decades.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Member activity appears among the highest in Asian countries without an official Church presence. It is 
unclear whether many convert to join the Church in Burma or whether most members joined the Church in 
other nations and later returned to their homeland. Member activity is likely limited due to the distribution 
of few members in many areas around the country.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

The Church does not appear to have faced issues with differing ethnic groups assimilating into the same 
congregation, likely due to the extreme limited member presence. Challenges may occur if the Church experi-
ences greater growth with differences between Burmese and other ethnic groups.

Language Issues

Church meetings are held in Burmese or English. Sunday School is conducted in Burmese. Members fluent in 
both Burmese and English assist senior missionaries in traveling around the country and translating Church 
materials. The lack of any LDS scripture translations in Burmese greatly challenges the development of a 
Burmese member base and limits understanding of gospel principles.

With the exception of a couple Chinese languages, the lack of church resources in any minority language 
materials also limits outreach and the doctrinal understanding of members from minority groups. The recent 
rapid increase of Karen speaking membership in Salt Lake City may necessitate the translation of Church 
materials in Karen and other minority languages that could be utilized in Burma.

Leadership

In 2006, a senior missionary served as the president of the Rangoon Branch. The second Burmese missionary 
to serve a mission from Burma began his mission in 2007. Local leadership continues to be very limited and 
limits greater membership growth outside of Rangoon.
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Temple

Burma belongs to the Hong Kong China Temple District. Some Burmese members have been to the temple 
to receive their endowments. The trip for members to Hong Kong is expensive and demanding on time and 
distance. Prospects of a nearer temple in Thailand or Singapore would greatly reduce the challenges members 
experience to go to the temple.

Comparative Growth

Burma has seen comparable growth to other South and Southeast Asian nations in which the Church does not 
have official recognition. Nepal and Laos have similarly sized membership and national outreach. The Church 
in Burma has achieved greater progress than in Bangladesh. Among nations without an official Church pres-
ence with organized branches in Asia, Burma faces challenges in sending out local full-time missionaries.

Baptist and Catholic denominations gained the majority of their converts and established themselves prior 
to the rise of the current government. However, Jehovah’s Witnesses and Seventh Day Adventists have seen 
continued growth and have numerous congregations throughout the country. These denominations benefit 
from local members who carry on ecclesiastical duties with little to no assistance from outside the country. 
Christian groups report increases in membership, but government restrictions on proselytizing limit growth. 
Nonetheless, the continued expansion of such groups demonstrates the potential for considerable LDS growth 
through member-missionary efforts even under challenging conditions.

Future Prospects

The growth of the LDS Church in Burma will depend on local members sharing the Church’s teachings with 
close friends and family for membership growth to occur. Burmese baptized abroad and returning home may 
provide additional resources to increase the strength and reach of the Church in Burma. Once additional 
congregations are created in the Rangoon area, a district may be organized. Outreach to the population will 
be limited to close friends and family of members until significant change occurs in government policies 
regarding religion and proselytism.



Cambodia

Geography

AREA: 181,035 square km. Cambodia is located in Southeastern Asia and borders Thailand, Laos, 
Vietnam and the Gulf of Thailand. The climate in the country is tropical, with plains occupying most of 

the country covered in rainforest and jungle, much of which is swampy. The Mekong River enters Cambodia 
from the north and exits to the southeast into Vietnam before emptying into the South China Sea. A large, 
shallow lake with swampy coastlines named Tonle Sap exists between the capital city of Phnom Penh and the 
second largest city of Battambang to the northwest. A few small islands near the coast of Cambodia in the Gulf 
of Thailand also belong to the country. Flooding is the primary natural hazard, whereas deforestation and strip 
mining are environmental concerns. There are twenty-three administrative provinces.

Peoples

Khmer: 90%
Vietnamese: 5%
Chinese: 4%
Other: 4%

Cambodians call themselves Khmer and account for 90% of the population. The Vietnamese are concentrated 
primarily in the capital, Phnom Penh. Chinese constitute about 1%, whereas other ethnicities such as Cham 
comprise the remaining 4%. The Cham were targeted by the Khmer Rouge along with the Chinese and had 
their numbers significantly reduced.

Population: 14,952,665 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.687% (July 2012)
Fertility Rate: 2.78 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 60.66 male, 65.53 female (2012)

Languages: Khmer [Cambodian] (95%), Vietnamese (2.7%), Cham (2.0%), other (0.3%). Khmer is the 
official language; 23 languages are spoken. Only Khmer has over one million speakers (13.8 million).
Literacy: 73.6% (2004)

History

The powerful Angkor Empire occupied what is today Cambodia between 900 and 1200 AD. The French 
colonized Cambodia in the late nineteenth century and controlled the region until World War II when the 
area was invaded by Japan. Following World War II, France regained jurisdiction until independence in the 
early 1950s. A communist regime named the Khmer Rouge overtook Phnom Penh in 1975 under Pol Pot. For 
the following several years, an estimated one to three million people in the country were executed or died from 
starvation or exhaustion due to ethnic cleansing and the implementation of radical communist ideology. The 
Khmer Rouge was driven out by the Vietnamese in the late 1970s and 1980s. For the following decade and 
a half Cambodia suffered from political instability between the Khmer and Vietnamese. A stable government 
was elected in the late 1990s. Since this time, Cambodia has enjoyed increasing peace and stability.
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Cambodia is home to many temple sites build in the twelfth century, such as the famous Angkor Wat temple 
complex. Many of the tourists come to Cambodia to visit Angkor Wat and similar sites.

Culture

Buddhism and the Angkor Empire have heavily shaped Cambodian culture. Social views on wealth and its 
public display have changed rapidly since the fall of the Khmer Rouge. Wealth is generally displayed through 
jewelry or clothing. Rapid industrialization continues to increase materialism. Etiquette is deeply related to 
the Khmer language. Ethnic tensions between Khmer and Vietnamese are high. Fish and rice are important 
food staples. Bonn Om Teuk, a boat racing festival, occurs annually on the Mekong River. Alcohol and ciga-
rette consumption rates are lower than most countries.

Economy

GDP per capita: $2,300 (2011) [4.78% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.523
Corruption Index: 2.1 (2011)
Most of the economy centers on agriculture. Seventy-five percent (75%) of the workforce was employed 
in agriculture in 2004. Economic conditions in Cambodia are quickly improving with growth in tourism, 
construction, textiles, and agriculture. Growth appears to be primarily centered in the largest cities. The coun-
tryside remains very poor and isolated from urban, wealthier cities. Primary crops include rice, silk, nuts, and 
vegetables. The area around the second largest city Battambang is the most productive for agriculture, and 
rice can be grown year round due to easily accessible water for irrigation. Oil reserves were discovered off the 
coast of Cambodia around 2005, and plans were made to extract this resource, which is expected to generate 
revenue in 2013. Other natural resources include gems and wood products. Cambodia sends over half of its 
exports to the United States, whereas Thailand sends the most imports. Geographically Cambodia is located 
in a favorable location. Thailand, Vietnam, China, and Indonesia also represent important trading partners.

Corruption is perceived as widespread and a serious detriment to society and the modernization of the 
economy. There have been some reports of government, police, and military authorities participating in illicit 
drug trafficking. Money laundering remains a serious concern.

Faiths

Buddhist: 93%
Muslim: 5%
Christian: 2%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 20,000
Latter-day Saints 11,469 27
Seventh Day Adventists 5,571 6
Jehovah’s Witnesses 498 9

Religion

The 1998 census in Cambodia found that 96.4% of people identified themselves as Buddhists and 2.4% 
identified as Muslims. Islam is practiced by the Cham people who live around the city of Kampong Cham. 



700	 REACHING THE NATIONS

Christianity is practiced by less than 2% of the population. There has been concern about some Christian 
groups that have disturbed public life and tried to coerce Buddhists to abandon Buddhism for food or money.

Religious Freedom

The constitution protects religious freedom, which is upheld by the government. Government does not permit 
religious discrimination. The official religion is Buddhism, and the government recognizes Buddhist holidays 
and promotes the religion. Religious groups must be registered to construct buildings and hold meetings. 
Only Buddhism can be taught in public schools; other religions may be taught in private schools.

Largest Cities

Urban: 22%
Phnom Penh, Kâmpóng Saôm, Battambang, Siem Reap, Sisophon, Kracheh, Kampong Thum, Ta Khmau, 
Pousat, Prey Veng.
Cities in bold do not have congregations.

Five of the ten largest cities have a congregation. Ten percent (10%) of the national population lives in the ten 
largest cities.

LDS History

The first Cambodian members of the Church were baptized in the United States in the 1970s after emigrating 
due to war in Southeast Asia. In the late 1980s, a French doctor shared copies of the Book of Mormon with a 
few Khmer colleges in Phnom Penh and donated a few others to local education institutions. In 1991, there 
were eight missionaries teaching the Gospel in Cambodian in Boston, Massachusetts among the Cambodian 
population.1166 However in 2009, there were no Cambodian speaking congregations in the Northeast United 
States. Missionaries who have served in the region report of hundreds of inactive Cambodian members.

Legal recognition was granted to the Church in Cambodia on March 4, 1994. The first Church representatives 
in the country served in humanitarian and service efforts. Senior missionary couples serving as humanitarian/
service missionaries teaching English began to labor in neighboring Vietnam in 1993. At this time the senior 
missionaries in Cambodia were not allowed to proselyte. The first Church meeting in the country was held 
on March 27, 1994 in a hotel. The first convert baptism in Cambodia was in May, and congregations were 
created shortly thereafter.1167 President Hinckley visited Cambodia in May of 1996 and dedicated the country 
for the preaching of the Gospel. President Hinckley spoke at a special fireside with 439 in attendance, half of 
whom were not church members. In July 1997, the Cambodia Phnom Penh Mission was created from the 
Thailand Bangkok Mission.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 11,469 (2012)
There were 601 Latter-day Saints at the end of 1997, 891 the following year and over 1,000 by year-end 1999. 
Membership more doubled in 2000 to 2,136. For the next five years, the Church experienced rapid growth in 
membership. By the end of 2002, membership had climbed to nearly 5,100. Membership increased by another 
thousand members to 6,089 by the end of 2003. Growth began to slow with membership increasing to 6,865 
at year-end 2004, 7,465 in 2005, and 7,874 in 2006. In the late 2000s, membership growth accelerated as 

1166 “Boston: Gospel rolls forward in one of nation’s oldest cities,” LDS Church News, 28 September 1991. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/20681/Boston-Gospel-rolls-forward-in-one-of-nations-oldest-cities.html

1167 White, Leland D. and Joyce B. “The Gospel Takes Hold in Cambodia,” Liahona, Oct 1997, 41.
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membership reached 10,530 in 2010. Annual membership growth rates ranged from 12%–63% between 
2001 and 2004 and declined to 2%–9% between 2005 and 2009. In 2010, annual membership growth rates 
increased to 18.2%.

The majority of the growth of the Church over the years has taken place in Phnom Penh. In Battambang, the 
branch experienced rapid growth during the first year and a half of its existence. In April 2005 that member-
ship in the branch reached 150 and had outgrown their rented building used for Sunday Church meetings.1168 
By July 2005 the first five missionaries were called to serve missions from the branch, and membership had 
risen to 170.1169 In 2010, one in 1,396 was nominally LDS.

Congregational Growth

Branches: 28 (April 2013)
The first district was created in Phnom Penh in November 1995, with three branches (two Cambodian-
speaking and one Vietnamese-speaking) and over 200 members. By the end of 1997 there were three 
Cambodian-speaking branches and one Vietnamese-speaking branch. A fifth congregation was organized by 
1999.1170

Congregations began to be established outside of the capital city in the 2000s. In 2000, the number of 
branches increased from five to eleven. A Vietnamese-speaking district was created for the three Vietnamese 
branches in Phnom Penh in December 2001, and the Cambodian-speaking district was divided in December 
2002 to create a second Cambodian-speaking district in Phnom Penh. A branch was created in Kampong 
Cham sometime before 2001. The first branch in Battambang was organized in December 2003. In 2004, 
there were twenty congregations. A fourth district in Cambodia was created in 2005 in the city of Kampong 
Cham, where there were three branches established.

New additional cities were opened to missionary work and branches were established in 2007. These cities 
were Siem Reap and Kampong Thom, both located between Phnom Penh and Battambang north of Tonle 
Sap. In 2009, two new branches were created in Cambodia. An English speaking branch, named the Phnom 
Penh 13th Branch, was created. The Battambang Branch divided into the Battambang 1st and the Battambang 
2nd Branches. In 2010, Battambang became its own district with a mere two branches. In 2011 and 2012, 
several new branches were organized the Church created the Phnom Penh Cambodia East District.

As of June 2011, there were four Cambodian-speaking congregations in the United States, consisting of three 
congregations in California (one ward and two branches) and one branch in Utah. The first U.S. Cambodian-
speaking ward was organized in Long Beach, California in 2005.

Activity and Retention

Branch members are preparing for the responsibilities of wards and stakes, but as of yet no announcement 
or projection has been made for the first stake. Low member activity appears to be the main impediment to 
the creation of a stake in Phnom Penh. Nominal membership growth became increasingly uncoupled from 
congregational growth in the mid-2000s. The number of branches increased from fourteen in 2002 to twenty-
four in 2009, while nominal membership more than tripled, indicating that most new members were not 
retained. The average number of members per congregation increased from 194 in 2000 to 439 in 2010. Most 

1168 “Cambodian branch remembers anniversary,” LDS Church News, 30 April 2005. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/47241/Cambodian-branch-remembers-anniversary.html

1169 “Called to serve,” LDS Church News, 2 July 2005. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/47501/Called-to-serve.html

1170 Stahle, Shaun D. “Emerging Church in Cambodia,” LDS Church News, 14 February 2004. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/45081/Emerging-Church-in-Cambodia.html
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branches in Phnom Penh had between 100 and 200 active members in 2011. In September 2009, sacrament 
meeting attendance in the Siem Reap Branch was reported to be around 130, double the number from a year 
before. During the 2009–2010 school year, 603 were enrolled in seminary and institute. Nationwide active 
membership is estimated at 3,500, or 30%–35% of total church membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Khmer, Vietnamese.
All LDS scriptures are available in Khmer, Vietnamese, and Chinese. The Church has translated some priest-
hood, Relief Society, Sunday School, young women, primary, missionary, audio/visual, family history, and 
scripture materials into these languages. Some CES materials are also available in Khmer.

Meetinghouses

The first Church built meetinghouse was dedicated in 2004 to be used by all three districts in Phnom Penh for 
large meetings. During 2008, at least two new chapels were built in Phnom Penh. A district meetinghouse for 
the Phnom Penh Cambodia North District was dedicated at the end of May. A meetinghouse for the Phnom 
Penh 4th and 11th Branches was dedicated later that year in the southeastern portion of the city.

Health and Safety

Cambodia has a high risk for the spread of infectious disease; 0.8% are infected with AIDS/HIV.

Humanitarian and Development Work

Many members of the Church in the United States have periodically participated in donation and humani-
tarian work for Cambodia.

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

The Church enjoys religious freedom and does not face legal challenges in conducting missionary work. 
Members and missionaries may openly worship, assemble, and proselyte.

National Outreach

Thirteen percent (13%) of the national population resides in cities with an LDS congregation. The Church is 
only accessible by Cambodians living in or around Phnom Penh, Battambang, Kampong Cham, Siem Reap, 
and Kampong Thom. The remaining large cities lack a Church presence, including Kampong Saom on the 
coast and Sisophon near the Thai border. About half of the approximate 14.5 million Cambodians live in a 
province that does not have a congregation. Even in the provinces with a church presence, most have hundreds 
of thousands of people in unreached areas. The majority of Cambodia’s population is rural, which presents 
challenges in proclaiming the gospel more widely.

The Cambodia Phnom Penh Mission has established branches and opened new proselytizing areas on the 
outskirts of Phnom Penh. Branches currently operate in Sen Sok (about five miles northeast of Phnom Penh), 
Ta Khmau (about five miles south of Phnom Penh) and Kean Svay (about five miles east of Phnom Penh). 
These branches belong to one of the two Cambodian speaking districts in Phnom Penh. As the Church grows 
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in Phnom Penh, cities and villages near the capital may eventually have congregations established. Areas to the 
northeast and south of Phnom Penh are some of the most densely populated areas in Cambodia.

The Vietnamese LDS community in Phnom Penh conducts limited outreach in Vietnam, where nonnatives 
are barred from serving as missionaries. In the late 2000s, Vietnam-native missionaries had to be temporarily 
withdrawn to serve in Vietnamese areas of Phnom Penh and train newly arrived North American missionaries.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

The Church in Cambodia has grown rapidly with modest to low retention rates. During the decade of 
the 2000s, membership increased eightfold, and the number of congregations increased nearly five times. 
Membership and congregation growth has slowed dramatically between 2006 to present. One reason for the 
slowdown in growth is mission leadership devoting more time and resources to preparing members of the 
Church in Phnom Penh for a stake to be created instead of adding as many converts as in prior years. The 
division of the Battambang branch was delayed until the summer of 2009, notwithstanding rapid numerical 
membership growth, due to challenges of low convert retention and difficulties with leadership development.

Poverty produces challenges for retention when individuals join the Church in hopes of material improve-
ment. In Kampong Cham, where many members joined at least partly due to strong church welfare programs, 
only about 50 of the 390 members in one branch attend Church meetings. Problems with recent converts 
and actively linked to their dependence on welfare monies is not unusual among many other nationalities in 
Southeast Asia in their home countries and in the United States. It can be difficult for missionaries and lead-
ership to discern whether there are those learning about the Church for the right reasons, especially if they 
struggle financially.

Another key factor in the slowdown has been prior practices of quickly baptizing who were not regularly 
attending church before baptism and who lacked other gospel habits and subsequently did not become and 
remain active members. A focus on ensuring the proper teaching of prospective converts and requiring that 
necessary life changes be consistently implemented and firmly established before baptism will be essential to 
decrease avoidable convert losses.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

Language differences and ethnic tensions between Khmer and Vietnamese contributed to the establishment of 
language-specific congregations and districts in Phnom Penh. Integration of the Cham people into congrega-
tions may be challenging due to the large differences in culture, language and religion.

Language Issues

The large range of ecclesiastical materials and all LDS scriptures in Khmer and Vietnamese allow potential 
outreach for 97.7% of the population. Outreach among the Muslim Cham and small, isolated tribes speaking 
native languages will be challenging as the Church has yet to begin outreach in these locations.

Missionary Service

In 1997, there were seventeen missionaries serving in the country. Earlier that year, the first missionary from 
Cambodian was called to serve from in Idaho. The number of missionaries serving in the country increased 
to twenty-four by the end of 1998. In 2004, the number of missionaries serving in the country had risen to 
about one hundred, half of whom were Cambodian. While Cambodians tend to serve in greater numbers than 
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other Asian nations, Cambodia does not appear self-sufficient in its missionary force. A modest number of 
Cambodian youth have served missions in Cambodia and outside the country.

Leadership

With the exception of the English-speaking branch, all branches appear to be led by local Cambodian members. 
The majority of Cambodia’s population is under the age of thirty. This creates challenges for fellowshipping 
young converts while limiting those who can lead congregations due to their age. However, many youth 
converts who remain active later become pillars of strength as they live the gospel, serve missions, and marry 
and raise families in the Church. Most members have access to Church Education System (CES) programs 
designed to strengthen the testimonies and establish a doctrinal foundation. Senior missionaries serving in the 
Siem Reap and Kampong Thom Branches reported in 2009 that the seminary and institute programs were 
available for members of the Church in these remote branches for the first time, preparing many youth to 
serve missions.

Temple

Cambodia is assigned to the Hong Kong China Temple district. Periodic temple trips are subsidized, as most 
members would not otherwise be able to afford the travel expenses, but still require member sacrifice. A 
temple in Cambodia may be more likely to be constructed after multiple stakes are organized in Phnom Penh.

Comparative Growth

Both Mongolia and Cambodia have experienced similar history regarding the establishment of the Church, 
its rapid growth, and size of their current LDS membership. The Church in Mongolia has seen higher reten-
tion and higher rates of missionary service than Cambodia, notwithstanding Cambodian immigrants in the 
United States being taught long before missionaries were serving in either Cambodia or Mongolia. Cambodia 
is the country in Southeast Asia with the second highest percentage of Latter-day Saints in the population after 
Singapore. In mid-2011, Cambodia was the country with the most members without a stake.

Like Mongolia, Cambodia has a very small Christian population. Other missionary-oriented Christian 
churches have small memberships in Cambodia, although various Baptist and Evangelical groups reported 
rapid growth from the mid-1990s to the present with church-planting approaches. The Seventh Day Adventist 
Church reported 5,952 members in Cambodia in six congregations in 2008 after operating in the country for 
eighty years and experiencing its most rapid growth between 1995 and 2000. Jehovah’s Witnesses reported 
329 members in 2008 for Cambodia. Both of these Christian groups had reported very slow growth rates in 
recent years. The majority of Cambodian Christians belong to mainline Protestant denominations.

Future Prospects

Cambodia offers abundant opportunities for future church growth. The creation of the first stakes appears 
likely within the next few years. Missionary work to date has been confined to a few major population centers 
and surrounding suburbs; most of the nation remains unreached. In 2009, missionaries reported that the 
Church is growing the strongest in Phnom Penh. Rapid, continued expansion into other regions of the country 
is likely as the member base becomes stronger in existing congregations. The recent slowdown in member-
ship and congregation growth brings concern about whether Cambodians are becoming less receptive to the 
Gospel or whether more focus is centered on reactivation and training membership for their responsibilities 
in the Church. An increased focus on gospel habits and preparation for baptism as well as fellowshipping and 
integration will be necessary to improve convert retention rates and strengthen local congregations.
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China

Geography

AREA: 9,596,961 square km. The world’s fourth largest country and occupying a large portion of East 
and Central Asia, China is a nation of great diversity in terrain and climate. The most densely popu-

lated areas in eastern China have temperate to sub-tropical climates with monsoon rains in the summer and 
dry weather in the winter. The Tibet Plateau, which consists of semi-arid plains and rugged peaks with little 
vegetation, subject to cold winters and mild summers, is the dominant geographic feature of western China. 
Rugged mountain ranges stretch from the Tibetan Plateau toward the fertile plains in the east. Large arid 
basins with remote mountain ranges are found in the northwest where the Taklamakan Desert is located. 
The Gobi Desert stretches into China along the Mongolian border. Manchuria experiences extreme ranges 
in temperature from hot, humid summer months to cold, dry winter months. The North China Plain and 
Sichuan Basin are densely populated. Major rivers include the Yangzi, Huang, Chang Jiang, and Xi Jiang. 
Typhoons, floods, tsunamis, droughts, and earthquakes are natural hazards. Environmental issues vary by 
region and include pollution, acid rain, inadequate supplies of potable water, desertification, deforestation, 
and soil erosion. The Three Gorges Dam was completed in 2008 and became fully operational in July 2012.  
It remains a subject of environmental debate due to the flooding of vast areas of riverfront, the displacement of 
millions who once lived in the area now occupied by the reservoir, and the threat to endangered species. The 
dam has provides hydroelectric power, thus reducing air pollution, and reduces flooding along the Yangtze 
River, which has affected millions in the past. China is administratively divided into twenty-three provinces, 
five autonomous regions, and four municipalities. China claims Taiwan as a province, although the People’s 
Republic of China and the Republic of China maintain two separate administrations, with the latter based on 
the island of Taiwan. Land and border disputes continue along several regions along the Indian and Pakistani 
border and in additional locations.

Peoples

Han Chinese: 91.5%
Other: 8.5%

Most the population is Han Chinese. Other large minority ethnicities include Zhuang, Manchu, Hui, Miao, 
Uighur, Tujia, Yi, Mongol, Tibetan, Buyi, Dong, Yao, and Korean. Most of these ethnic groups live near 
border regions or in a patchwork of communities, such as the Hui. The government over the past several 
decades has moved Han Chinese throughout the country in an effort to increase national stability and mute 
regional ethnic differences in culture and identity.

Population: 1,343,239,923 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 0.481% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 1.55 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 72.82 male, 77.11 female (2012)

Languages: Mandarin Chinese is the official language and used in all schools, but 292 indigenous languages 
are spoken in China. Many of these languages use the simplified Chinese character script officially adopted 
by China. Native speakers of Chinese languages number approximately 1.15 billion (86.5%). Languages with 
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over one million speakers include Mandarin Chinese (840 million), Wu Chinese (77.2 million), Yue Chinese 
(52 million), Jinyu Chinese (45 million), Xiang Chinese (36 million), Hakka Chinese (25.7 million), Min Nan 
Chinese (25.7 million), Gan Chinese (20.6 million), Zhuang dialects (14.6 million), Min Bei Chinese (10.3 
million), Miao dialects (10.1 million), Min Dong Chinese (8.82 million), Uighur (8.4 million), Huizhou 
Chinese (4.6 million), Tibetan dialects (3.4 million), Mongolian (3.38 million), Min Zhong Chinese (3.1 
million), Bouyei (2.6 million), Pu-Xian Chinese (2.52 million), Nuosu (2 million), Korean (1.92 million), 
Dong dialects (1.46 million), Kazakh (1.25 million), Bai dialects (1.24 million).
Literacy: 90.9% (2000)

History

China was home to some of the most advanced civilizations in the ancient world but did not establish its 
current boundaries until the twentieth century. Ancient Chinese civilizations thrived in the east and went 
through several cycles of unification and division from several centuries before Christ until the establish-
ment of the Song Dynasty in the tenth century. China once held large portions of Southeast Asia in its 
sphere of influence, and surrounding peoples with which the Chinese came into contact—Koreans, Japanese, 
Vietnamese, and others—adapted much from Chinese language, culture, and technology. The defeat of the 
Chinese armies at what is now Talas, Kyrgyzstan, by the Arabic Abbasid Caliphate in 751 AD ended Chinese 
hopes of hegemony in Central Asia. The Mongols invaded in the thirteenth century and established the Yuan 
Dynasty under Kublai Khan. The Ming Dynasty began in the fourteenth century and reestablished Chinese 
rule. In the seventeenth century, the Qing Dynasty came to power and expanded China’s border to include 
Mongolia. European powers, especially the United Kingdom, occupied large regions of China and fought 
for greater influence and power in the nineteenth century in several military conflicts, including the Opium 
Wars. Chinese resistance to foreign domination culminated in the Boxer Rebellion of 1898–1901. In 1912, 
the Republic of China was established thereby ending the Qing Dynasty. During the first half of the twentieth 
century, Chiang Kai-Shek and the Nationalists attempted to unify China and fought the communists lead by 
Mao Zedong. War with Japan occurred from 1937 to 1945 and ended only with the Japanese surrender at the 
end of World War II. Following the Second Sino-Japanese War, civil war broke out until 1949. Communist 
forces overpowered the Nationalists, who fled to Taiwan and maintained the Republic of China, whereas the 
Communists established the People’s Republic of China on the mainland.

Mao Zedong sought to rapidly modernize China and attempted to outcompete the world’s leading agricul-
ture producing nations through the Great Leap Forward. The program instituted massive agrarian reforms 
and established communes in an effort to increase crop yield and productivity but resulted in tens of millions 
of deaths due to famine caused by drought, poor agriculture practices, and the shipment of food by govern-
ment officials to certain areas to fabricate unexpectedly abundant harvests. Mao also initiated the Cultural 
Revolution, which aimed to erase China’s cultural history and traditions through destruction of historical 
sites, the banning of art and literature seen as a threat to the communist state, and the production of art and 
literature support the communist and socialist cause by state-sponsored writers and artists. Deng Xiaoping 
came to power in 1976 following Mao’s death and brought about major economic and social reforms that 
prepared for the modernization of China. In 1979, the controversial state-sponsored family planning program 
called the One Child Policy came into effect, which limited Chinese couple to have just one child to slow 
population growth. In 1989, anti-government protesters clashed with law enforcement and military in the 
Tiananmen Square Massacre, which reaffirmed China’s intolerance toward rapid social change and rebellion. 
Rapid economic growth has occurred in the 1990s until present, as many institutions have become decentral-
ized and a free-market economy has been established.

China, the “Middle Kingdom,” or 中國, was viewed by Chinese as the center of civilization and center of the 
known world. Although China has experienced its share of internal and external conflicts, China on the whole 
has historically been a relatively peaceful nation without the expansionistic aims of an Alexander the Great, 
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Julius Caesar, Genghis Khan, or Tamerlane to carve out a vast empire of subject peoples; many of its actions—
from the construction of the Great Wall of China to the Sino-Japanese Wars—have been primarily defensive. 
This is reflected to this day by the fact that over 80% of the citizens of modern China are Han Chinese. Even 
Tibet was incorporated into the Mongol Empire and then inherited by the Yuan Dynasty of China founded 
Kublai Khan, rather than being conquered by the Chinese, and the ongoing dispute over Taiwan is viewed by 
the Chinese as a matter of territorial integrity.

China’s current status as a developing nation is a historical anomaly, as China was a world leader in technology 
and development through much of its history, although China’s rapid growth and strong economy suggest that 
it is on track to again take a preeminent place among the nations.

Culture

Traditional Chinese values focus more on stability, harmony, order, and societal good, and less on change, 
innovation, and personal liberties, like Western societies. The Chinese people have experienced a long and 
illustrious history with no tradition of democracy in the Western sense; most modern Chinese appear to be 
generally content with their government and accept various controls as necessary to maintain order. Chinese 
cultural values often emphasized the importance of emulating exemplars of the past and revering ancestors. 
Change and innovation were often viewed less positively than in the West, although numerous important 
inventions that have benefited the West—the adjustable plow, the stirrup, and thousands more—were invented 
in China.1171 To this day, Chinese demonstrate dedication and love of learning. Chinese pupils and students at 
all levels often study much longer than their Western counterparts, and Westerners are sometimes regarded as 
less disciplined. Principles of personal, family, and national honor and behavior according to socially accepted 
principles are very important to Chinese.

Few foreigners have succeeded in mastering the intricacies of Chinese language and protocols. Even the depth 
of a bow has significant meaning depending on the age, status, and relationship of individuals. To the civilized 
Chinese, foreigners were regarded largely as barbarians. These social barriers have begun to break down with 
government policies encouraging Han Chinese to intermarry with ethnic minorities, especially in Tibet and 
Xinjiang, as well as increasing cross-cultural relationships among Chinese working and studying overseas.

Confucianism and Daoism originated in China. Confucianism provided the source and philosophy for 
government and society for nearly two millennia and served as the basis, at least in part, for a well-ordered 
system of civil service exams for prospective public servants under the emperors. The ideals of the proper 
Confucian gentleman, or Junzi, continue to significantly influence Chinese culture. Communist reforms have 
removed much of the previous role religion played in culture and daily life. Han Chinese are the most influ-
ential ethnic group. Historically, China was a technologically advanced civilization and was the first to invent 
paper, printing, the compass, and gunpowder and boasts a proud, ancient tradition of astronomy. Scholarship 
and interest in science continue today. Soccer, martial arts, and many Western sports are popular recreational 
activities. China hosted the 2008 Olympic Games, which brought increased worldwide attention and aware-
ness of the country. Alcohol consumption rates are moderate, whereas cigarette consumption rates are high. 
Chinese customs and culture have preferred males over females—especially in the countryside—resulting in 
a disproportionate number of males due to gender-selective abortions (which are illegal), and a gender imbal-
ance with many men unable to marry. Some relaxation of the one-child policy has occurred in recent years 
to allow a second child if the first is a girl. Non-Chinese ethnicities also receive some exemptions to the One 
Child Policy.

1171 Temple, Robert. The Genius of China: 3,000 Years of Science, Discovery and Invention. Inner Traditions International, 
Limited, 2007.
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Economy

GDP per capita: $8,400 (2011) [17.5% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.687
Corruption Index: 3.6 (2011)
The economy has transformed dramatically over the past thirty years from a centralized, closed system to a 
free-market economy with international investment and trade. Hundreds of millions have relocated from 
rural areas to cities and eastern provinces for better employment, creating major demographic and ecological 
challenges. China has the world’s largest workforce and is capable of leading the world economically if devel-
opment continues. In mid-2010, China overtook Japan to become the world’s second largest economy after 
the United States. China’s per capita income under a controlled economy and communist government is now 
at least three times the per capita income in India, the world’s largest democracy, although both nations have 
similar populations and started at approximately the same level of income and development at independence 
in the late 1940s after World War II.

The environmental impact of mass population migrations has been devastating, but the agriculture section 
has the largest percentage of the workforce (39.5%) followed by services (33.2%). Industry employs 27.2% 
of the workforce. Agriculture produces only 10.6% of the GDP, whereas industry and services account for 
46.8% and 42.6% of the GDP, respectively. GDP growth rates rank among the highest worldwide despite 
China’s massive population. Only 2.7% of the population lives below the poverty line (2007), but many 
experience poor living conditions. Primary agriculture products include rice, wheat, potatoes, and corn. Major 
industries include mining, metal, machinery, textiles, oil and oil products, toys, electronics, food processing, 
vehicles, spacecraft, and telecommunications equipment. Primary trade partners include the United States, 
Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and Germany.

With a centralized government with few checks and balances, corruption is apparent in many aspects of 
society. As China integrates into the global economy, much of the nation’s wealth is controlled by a small 
subset of the population. China has struggled to fight drug trafficking, especially heroin originating from 
Southeast Asia. Human trafficking of Chinese in nations around the world for exploitation and a poor human 
rights record are major international concerns. China has experienced some success in addressing organized 
crime in some of the larger cities.

Faiths

Chinese religions, Buddhism, nonreligious, atheist: 94%
Christian: 4%
Muslim: 2%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 17,300,000
Seventh Day Adventists 393,280 1,137
Latter-day Saints ~10,000 80+

Religion

A 2007 survey found that 31% of Chinese citizens over sixteen years of age were religious believers. In 2007, 
a public opinion polling firm based in China concluded 11%–16% of adults identify as Buddhists and less 
than 1% consider themselves Taoist. Most religiously active Chinese follow an agglomeration of Buddhism, 
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Taoism, and Confucianism. Muslims primarily consist of the Hui and Uighurs, who reside in north and 
northwestern China in the Ningxia Hui and Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Regions. The largest Protestant 
denomination is Baptist, followed by Lutheran. In recent years, many religious groups report rapid increases 
in followers.1172

Religious Freedom

Persecution Index: 37th
The constitution protects the freedom of religious belief but restricts religious activity and expression. There 
is no state religion. Traditional Chinese religion consists of a mix of Confucian ideals, Buddhism, Taoism 
or Daoism, and folk traditions. Five state-sanctioned religious groups (Buddhist, Taoist, Muslim, Catholic, 
and Protestant) are registered as patriotic religious organizations that may register individual congregations 
and operate places of worship or assembly. Proselytism may occur in a private setting or registered place of 
worship. Foreigners are banned from proselytism and face many restrictions interacting with local citizens. 
Many Christians meet in unregistered house churches. According to the constitution and law, religiously active 
Chinese are not to be under any foreign religious authority, resulting in religious groups such as Catholics 
having many underground clergy. The government has targeted many Protestant groups that hold home 
meetings and are not registered with the government. Muslims in some areas are restricted in their ability 
to perform pilgrimages, and some individuals are not permitted to enter local mosques. The distribution of 
religious literature is controlled by the government. Registered religious groups may produce and gather mate-
rials for the use of their members. Members of many religious groups have been imprisoned by government 
authorities for failing to comply with local laws and regulations pertaining to religious practice and generally 
serve prison sentences in labor camps. In recent years, the government has permitted the public greater access 
to religious writers and granted NGOs permission to conduct humanitarian work. The degree of religious 
freedom varies by location, with Tibet and Xinjiang Autonomous Regions experiencing the lowest levels of 
religious freedom.1173

Largest Cities

Urban: 43%
Shanghai, Beijing, Nanchong, Tai’an, Kaifeng, Wuhan, Chongqing, Chengdu, Tianjin, Puyang, Shenyang, 
Shiyan, Harbin, Xi’an, Lanzhou, Guangzhou, Nanjing, Taiyuan, Yunfu, Changchun, Changsha, Jinan, 
Dalian, Zhengzhou, Shijiazhuang, Jilin, Hangzhou, Nanchang, Qingdao, Tangshan, Xinyang, Ürümqi, 
Fushun, Luoyang, Hefei, Liuyang, Handan, Suzhou, Shantou, Baotou, Anshan, Xuzhou, Fuzhou, 
Guiyang, Dayan, Wuxi, Datong, Xianyang, Huainan, Kunming, Shenzhen, Jieyang.
Cities listed in bold do not have an LDS congregation.

Nine of the fifty-two largest cities have an English-speaking LDS congregation. Ten percent (10%) of the 
national population resides in the fifty-two largest cities. Nearly 400 cities have over 100,000 inhabitants, 
which accounts for 18% of the national population.

LDS History

President Brigham Young first considered sending missionaries to China in 1849. Three years later, three 
missionaries were called to preach in China. The missionaries arrived in Hong Kong in 1853 and only 
remained for two months, as they were unable to learn the language, the English-speaking population was 

1172 “China (includes Tibet, Hong Kong, Macau), International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.
state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2009/127268.htm

1173 “China (includes Tibet, Hong Kong, Macau), International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.
state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2009/127268.htm
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unreceptive, and political instability was too great for travel outside of Hong Kong. Church leaders visited 
China a few times during the first half of the twentieth century to assess conditions for missionary work, but 
no missionaries were called. In 1949, the Church opened the Chinese Mission with headquarters in Hong 
Kong. A Church presence was established also in Macau, but the Church had little contact with the People’s 
Republic of China until the late 1970s. Since 1989, the Church has sent members to work as English teachers 
in universities. In 1986, branches were organized in Beijing and Xi’an as non-Chinese members moved to 
China temporarily for work, and Chinese joined the Church elsewhere and returned to their homeland.1174 In 
1996, President Hinckley briefly visited China by invitation to Shenzhen to visit Chinese folk villages modeled 
after the Polynesian Cultural Center in Hawaii.1175 No proselytism has occurred in the People’s Republic of 
China. In recent years, non-Chinese members have moved to China for employment in greater numbers. 
Greater freedom has also been granted to Chinese members who now may meet in segregated congregations 
from the foreign members and also may join the Church through family connections.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: ~10,000 (2012)
By year-end 2000, there were likely over 1,000 Church members. In 2010, membership was approaching 
10,000. Growth has occurred from foreigners—primarily Westerners—moving for temporary employment, 
Chinese who joined the Church abroad and return, and converts from part-member families.

Congregational Growth

Branches and Groups: 80+ (2012)
The Beijing China International (English) District was organized in 1998 and administered the entire country. 
In the early 2000s, only two congregations functioned for foreigners and no independent branches appear 
to have been established for Chinese members. In 2008, a second district international (English) district was 
organized in Shanghai. In 2010, 14 branches functioned for English-speaking nonmainland Chinese and 
were based in Beijing, Guangzhou, Hangzhou, Nanjing, Qingdao, Shanghai, Shenzhen, Suzhou, Tianjin, 
and Xi’an. Two district branches met administrative needs for members living in remote cities with too few 
members to justify the creation of a branch. In late 2009, the Beijing China International (English) District 
Branch had eleven organized groups. In 2010, the district based in Beijing had eight branches, and the district 
in Shanghai had six branches. The most recently created international branches include the Chengdu and 
Hangzhou Branches. In 2011, two additional international districts were organized in Shanghai and X’ian 
(Central China International).

In 2008, Elder Russell M. Ballard reported that there were approximately twenty small branches for Chinese 
members in mainland China that had government authorization to meet.1176 Many Chinese members meet 
in groups throughout the country.

Activity and Retention

Activity rates appear moderate or slightly higher than in most nations, but membership experiences high 
turnover due to the transient presence of most foreigners, such as English teachers and families temporarily 
employed in China. Unknown inactive or less active members may greatly exceed the number on congrega-
tional roles due to the lack of any mechanism to track those who lose contact with the church.

1174 “China,” Deseret News 2003 Church Almanac, p. 314.

1175 Avant, Gerry. “President Hinckley visits China,” 1 June 1996. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/27984/President-
Hinckley-visits-China.html

1176 “Elder Ballard speaks on future BYUH, PCC roles,” BYU Hawaii Newsroom, 11 June 2008. http://newsroom.byuh.edu/
node/1762
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Each of the international branches in Beijing appears to have over one hundred active members. Some 
branches like the Xi’an Branch had fewer than thirty active members in 2009. The total number of active 
foreign members appears to be around 1,000.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Chinese (traditional), Chinese (simplified), Mongolian, Korean.
All LDS scriptures are available in Chinese (both traditional and simplified characters), Mongolian, and 
Korean. Most Church materials are available in Chinese. Only a few materials are available in simplified 
characters, such as Gospel Principles and The Prophet Joseph Smith’s Testimony. A large selection of audio-visual 
materials is available in Mandarin and Cantonese. LDS Church materials in Kazakh are limited to sacrament 
prayer translations, the Articles of Faith, and selected hymns and children’s songs.

Meetinghouses

The Church has not built any meetinghouses in mainland China. Congregations meet in government-
approved locations. Some members worship in the privacy of their homes.

Health and Safety

Strict obedience to government policies pertaining to religious conduct is required for the perpetuation of 
positive relations between the Church and the government. Deviation from government-approved activities 
jeopardizes the legitimacy of any Church activity among Chinese citizens and foreigners, is against Church 
policy, and poses risks to individual members. Other religious groups that have disregarded local laws or 
suffer poor relations with the government have had many members arrested and sentenced to labor camps for 
charges of disrupting public order.

Pollution and the negative environmental impact of rapid industrialization over the past few decades have led 
to deteriorated health for many Chinese. Most of the largest cities have poor air quality. The leading cause of 
death is respiratory and health diseases resulting from air pollution. Approximately 300 million are estimated 
to drink contaminated water.

Humanitarian and Development Work

As of 2009, the Church had conducted at least twenty-six humanitarian or development projects in China. 
These projects primarily consisted of book donations to school libraries, English and educational training, 
clean water projects, emergency relief, and wheelchairs.1177 In 1998, the Church donated $15,000 for humani-
tarian assistance for flood victims.1178

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

The amount of religious freedom and tolerance for both local and foreign members to worship—albeit always 
separately—is a major opportunity the Church has gained in the past decade, which has been essential for 
current and future church growth. Chinese officials have permitted local members to share the gospel with 

1177 “Projects—China,” Humanitarian Activities Worldwide, retrieved 12 July 2010. http://www.providentliving.org/
project/0,13501,4607–1–2008–227,00.html

1178 “Church gives aid to China,” LDS Church News, 5 September 1998. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/31357/Church-
gives-aid-to-China.html
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family members. Nonnatives do not appear to face proselytism restrictions among foreigners. Many Chinese 
members join the Church abroad in nations with greater religious freedom and later return to China. Foreign 
members may receive training and visits from international Church leadership. Government does not permit 
international Church leaders to train and meet with local Chinese members. The Church will likely find 
opportunities for humanitarian and development work in rural areas, which may one day help lay the founda-
tion for mission outreach.

Cultural Issues

In addition to increasing materialism and consumer-oriented culture in many of the largest cities, most Chinese 
are not religious due to the communist legacy. Many of the urban areas in which the Church would be most 
likely to receive permission to begin mission outreach work have highly secularized populations that have little 
exposure to religion. The high percentage of nonreligious does have the potential for difficulties with tradi-
tions that may interfere with LDS teachings, but the Church will likely face challenges in motivating potential 
converts to fully embrace the gospel and make necessary changes in lifestyle to not only remain active in the 
Church but also serve as leaders and teachers for others. Most Chinese find Christianity peculiar and are very 
surprised when they encounter someone who attends a church regularly. Latter-day Saints emphasis on the 
family resonates well with many Chinese and is of central importance to current and future outreach. The One 
Child Policy has created many demographic challenges regarding the male-female gender ratio. In the long 
term, this may lead some male members unable to marry due to a shortage of Chinese women in some areas.

The drinking of green tea is a cultural practice prohibited by LDS Church teachings and can be source of 
tension as well as a testimony building issue for investigators, new converts, and less active members. High 
smoking rates and moderate alcohol use pose challenges for many to who habitually engaged in these practices 
prohibited by the Church.

Traditional Chinese religion is a syncretic mix of Confucian philosophy, Buddhism, Taoism, and folk tradi-
tions. All of these religions are primarily individual and meditative, with little emphasis on organized worship. 
Many Christian principles, such as the existence of an all-powerful God instead of a nebulous harmony of the 
universe, need for a Savior, and even the existence of sin, are foreign to many Chinese. In particular, the break 
of Christianity from the tradition of ancestors, the concept of a caring God who can hear and answer prayers, 
the need for organized worship and service in the church, principles of divine authority, and the idea of one 
true church as opposed to the development of personal worldview from syncretic elements of competing 
faiths and philosophies, all pose challenges for many LDS investigators. Chinese have their own strong sense 
of ethics and morality, although the need for such behaviors tends to be explained by the need for societal 
order, achieving harmony, maintaining order, and following the pattern of the heavens, in contrast to Judeo-
Christian concepts of obedience, sin, repentance, and judgment, although considerable commonality exists 
when semantic barriers are bridged.

While historically very family-oriented, secularization in China has led to an increasing gap between tradi-
tional values and contemporary behaviors. In China, 70% of Beijing residents reported sex before marriage in 
2005, compared to just 15% in 1989.1179 A poll of 900 female university graduates in Shanghai conducted by 
journalism professor Liao Shengqing and reported in the People’s Daily Newspaper found that 70% think that 
one-night stands are not immoral.1180 The information age has resulted in greater exposure for the Church and 
greater opportunities for sharing the gospel, even as some problematic behaviors contrary to church teachings 
have become more prevalent.

1179 Beech, Hannah, “Sex Please—We’re Young and Chinese,” Time Asia Magazine, January 23, 2006.sss

1180 “Porn unblocked for Chinese web users,” 23 July 2010, http://www.3news.co.nz/Porn-unblocked-for-Chinese-web-users/
tabid/417/articleID/167070/Default.aspx, accessed 1 August 2010.
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National Outreach

With the exception of personal contacts of members, the entire population of 1.33 billion remains unreached 
by mission outreach. Only 1% of the population would be LDS if the Church’s entire membership of fourteen 
million lived in China. If missionary work occurred in cities with an established LDS English-speaking branch, 
just 3% of the national population would have access to mission outreach. The Church has made consider-
able progress among natives in cities with English-speaking branches and also has designated congregations 
for Chinese members. Some large cities without English-speaking congregations have Chinese designated 
congregations, such as Kunming in Yunnan Province.

The Church will face major mission logistic challenges once full-time missionaries serve in China as China’s 
population exceeds that of North and South America combined by half a billion. Current international mission 
resources could not efficiently administer to such as large population even if they were all entirely dedicated to 
China. If the average of one LDS mission per four million people in North and South America were applied 
to China, the Church would need to create 333 missions; just seven shy of the worldwide total in 2010. Even 
if there was one LDS mission per twenty million people (the mission-population ratio in Japan), the Church 
would need to operate 67 Chinese missions.

Traditional LDS paradigms of missions staffed primarily by full-time proselyting missionaries are unlikely to 
be implemented in China for two reasons. First, the strong preference given to native Chinese and the heavy 
restrictions on foreigners, especially as relates to proselytism, will require that outreach efforts be conducted 
primarily, and likely exclusively, through native leaders and native member-missionaries. Second, the LDS 
missionary force has plateaued in recent years due to declining LDS birth rates and slower growth, and 
the Church has the lacked the free resources and manpower to assign missionaries even to some unreached 
nations that allow proselyting, like Senegal at present or Kyrgyzstan in the 1990s. The limited LDS mission 
resources that could potentially be mobilized are wholly inadequate to the serve China’s vast population. For 
both legal and practical reasons, future LDS outreach in China will inevitably depend primarily upon the 
outreach of local members. Denominations like the Seventh Day Adventists, which grow primarily through 
local member outreach, have therefore experienced considerable outreach advantages over Latter-day Saints 
due to the traditional LDS dependence on full-time foreign missionaries and the lack of comparably well-
organized member-missionary programs and resources.

Effective future LDS mission outreach will require wise appropriation of limited native missionary manpower, 
effective and independent congregational member-missionary programs, and the development of a self-
sustaining native Chinese missionary force.

Although China ranks the fourth largest in geographic size, most regions are sparsely populated. The western 
half of China accounts for about 10% of the population as the southwest is mountainous and the north-
west is primarily desert. Ninety percent (90%)of the population lives in the eastern half of China. The most 
densely populated areas include the Sichuan Basin, coastal areas between Beijing and Hong Kong, and inte-
rior areas between Shanghai, Beijing, and Zhengzhou. Half the national population resides in eight of the 
twenty-two mainland provinces, which include Guangdong (113 million), Henan (99 million), Shandong (92 
million), Sichuan (87 million), Jiangsu (75.5 million), Hebei (68 million), Hunan (67 million), and Anhui 
(65 million). Mission planners can maximize the scope of potential mission outreach by allocating resources 
and development work to these most populous provinces.

Large Chinese communities exist in most nations around the world and currently provide a portal to mission 
outreach to mainland China within the confines of Chinese law. Several nations with only a few hundred 
Latter-day Saints have many Chinese LDS members, such as Greece and Cyprus. Chinese-speaking congrega-
tions have been organized in the United States (12 Chinese, 2 Mandarin), Canada (3 Mandarin, 2 Chinese, 
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1 Cantonese), Australia (2 Chinese), Malaysia (1 Mandarin), and Singapore (1 Chinese). One Mandarin-
speaking branch operates in Hong Kong. Missionaries over the past decade have been called in increasing 
numbers to serve Mandarin-speaking missions in areas throughout the United States, Europe, and Southeast 
Asia. Chinese-speaking congregations outside of China and Chinese mission outreach worldwide help coor-
dinate efforts for members returning to mainland China and provide outreach among the large Chinese 
population living abroad.

Ethnic minority groups with significant LDS memberships outside China may be more receptive to future 
mission outreach initiatives even if they tend to reside in less-densely populated areas that would ordinarily not 
receive outreach for decades following the initial start of proselytism. The Church has well-developed leader-
ship and mission outreach capabilities in South Korea and Mongolia. Korean and Mongolian Chinese number 
in the millions and sometimes travel to these two nations. These individuals may join the Church outside 
the country and return home and help prepare to establish the Church in rural or isolated locations in Inner 
Mongolia or along the North Korean border. In 2009, South Korea alone had over 600,000 Chinese foreign 
residents. Seventy-one percent (71%) were ethnic Koreans, most of whom resided in the Seoul area.1181 Some 
mission outreach among this group has occurred through both member referrals and missionary proselytism.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

The source of converts from the relatives of members appears to have produced high convert retention and 
strong member activity. Members baptized abroad who return to China are the most likely to go inactive, as 
many live in areas where there is no congregation or few members to provide fellowshipping. Furthermore, 
many are unaware of any Church presence in China and do not have contact information for congrega-
tions.  In 2013, the Church launched a website to help improve member accountability for Chinese nationals 
returning to mainland China at http://mormonsandchina.org.  

Ethnic Issues and Integration

Government policy prohibiting the assembly of citizens and foreigners in the same congregation has reduced 
potential ethnic integration issues. Ethnic issues may be somewhat present in international branches, as 
members come from many nations. For example, many Korean, Filipino, and American families attend the 
international branches.

Non-Han Chinese comprise 8.5% of the national population, and most of these ethnic groups have no known 
LDS members and have received no mission outreach. Potential ethnic integration issues may arise in remote 
provinces with high ethnic diversity and an increasing percentage of Han Chinese. Xinjiang and Tibet have 
at times experienced violence between these Uighurs, Tibetans, and Han Chinese. Ethnic minority groups 
in eastern China may be prone to marginalization by outreach efforts targeting Han Chinese who primarily 
populate urban centers.

Language Issues

Chinese is the oldest continuously used writing system in the world. Modern Chinese employs a logographic 
script with over 47,000 monosyllabic characters, although many are variants, and full literacy requires knowl-
edge of only 3,000–4,000 characters. The first printing press was designed in China long before its invention 
in the West, although the vast number of characters made the press much less practical for Chinese than for 
alphabetic scripts. Written Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, and scripts of some other small East Asian languages 
have borrowed heavily from Chinese characters.

1181 “More Than 1 Million Foreigners Live in Korea,” The Chosun Ilbo, 6 August 2009. http://english.chosun.com/site/data/
html_dir/2009/08/06/2009080600243.html
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The Chinese languages constitute a set of languages using the same writing system but different speech. 
The same text can generally be understood by both Mandarin and Cantonese speakers, although the spoken 
languages are mutually unintelligible. Government efforts for nationwide use of Mandarin Chinese reduce 
the initial need for a wide range of language resources for mission outreach efforts as well as the much greater 
homogeneity of the Chinese population compared to that of India. The Church possesses a large body of 
previously translated Chinese ecclesiastical materials in traditional characters. The Church has recently begun 
to increase the scope of materials in simplified characters and completed the full translation of the Book of 
Mormon in 2001. The demand for traditional character materials from the more numerous Chinese church 
membership in Taiwan and elsewhere has diminished.

The use of Chinese characters among many of China’s minority languages greatly reduces the demand for 
translating Church materials. If nonnative missionaries were allowed to proselyte in China, the Church would 
face major challenges in accommodating to regional dialects of the Chinese language and may standardize 
missionary work in Mandarin until missionaries began speaking and teaching in regional Chinese dialects. 
Audio-visual materials are only available in Mandarin and Cantonese. Language materials already translated 
into Mongolian, Korean, and Kazakh allow for greater potential outreach among these groups within the 
confines of Chinese law.

No LDS materials have been translated into Zhuang, Miao, Uighur, Tibetan, Buyei, Nuosu, Dong, Bai, 
and about 200 additional languages, many of which have hundreds of thousands of speakers. Most of these 
languages have adopted their own unique writing script or utilize a modified Latin script. Proficiency and use 
in Mandarin Chinese as a second language varies by linguistic group.

Missionary Service

No proselytism occurs in the People’s Republic of China. The first full-time missionary to serve from China 
completed his mission in 2006. As of 2010, fewer than one hundred members from China are returned 
missionaries. By the end of March 2010, forty-two missionaries from mainland China were serving full-time 
missions, many in the United States and Canada.

Leadership

Elder Chu-Jen Chia became an Area Authority Seventy in the late 1990s and has directed the affairs of the 
Church in China for most of the past fifteen years. Church leaders in Hong Kong have provided assistance 
developing local leadership. Chinese members in leadership positions experience high levels of autonomy and 
stewardship over their congregations. International branches benefit from many members who have lived 
in areas where the Church runs administrative functions smoothly. Inadequate local leadership for foreign 
members becomes an issue only in areas where total foreign members is extremely limited.

Temple

China belongs to the Hong Kong China Temple district. Although many aspects of religious freedom are 
suppressed and the few members live long distances apart and in too few numbers to create stakes, the nearby 
temple, which is easily accessed by train throughout much of eastern China, provides unique opportunities 
for new members to participate in temple ordinances. Detailed family histories and records provide an ample 
supply of family history names of Church members to perform temple ordinances in behalf of in the Hong 
Kong China Temple.
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Comparative Growth

Due to its large geographic size, enormous population, and government restrictions, China remains one of 
the least reached nations. Hong Kong has had an official Church presence for sixty years and had over 24,000 
members in 2009. One in 294 in Hong Kong is nominally LDS. If China experienced the same ratio there 
would be 4.5 million members nationwide. The number of Church members in China is comparable to that 
of India. Membership growth in China during the 2000s has been among the most rapid over the past decade 
among nations with fewer than 10,000 members. China is perhaps the only nation in which the Church’s 
rapid growth in recent years has been significantly influenced by natives joining the Church outside the 
country and returning in large numbers.

Larger Christian denominations tend to have had a presence for several decades or were first established prior 
to the communist takeover. Many of these groups enjoy government registration and can operate under fewer 
restrictions than the LDS Church. Seventh Day Adventists in particular have achieved significant break-
throughs in legal status and outreach and have reported rapid growth. An underground Protestant “house 
church” movement claims between forty and one hundred million participants, although reliable figures are 
not available, as many of these groups operate outside of the la. The LDS Church maintains one of the most 
positive and respectful relationships with the Chinese government and is careful to observe all government 
regulations and restrictions, while remaining one of the smallest Christian groups in China.

Future Prospects

Government policy and law currently forbid proselytism by foreign or native missionaries and restricts the 
communication between Chinese nationals and international Church leaders. The greatest limitations for 
future growth are an insufficient supply of local leadership, limited opportunities for mentoring and training 
from regional and worldwide LDS leadership, and restrictions on the importation and distribution of scrip-
tures and church literature.

Prospects for full recognition of the LDS Church and permissions for foreign missionaries in the medium 
term appear to be slim to none. However, there is an excellent outlook for continued growth through legal 
means of members sharing their beliefs with friends and family members and the resultant increase in autho-
rized LDS congregations. The quiet, rapid growth of LDS membership in China over the past decade has 
occurred principally through the relatives of current LDS members and provides an excellent outlook for 
future long term growth and sustainability. Furthermore, outreach to Han Chinese outside mainland China 
continues to expand in vision with the calling of Chinese-speaking missionaries to serve in many nations 
around the world in addition to the creation of Chinese-speaking congregations abroad. The rapid increase in 
full-time missionaries in the late 2000s is a major success that will promote long-term growth, increase future 
leadership manpower, and provide returned missionaries with valuable experience in Church administration 
in areas where the Church is most established in the United States and other nations in which they may serve.

In contrast to the entry of the LDS Church into Russia following the disintegration of the Soviet Union, a 
basic LDS administrative infrastructure is in place in many regions of China. The Church overall was not 
fully prepared to meet the needs and opportunities presented when Russia opened to missionary work and 
consequently experienced low retention, limited national outreach expansion following the first decade of 
formal missionary activity, and poor local leadership development. The Church has learned many lessons from 
Russia and has placed a stronger emphasis on member-missionary work in a family setting in accordance with 
government policy and local laws.
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Regional Profiles

Although there are no prospects at present for the organization of formal full-time proselytizing missions 
in China, the continued growth through member-missionary outreach to relatives and the proselytism of 
Chinese residents overseas has resulted in the creation of some new congregations over the past decade. As 
Chinese continue to accept the gospel in their homeland or abroad, it is likely that LDS congregations may 
eventually be organized in new provinces in coming years.

This section explores potential issues for church growth in different provinces of China through continued 
member-missionary efforts, although many provinces currently have no church presence. It also considers 
issues that may arise if more formal missionary work were permitted one day, although such prospects are 
presently remote. There is no formal missionary activity and no proposed plans from Church leadership for 
outreach in mainland China; local growth has resulted solely from the self-directed efforts of native members. 
The authors are solely responsible for any opinions expressed. All Church affairs are segregated between 
Chinese nationals and foreigners.

Anhui

Population: 61,350,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (99%), Hui (0.6%), other (0.4%)

Located in east central China south of Beijing, Mandarin-speaking Han Chinese constitute almost the entire 
population. Very few members have lived in this province. The homogeneous population reduces the potential 
for language and ethnic integration issues, but distance from church centers and few members in the province 
may make Anhui a lower priority for future outreach.

Beijing

Population: 22,000,000 (2010)
Peoples: Han (95.7%), Manchu (1.8%), Hui (1.7%), Mongol (0.3%), other (0.5%)

The capital of China, Beijing is one of the largest cities and is central to future mission outreach nationwide. 
Beijing is one of only two cities in China with at least two English speaking congregations. Chinese natives 
also meet in Beijing in organized congregations. Due to its small geographical area and high population 
density, the Church fewer outreach centers will be needed if formal missionary work occurs one day.

Chongqing

Population: 31,442,300 (2007)
Peoples: Han (91%), Tujia (5%), Miao (2%), other (2%)

Located in the Sichuan Basin near the Three Gorges Dam, Chongqing has a Mandarin-speaking Han Chinese 
Majority with Tujia and Maio minorities. Chongqing had no branches organized for non-Chinese members 
in 2010. However its small geographic size and large population will likely make it a target for future mission 
outreach one day. Together with nearby Chengdu, Chongqing may one day serve as a center for Church 
operations in the Sichuan Basin.

Fujian

Population: 36,270,000 (2009)
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Peoples: Han (98%), She (1%), Hui (0.3%), other (0.7%)

Located between Hong Kong and Shanghai bordering the East China Sea, Fujian is primarily Min-speaking 
Han Chinese. The She are a small minority and speak She and Hakka Chinese. Few members appear to 
currently reside in the province. LDS missionaries serving in New York City report that they frequently work 
with Fujian natives. Short-term growth may be achieved by Fujian locals joining the Church abroad and 
returning to their home province. Local full-time missionaries will likely be needed for initial outreach due to 
the widespread use of Min Chinese.

Gansu

Population: 26,350,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (91%), Hui (5%), Dongxiang (2%), Tibetan (2%)

Located in north central China, Gansu is a large, sparsely populated province that is primarily Mandarin-
speaking Han Chinese. Chinese Muslim peoples such as the Hui and Dongxiang account for 7% of the 
population. Gansu has one of the lowest standards of living in China and may be a suitable location for future 
humanitarian and development work. Few if any members live in the province today.

Guangdong

Population: 113,000,000 (2010)
Peoples: Han (99%), Zhuang (0.7%), Yao (0.2%), other (0.1%)

China’s most populated province, Guangdong has a population greater than all but the ten largest nations 
worldwide. Located in southern China, Guangdong surrounds Hong Kong and Macao and is home to 
Guangzhou—one of the largest cities in China. The population is almost completely Han Chinese, speaking 
Min, Hakka, Mandarin, and Cantonese. The Church organized an English branch in Guangzhou in the past 
decade that has a large active membership. Guangzhou also appears to be a center of strength among native 
Chinese membership and may one day administer missionary activity in South China. The Church has many 
international members who claim ancestry from Guangdong and speak Cantonese.

Guangxi

Population: 48,670,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (62%), Zhuang (32%), Yao (3%), Miao (1%), Dong (0.7%), Gelao (0.4%), other (0.9%)

Guangxi is an autonomous region in southern China bordering Vietnam and home of the Zhuang people. 
Han Chinese have a smaller presence than in most provinces or regions but constitute the majority and speak 
Mandarin, Cantonese, and Hakka Chinese. Zhuang account for a third of the population and have no LDS 
materials available in their language. Other ethnic minorities constitute about 6% of the population. The 
Church appears to have never had a presence in Guangxi and has had few if any converts outside China among 
non-Han Chinese ethnic groups found in the region. Guangxi is also among the least Christian Chinese 
provinces. Nanning will be central to the establishment of any future outreach due to its large population and 
central location.

Guizhou

Population: 37,960,000 (2009)



China	 719

Peoples: Han (62%), Miao (12%), Buyi (8%), Dong (5%), Tujia (4%), Yi (2%), Gelao (2%), Shui (1%), 
other (4%)

A mountainous province in southern China, Guizhou has a population that is less than two-thirds Han 
Chinese. Non-Han ethnic groups in Guizhou with over one million people include Miao, Buyi, Dong, and 
Tujia; the eponymous languages have no LDS materials available. Due to ethnic diversity, remote location, 
and few LDS members, outreach in Guizhou will likely occur among the last for Chinese provinces.

Hainan

Population: 8,640,700 (2009)
Peoples: Han (82%), Li (16%), Miao (0.8%), Zhuang (0.7%), other (0.5%)

Hainan is a large island located in the South China Sea just off the mainland. Han Chinese form the majority 
and primarily speak Min Chinese. Li are a large minority who speak their own language into which no LDS 
materials have been translated. Due to Hainan’s separation from the mainland and comparatively small popu-
lation and few members, outreach may not occur for many years.

Hebei

Population: 69,890,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (95%), Manchu (3%), Hui (0.8%), Mongol (0.3%), other (0.9%)

Surrounding much of Beijing Municipality, Hebei has a Mandarin-speaking population that is almost entirely 
Han with small Manchu, Hui, and Mongol minorities. Hebei provides excellent future mission outreach 
opportunities, as the province contains many large cities, a large population, and close proximity to Beijing. 
Local Chinese Latter-day Saints are established in some of the largest cities. In 2010, a missionary from 
Baoding was serving in the Salt Lake City area.

Heilongjiang

Population: 38,300,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (95%), Manchu (3%), Korean (1%), Mongol (0.4%), Hui (0.3%), other (0.3%)

Occupying the northeastern most area of China, Heilongjiang borders Russia and has a predominantly 
Mandarin-speaking Han Chinese population. The largest ethnic minority groups are Manchu and Korean. 
Heilongjiang is among the most remote provinces in eastern China, but the presence of several major cities 
will likely facilitate the growth and development of the Church in the future. Little language diversity will 
assist in mission efforts and reduce ethnic integration challenges. Christians are most commonly found among 
Han Chinese.

Henan

Population: 98,690,000 (2007)
Peoples: Han (98.8%), Hui (1%), other (0.2%)

The second most populous province in China, Henan has a homogenous Han Chinese population and a small 
Hui minority, all of whom speak Mandarin Chinese. Henan is in the heartland of China yet has a minimal 
LDS presence and no English-speaking branches. Distance from Beijing and Shanghai may reduce initial 
outreach, but Henan’s large population will likely require at least half a dozen LDS missions to reach most of 



720	 REACHING THE NATIONS

the urban population. Henan has one of the largest percentages of Christians among Chinese provinces, which 
may increase receptivity to prospective LDS missionary activity.

Hubei

Population: 59,490,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (95.6%), Tujia (3.7%), Miao (0.4%), other (0.3%)

Hubei is in central China and is predominantly Mandarin-speaking Han Chinese. Tujia account for the largest 
minority group that has no LDS materials translated in their native language. Capital of Hubei, Wuhan is one 
of the largest cities in China and is the most populous city without an English branch. Outreach efforts in 
Wuhan alone will require a large amount of mission resources and local member participation and will likely 
influence the expansion of mission outreach in the large region between Shanghai and Chengdu.

Hunan

Population: 63,930,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (90%), Tujia (4%), Miao (3%), Dong (1%), Yao (1%), other (1%)

Located in southern China north of Guangzhou and home province of Mao Zedong, most of the population 
is Han Chinese, speaking Xiang Chinese and Mandarin Chinese. The largest ethnic minorities include Tujia, 
Miao, Dong, and Yao. The Church has no materials translated in any of these ethnic minority languages. Due 
to distance from established Church centers elsewhere in the country, the LDS mission efforts may be limited 
to the capital Changsha for many years. The large Xiang Chinese-speaking population will most likely require 
the use of native missionaries in any prospective proselytism in Hunan.

Inner Mongolia

Population: 23,840,000 (2004)
Peoples: Han (79%), Mongol (17%), Manchu (2%), Hui (0.9%), Daur (0.3%), other (0.8%)

Consisting of a large, sparsely populated region along the Mongolian border, Inner Mongolia is an autono-
mous region that is predominantly populated by Mandarin-speaking Han Chinese. Chinese settled the region 
in the past few centuries, whereas Mongolians have populated Inner Mongolia for millennia. Mongolians 
in Inner Mongolian tend to use the traditional Mongolian script and constitute the largest concentration of 
Mongolians in any area of the world. Only 2.6 million Mongolians live in the nation of Mongolia, some-
times referred to as Outer Mongolia, compared to at least four million in China’s Inner Mongolia province. 
The Church has translated all LDS scriptures and a wide range of materials into Mongolian as written in the 
Cyrillic script used since Soviet times in Mongolia proper but has no materials in the traditional Mongolian 
script used in Inner Mongolia.

With the largest percentage of Mongolians of any region or province, Inner Mongolia may one day experience 
considerable church growth, as Mongolians have been uniquely receptive to the Church. Familial ties and the 
strong LDS presence in neighboring Mongolia may facilitate greater outreach and growth than in other areas 
of China. The Trans-Mongolian Railway links Mongolian peoples between Ulan-Ude in Russia; Ulan Bator, 
Mongolia; and Jining, Inner Mongolia; China, and a mutual agreement between China and Mongolia allows 
visa-free travel to citizens of each. However, ties between Inner Mongolia and the nation of Mongolia have 
been attenuated by separation since the 1920s under Chinese and Russian spheres of influence, respectively, 
and family relationships between Mongolians in Inner Mongolia and Mongolia proper are now fairly remote 
after decades of separation. Mongolian trains run on the wider Russian gauge, whereas the Chinese side uses 
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a smaller Russian gauge; the entire chassis must be changed at border crossings, which can take several hours. 
Furthermore, most of the population in Mongolia is concentrated in the north. The Gobi Desert and rugged 
mountains occupy much of the south of Mongolia and the northern portions of Inner Mongolia. Mongolian 
settlements on the Mongolian side and on the Chinese side are generally not in close proximity, and natural 
barriers as well as logistical difficulties serve to enforce the separation. The large LDS membership in Mongolia 
proper has to this date not resulted in any known church growth in Inner Mongolia, notwithstanding kinship 
and a common language.

Due to its large population and central location, a congregation may eventually be organized in the capital, 
Hohhot. Future ethnic integration issues between Han Chinese and Mongolians may occur. However, 
Mongolians appear to be relatively well integrated into China compared to some other groups due to long-
standing ties and considerable Sinicization; China was ruled by the Mongolian Yuan dynasty founded by 
Kublai Khan from 1271 to 1368 AD.

Jiangsu

Population: 77,245,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (99.6%), Hui (0.2%), other (0.2%)

North of Shanghai, Jiangsu is one of the most densely populated and homogenously Han Chinese provinces. 
The Church established an English-speaking branch in the 2000s for foreign members in Nanjing. Close 
proximity to Shanghai provide easy access.

Jiangxi

Population: 44,000,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (99.7%), She (0.2%), other (0.1%)

One of the most homogenously Han Chinese provinces, Jiangxi is north of Guangzhou and west of Shanghai. 
Gan and Mandarin Chinese are most commonly spoken. Although Jiangxi is close to some of China’s largest 
cities, it remains as one of the poorer provinces. Jiangxi has a large rural or small city-dwelling population, 
which will one day require many outreach centers. Initial efforts will most likely concentrate on the capital, 
Nanchang.

Jilin

Population: 27,400,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (91%), Korean (4%), Manchu (4%), Mongol (0.6%), Hui (0.4%)

Jilin consists of a Han population with visible Korean and Manchu minorities speaking Mandarin Chinese or 
Korean. Koreans are concentrated in the Yanbian Korean Autonomous Prefecture along North Korean. Jilin 
shares many similarities with neighboring Manchurian provinces, yet has a smaller population. Christians 
are especially visible among Koreans. Outreach in Jilin will most likely occur from Heilongjiang or Liaoning 
Provinces and commence in the capital, Changchun.

Liaoning

Population: 43,060,000 (2008)
Peoples: Han (84%), Manchu (13%), Mongol (2%), Hui (0.6%), Korean (0.6%), Xibe (0.3%), other (0.1%)
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Located in southern Manchuria bordering North Korea, Liaoning has a Han Chinese majority population 
with a significant Manchu minority and few Mongols, Hui, and Koreans. Mandarin Chinese is spoken by 
most. Many large cities, such as Shenyang, Dalian, and Anshan, are industrial centers, and Liaoning overall 
enjoys a higher standard of living than most other provinces. Establishing mission outreach centers in the 
many large cities concentrated between Shenyang and the Yellow Sea allow for fewer mission resources to 
reach a large portion of the population. Christians are particularly concentrated among Koreans. All LDS 
scriptures and many church materials are available in Korean and Mongolian. It is unclear how responsive 
Manchu will be to prospective outreach; Manchus are a distinct ethnic group distantly related to Mongolians 
and Turkic peoples but most now speak Mandarin. Prospects for future church growth in Liaoning appear 
high; Shenyang may one day become a church center for Manchuria.

Ningxia

Population: 6,220,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (62%), Hui (34%), Manchu (0.4%), other (3.6%)

With a relatively small population, Ningxia is in central China south of Inner Mongolia and is the Chinese 
administrative division with the highest percentage of Hui. The Han Chinese are the majority and have 
arrived in greater numbers through immigration. The Hui comprise a third of the population and descended 
primarily from Chinese traders along the Silk Road during the Middle Ages. Hui speak Chinese languages and 
do not require separate language materials for mission outreach. Extending mission outreach among the Hui 
may be challenging due to their adherence to Islam and may include proselytizing restrictions, low receptivity, 
and ethnic integration challenges with Han Chinese in church congregations. Christian groups report little 
success working with the Hui.

Qinghai

Population: 5,570,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (53%), Tibetan (23%), Hui (16%), Tu (4%), Salar (1.8%), Mongol (1.8%), other (0.4%)

Qinghai is located in western China, northeast of the Tibetan Plateau. Han Chinese form a slight majority, 
whereas the largest minority ethnic groups include Tibetans and Hui. Few large cities and a small popula-
tion concentrated in rural areas require a greater number of mission outreach centers to effectively preach the 
gospel to the majority of the population. Prospects for future Church establishment appear highest for the 
largest city Xining. No LDS materials are available in Tibetan, Tu, or Salar, limiting outreach potential among 
these groups.

Shaanxi

Population: 37,720,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (99.5%), Hui (0.4%), other (0.1%)

Located in Central China, Shaanxi is a province with a fairly homogenous population of Han Chinese. The 
ancient Chinese capital of Xian is located in Shaanxi. The Church organized an English branch in Xian in the 
mid- to late 2000s.

Shandong

Population: 94,000,000 (2008)
Peoples: Han (99.3%), Hui (0.6%), other (0.1%)
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Occupying densely population areas between Shanghai and Beijing, Shandong is one of the most populous 
Chinese provinces and among the most ethnically homogenous. The Church established an English-speaking 
branch in the mid-2000s in Qingdao. Close proximity to Beijing and Shanghai together with its large popula-
tion will likely facilitate mission outreach in Shandong prior to many other areas in China.

Shanghai

Population: 19,210,000 (2009)

China’s most populous city and center of finance, Shanghai is a municipality and enjoys the highest standard of 
living among all of China’s administrative divisions and is a major cultural influence for the rest of the country. 
In addition to attracting many migrant workers from across China, Shanghai has a strong foreign community 
primarily consisting of Westerners, Koreans, and Taiwanese. The most commonly spoken languages are Wu 
and Mandarin Chinese. Shanghai’s large, centralized population allows for fewer outreach centers than many 
other areas of the country, but rising materialism and secularism may significantly reduce receptivity to the 
Church prior to any formal missionary activity. The Church possesses some of its strongest foreign and native 
congregations in Shanghai, creating infrastructure of continued growth. The Church organized the Shanghai 
China International (English) District in 2008 and in 2010 had two English-speaking branches in Shanghai. 
Outreach among migrant workers in Shanghai may one day facilitate the introduction of the Church into 
other provinces.

Shanxi

Population: 33,350,000 (2004)
Peoples: Han (99.7%), Hui (0.2%), other (0.1%)

Located between Beijing and Xian, Shanxi Province has a Mandarin-speaking Han Chinese population and 
few large cities. Low ethnic diversity help simplify outreach efforts, but Shanxi will likely be a low priority due 
to its few large cities and distance from large cities in neighboring provinces.

Sichuan

Population: 81,620,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (95%), Yi (2.6%), Tibetan (1.5%), Qiang (0.4%), other (0.5%)

One of the most populous Chinese provinces, Sichuan is located in central China east of Tibet. The Han 
Chinese speak the regional dialect of Mandarin Chinese and account for almost the entire population. Yi 
and Tibetans constitute a small minority and speak their ethnic languages—both of which have no translated 
LDS materials. Sichuan province is of major importance to future outreach in southern and central China 
due to its large population and location. Chengdu and other large cities in the densely populated areas nearby 
Chongqing appear most likely for initial spread of church membership.

Tianjin

Population: 12,281,600 (2009)
Peoples: Han (97%), Hui (2%), Manchu (0.6%), other (0.4%)

One of China’s largest cities nearby Beijing, Tianjin is a municipality with a homogenous Mandarin-speaking 
Han population and a small Hui minority. The Church has had an English-speaking branch functioning in 
the city for several years and likely has a native Chinese LDS community. Tianjin will likely require fewer 
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outreach centers and has the potential for self-sustaining church growth due to its centralized population, lack 
of ethnic and linguistic diversity, and emerging LDS community.

Tibet Autonomous Region

Population: 2,910,000 (2009)
Peoples: Tibetan (92.8%), Han (6.1%), Hui (0.3%), Monpa (0.3%), other (0.5%)

Occupying the Tibetan Plateau between the Indian subcontinent and central China, Tibet is geographically 
one of the largest administrative divisions in China but has one of the smallest populations. Tibet is the 
administrative division in which there is the smallest percentage of Han Chinese. The population is nearly 
all Tibetan, but Han Chinese have been steadily immigrating. Throughout most of history, Tibet has main-
tained its sovereignty and political affairs as a nation state but with significant influence from Mongolia, 
China, and Nepal. Tibetans regard the Dalai Lama—the religious and nationalistic head of Tibet and Tibetan 
Buddhism—as a perpetual reincarnation of previous Buddhist sages.

Tibet’s rural and relatively religious population may become one of the more resistant to LDS mission outreach 
in China, along with the Uighur in the northwest. Friction between Tibetans and recently immigrated Han 
Chinese presents difficulties. Ethnic and historic ties with Mongolians, who have been uniquely receptive 
to church teachings, may be a factor that will result in receptivity and interest. There have been few if any 
Tibetan converts. Tibetans retain strong ties to their traditional culture and language. The government has 
also restricted access to Tibet since 2008 for security reasons. The LDS Church remains without Tibetan 
language resources, limiting outreach potential.

Xinjiang

Population: 21,590,000 (2009)
Peoples: Uighur (45%), Han (41%), Kazakh (7%), Hui (5%), Kyrgyz (0.9%), Mongol (0.8%), Dongxiang 
(0.3%), Tajiks (0.2%), Xibe (0.2%), other (0.2%)

Encompassing the far northwestern deserts, basins, and mountains of Western China, Xinjiang is an autono-
mous region with no ethnic majority populated primarily by Muslim Turkic and Chinese peoples. Religious 
affiliation and ethnicity are highly correlated. The government has encouraged the immigration of Han 
Chinese from eastern provinces in order to reduce Uighur separatist tendencies and increase national integra-
tion. Significant conflict and civil unrest has occurred in recent years between these two groups in Xinjiang 
and elsewhere. Today Uighurs and Han Chinese each account for over 40% of the population. The remainder 
of the population consists primarily of Turkic peoples or Muslim Chinese peoples, such as the Hui. With the 
exception of the Hui, each people speak their respective ethnic languages. Languages in Xinjiang that have 
LDS materials include Chinese, Kazakh, and Mongolian. Future LDS mission efforts among the Muslim-
majority will likely encounter the same issues experienced by the Church in other Muslim-majority areas 
such as proselytizing and conversion restrictions, restricted religious freedom for non-Muslims, and challenges 
establishing an LDS community consisting of former Muslim converts. Outreach conducted in Uighur and 
Mandarin Chinese can potentially reach 86% of the population in their native language. Remote location, 
sparse population, and long distance from more populated areas will challenge any future outreach. Initial 
efforts will most likely focus on the largest city, Urumqi. Missionary manpower and kin relationships from 
Mongolia and Kazakhstan may helpful in reaching non-Han Chinese ethnicities, although such relationships 
are generally remote. In the late 2000s, there was at least one Uighur convert who resided in Utah.
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Yunnan

Population: 45,710,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (67%), Yi (11%), Bai (3.6%), Hani (3.4%), Zhuang (2.7%), Dai (2.7%), Miao (2.5%), Hui 
(1.5%), Tibetan (0.3%), other (5.3%)

Located in southern China bordering Burma, Laos, and Vietnam, mountainous Yunnan Province is one of 
China’s most ethnically diverse provinces. Han Chinese account for two-thirds of the population, whereas 
one-third consists of about twenty-five ethnic groups. The largest non-Han Chinese groups include the Yi, 
Bai, Han, Zhuang, Dai, and Miao. The LDS Church has no materials translated in any languages spoken by 
non-Han Chinese and has had no past experience proselytizing these ethnic groups. Many of these groups have 
active Christian adherents. Remote location, lower standards of living than most provinces, and mountainous 
terrain will further limit future outreach in Yunnan. The Church has a small presence among nonforeigners in 
Kunming and has had missionaries from the city serve in the United States in recent years.

Zhejiang

Population: 51,800,000 (2009)
Peoples: Han (99.2%), She (0.4%), other (0.4%)

Zhejiang Province is just south of Shanghai, and the homogeneous population consists of Mandarin-speaking 
Han Chinese. Little ethnic and language diversity may facilitate future outreach efforts. The Church orga-
nized an English-speaking branch for foreigners in 2010 in Hangzhou and may have a small native LDS 
community. Close proximity to Shanghai, high standards of living, and a larger Christian community than 
many other provinces may facilitate future church growth.



Hong Kong

Geography

AREA: 1,104 square km. Comprising the Kowloon Peninsula and more than 200 islands, Hong Kong is 
located in East Asia and is under Chinese administration as a special administrative region. The largest 

islands are Hong Kong Island and Lantau Island. Steep mountains and hilly terrain occupy most areas with 
some lowlands in the north. The climate is subtropical and characterized by hot, rainy weather in the spring 
and summer and cool, humid weather in the winter. Monsoon rains deliver most of Hong Kong’s precipitation 
in the summer months. Typhoons are a natural hazard, and air and water pollution are environmental issues.

Peoples

Chinese: 95%
Filipino: 1.6%
Indonesian: 1.3%
Other: 2.1%

Population: 7,153,519 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 0.421% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 1.09 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 79.39 male, 85.05 female (2012)

Languages: Cantonese (90.8%), English (2.8%), Mandarin (0.9%), other Chinese languages (4.4%), other 
(1.1%). Cantonese and English are the official languages. Over one-third of the population speaks English.1182

Literacy: 93.5% (2002)

History

Archaeologists have dated the earliest human settlement of Hong Kong back to 3,000 BC. Han Chinese 
began settling the region in the seventh century AD. Trade with Britain commenced in the early eighteenth 
century and the British annexed Hong Kong following the Chinese defeat in the First Opium War in 1842. 
Conflict between the Chinese and British formally came to a close at the end of the Second Opium War in 
1858. The geographic size of Hong Kong expanded dramatically in 1898 as a result of the United Kingdom 
obtaining a ninety-nine-year lease of the New Territories from the Chinese government out of defense 
concerns. The British used Hong Kong as center of economic activity and commerce for East Asia during 
the twentieth century. Following the communist takeover of mainland China, hundreds of thousands fled 
to Hong Kong. During the latter half of the twentieth century, Hong Kong emerged as a regional economic 
power due to its success in manufacturing, tourism, finance, and commerce. Consequently standards of living 
greatly improved, reaching some of the highest levels of life expectancy, GDP per capita, and literacy in Asia. 
Sovereignty of Hong Kong transferred to China in 1997 when the British lease expired. With the exception of 

1182 “Background Note: Hong Kong,” Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, 3 August 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/
bgn/2747.htm
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foreign relations and defense, Hong Kong remains highly autonomous and will retain its economic, judicial, 
and political systems until 2047.1183

Culture

Hong Kong represents a fusion of Western and Eastern cultures, attributed to long-term Chinese influence and 
approximately 160 years of British rule. Consequently capitalism, materialism, and traditional Chinese reli-
gion are the dominant influences on society. Most the population does not practice an organized religion but 
rather follows some aspects of Confucianism, Buddhism, and Taoism. There is an internationally-renowned, 
well-developed entertainment industry that produces many martial arts films. Cuisine comprises a mixture 
of Chinese and Western foods. Common recreational activities include swimming and hiking. Cigarette and 
alcohol consumption rates compare to the worldwide average rates of use of these substances. Hong Kong is 
regarded as one of the safest large cities in the world.

Economy

GDP per capita: $49,300 (2011) [102% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.898
Corruption Index: 8.4 (2011)
International trade and finance drive the modernized economy, which is highly integrated into regional and 
world trade markets. Tourism is a major source of revenue, and in recent years relaxed travel restrictions with 
mainland China have dramatically increased the number of tourists. Strong economic growth has occurred 
for several decades, and recovery from the global financial crisis was speedy. A lack of affordable housing and 
dependence on international trade are economic challenges. Hong Kong’s excellent deep water harbor is its 
primary natural resource; raw materials and food are imported. Services generate 92% of the GDP, whereas 
industry generates approximately 8% of the GDP. Clothing, tourism, banking, shipping, electronics, and plas-
tics are major industries. Forty-six percent (46%) of imports and 51% of exports are trafficked with mainland 
China. The United States and Japan are also major trade partners.

Hong Kong is perceived as being among the least-corrupt nations or territories worldwide but is an interna-
tional transshipment point for heroin and methamphetamine. Illicit use of synthetic drugs has increased in 
recent years. Hong Kong is a money laundering center due to its modern banking infrastructure.

Faiths

Chinese religions: 21%
Christian: 15%
Muslim: 1.5%
Other: 5.5%
None: 57%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Protestant 550,000
Catholic 400,000
Latter-day Saints 24,188 33
Jehovah’s Witnesses 5,307 64

1183 “Background Note: Hong Kong, “Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs,” 3 August 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/
bgn/2747.htm
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Seventh Day Adventists 4,800 20 (includes Macau)

Religion

Although the Chinese population traditionally followed Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism, most are not 
religiously active today. Practitioners of Buddhism and Taoism number approximately 1.5 million and often 
worship at the same temples. There are slightly over one million Christians; approximately half are Catholic 
and half are Protestant. There are small numbers of Muslims, Hindus, Jews, and Sikhs. Eight hundred 
Christian chapels and churches, 600 Buddhist and Taoist temples, five mosques, four synagogues, one Hindu 
temple, and one Sikh temple operate.1184

Religious Freedom

The Basic Law protects religious freedom, which is upheld by the government. Christmas and the birth of 
Buddha are recognized national holidays. Religious groups are no required to register with the government 
but groups must register to obtain government benefits. There have been some exchanges of Catholic and 
Protestant clergy between Hong Kong and mainland China in recent years. Mainland government authorities 
have pressured Hong Kong government personnel to restrict the activities of Falun Gong followers.1185

Largest Cities

Urban: 100%
Kowloon, Victoria, Tuen Mun, Sha Tin, Tseung Kwan O, Kwai Chung, Tin Shui Wai, Tseun Wan, Tai Po, 
Fanling—Sheung Shui, Ma On Shan, Tsing Yi, Aberdeen , Yuen Long.
All fourteen cities with over 100,000 inhabitants have an LDS congregation. Ninety-two percent (92%) of the 
population resides in the  fourteen most populous cities.

LDS History

The first Latter-day Saint missionaries arrived in April 1853 and served in Hong Kong for four months until 
returning to the United States as they were unable to learn the language and faced challenges adapting to local 
culture. In 1949, LDS apostle Elder Matthew Cowley dedicated Hong Kong for missionary work on Victoria 
Peak; the following year, full-time missionaries were assigned and began proselytism. By the end of 1950, 
there were eight missionaries serving in Hong Kong, and the first convert baptisms occurred. The Korean 
War temporarily closed full-time missionary activity in the early 1950s. Based in Hong Kong, the Southern 
Far East Mission was organized in 1955 and administered Southeast Asia, the Philippines, Taiwan, and Hong 
Kong. The Chinese translation of the Book of Mormon was first printed in 1965, and remaining LDS scrip-
tures were printed in 1974. In 1969, the mission was named the Hong Kong-Taiwan Mission, and two years 
later the mission divided, resulting in the Hong Kong Mission administering Hong Kong and Macau.1186 Both 
seminary and institute were operating by 1974. In 1989, the Church opened an Institute of Religion that 
could accommodate up to 500 students.1187 In 1996, the Church completed its second temple on mainland 
Asia and its first high-rise temple in Hong Kong. LDS leaders met with the chief executive of Hong Kong 
in 1997, who assured the Church that religious freedom would remain following the transfer of Hong Kong 

1184 “Background Note: Hong Kong, “Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs,” 3 August 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/
bgn/2747.htm

1185 “China (includes Tibet, Hong Kong, Macau),” International Religious Freedom Report 2010. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/
rls/irf/2010/148863.htm

1186 Ricks, Kellene. “Pearls of the Orient,” Ensign, Sept. 1991, 32.

1187 “Asia area: New institute opens,” LDS Church News, 9 September 1989. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/18479/
Asia-area—New-institute-opens.html



Hong Kong	 729

from British to Chinese administration.1188 In 2005, President Hinckley dedicated a new church administra-
tion building in Hong Kong for the Asia Area.1189 Hong Kong is assigned to the Asia Area, and the area offices 
have been located in Hong Kong for several decades.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 24,188 (2012)
Membership stood at 1,300 in 1959 and increased to 3,000 in 1964.1190 There were 13,000 Latter-day Saints 
in 19841191 and 14,000 members in 1987. Membership increased to 18,000 in 1993 and 19,000 in 1997. By 
year-end 2000, there were 20,702 members.

Slow membership growth continued into the 2000s as membership reached 21,302 in 2002, 21,876 in 2004, 
22,556 in 2006, and 23,223 in 2008. Annual membership growth rates ranged from 1% to 2% between 2001 
and 2008. In 2009, membership increased by 3.8%. The China Hong Kong Mission generally baptizes 300 
approximately converts a year. In 2009, one in 294 was LDS.

Congregational Growth

Wards: 24 Branches: 9 (April 2013)
The first district was organized in 1965.1192 The Hong Kong Stake was organized in 1976. Additional stakes 
were organized in Kowloon East (1980), New Territories (1984), Tolo Harbour (1984), and Kowloon (1994). 
To meet the needs of non-Cantonese speakers, the Hong Kong China (English) District was organized in 
1998. In 2006, the Hong Kong China Kowloon East Stake was consolidated with neighboring stakes.

The first two branches were organized in 1955. There were eight congregations by 1959,1193 increasing to 
twenty-four in 1987, thirty-two in 1993, and thirty-five in 1997. By year-end 2001, the number of congrega-
tions reached a high of forty-one. The number of wards increased from twenty-three in 1987 to twenty-four 
in 1993, twenty-five in 1997, and twenty-eight in 2000.

Ten congregations were consolidated in the 2000s as the number of congregations declined to thirty-nine in 
2002, thirty-seven in 2003, thirty-six in 2005, thirty-three in 2006, thirty-two in 2008, and thirty-one in 2010. 
During this period the English-speaking Peninsula 1st Branch was discontinued, and the English-speaking 
Victoria 2nd Branch and Mandarin-speaking Victoria 3rd Branch were organized. Cantonese-speaking units 
discontinued in the 2000s include the Sau Kei Wan Branch, and the Fanling, Kowloon City, Kwai Chung 1st 
(YSA), Ngau Tau Kok (YSA), Pok Fu Lam, Shun Lee, and Tuen Mun 1st Wards. The Tseung Kwan O Ward 
was organized and the Tsing Yi Branch became a ward.

1188 “Hong Kong Region leader greets LDS,” LDS Church News, 3 May 1997. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/29181/
Hong-Kong-Region-leader-greets-LDS.html

1189 Hill, Greg. “Hong Kong: Most significant experience,” LDS Church News, 6 August 2005. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/47661/Hong-Kong-Most-significant-experience.html

1190 “Hong Kong Temple begins to rise—Rendering shows temple as part of a five-story edifice,” LDS Church News, 18 
February 1995. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/26588/Hong-Kong-Temple-begins-to-rise——Rendering-shows-
temple-as-part-of-a-five-story-edifice.html

1191 Ricks, Kellene. “Pearls of the Orient,” Ensign, Sept. 1991, 32.

1192 “Hong Kong Temple begins to rise—Rendering shows temple as part of a five-story edifice,” LDS Church News, 18 
February 1995. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/26588/Hong-Kong-Temple-begins-to-rise——Rendering-shows-
temple-as-part-of-a-five-story-edifice.html

1193 “Hong Kong Temple begins to rise—Rendering shows temple as part of a five-story edifice,” LDS Church News, 18 
February 1995. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/26588/Hong-Kong-Temple-begins-to-rise——Rendering-shows-
temple-as-part-of-a-five-story-edifice.html
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Activity and Retention

The LDS Church in Hong Kong experiences extremely low member activity rates. The average number of 
members per congregation increased from 583 in 2000 to 754 in 2009. Active members are generally highly 
devoted to the Church. There were 200 institute students in 1989 and 81% of institute students attended 
four years of classes and graduated from the program.1194 In 1992, nearly 3,000 attended a regional confer-
ence, the highest attendance for any LDS meeting at the time1195 and accounting for approximately 17% of 
church membership at the time. Five thousand attended the dedicatory services of the Hong Kong China 
Temple in 1996, most of whom were from Hong Kong.1196 More than one hundred youth participated in a 
youth conference in 2000.1197 That same year, 250 non-Chinese members attended a special temple day for 
the International District.1198 551 were enrolled in seminary and institute during the 2008–2009 school year. 
Active membership in most wards ranges from fifty to one hundred, whereas most branches have approximately 
50 active membership. Full-time missionaries serving in one ward in 2010 reported that 40 of approximately 
2,000 members were active. Nationwide active membership is estimated to range between 3,000 and 4,000, 
or 12%–16% of total membership.

Finding and Public Affairs
Nearly 2,000 attended LDS meetinghouse open houses held systematically through the four stakes in Hong 
Kong in 1988. Missionaries obtained over 750 referrals from the open house event.1199 A similar open house 
finding event attracted 2,524 nonmembers to meetinghouses in 1991.1200 In 1992, the Hong Kong Island 
Stake held a free musical performance to the public in an effort to invite the general public into an LDS meet-
inghouse and talk with members.1201 13,000 attended the temple open house in 1996. In 1998, BYU-Hawaii 
students performed Hawaiian dances that were viewed by approximately 2,000 spectators.1202 Over 700 
youth participated in a church basketball tournament in 1999; the number of participants increased to 1,200 
in 2000.1203 Local members organized a teacher appreciation program in 1995 that recognized over 6,000 
members by 2000.1204 The Church sold one of its oldest buildings at less than market value to the city of Hong 
Kong in 2004 for the city to turn into a museum. Over 10,700 attended an open house following the sale of 
the building.1205

1194 “Asia area: New institute opens,” LDS Church News, 9 September 1989. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/18479/
Asia-area—New-institute-opens.html

1195 “From around the world,” LDS Church News, 29 February 1992. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/22137/From-
around-the-world.html

1196 Avant, Gerry. “Hong Kong Temple dedicated,” LDS Church News, 1 June 1996. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/27973/Hong-Kong-Temple-dedicated.html

1197 “Homantin, hong kong,” LDS Church News, 19 August 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/38334/Homantin-
hong-kong.html

1198 “Members enjoy temple blessings,” LDS Church News, 23 September 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/38517/Members-enjoy-temple-blessings.html

1199 “First colony-wide open houses in Hong Kong result in 750 referrals,” LDS Church News, 31 December 1988. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/17545/First-colony-wide-open-houses-in-Hong-Kong-result-in-750-referrals.html

1200 “Asia area: ‘Constancy amid change,’” LDS Church News, 23 November 1991. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/20785/Asia-area-Constancy-amid-change-.html

1201 “From around the world,” LDS Church News, 5 September 1992. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/22444/From-
around-the-world.html

1202 “From around the World,” LDS Church News, 8 August 1998. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/31097/From-
around-the-World.html

1203 “280 teams play in tournament,” LDS Church News, 16 September 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/38462/280-teams-play-in-tournament.html

1204 “Hong Kong teachers recognized,” LDS Church News, 29 April 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/37687/
Hong-Kong-teachers-recognized.html

1205 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Hong Kong hall preserved by Church,” LDS Church News, 17 April 2004. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/45434/Hong-Kong-hall-preserved-by-Church.html
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Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Chinese (traditional and simplified characters), Tagalog, Indonesian, English.
All LDS scriptures and most church materials are available in Chinese (simplified and traditional characters), 
Tagalog, and Indonesian. The Liahona magazine has monthly issues in Chinese and Tagalog and bimonthly 
issues in Indonesian.

Meetinghouses

The first church-built meetinghouse was completed in 1966.1206 There were seventeen LDS meetinghouses in 
Hong Kong in 1988.1207 In early 2011, there were at least sixteen LDS meetinghouses.

Health and Safety

The SARS outbreak in 2003 interfered with the functioning of the church and missionary activity, as the 
arrival of new missionaries was delayed, and local members held small sacrament meetings in their homes.1208

Humanitarian and Development Work

The Church has offered humanitarian and development assistance to mainland China from Hong Kong, 
such as contributing $20,000 for relief to earthquake victims in Yunnam in 1996.1209 Over 120 members 
participated in a tree-planting service project in which more than 150 trees were planted in Sai Kung West 
Park in 1999.1210 Latter-day Saint youth assembled over 400 hygiene and sewing kits to distribute to Mongolia 
and India in 2000.1211 In 2003, local church membership and missionaries assembled 3,000 hygiene kits to 
distribute to the needy in Hong Kong in wake of the SARS outbreak.1212 The Church donated 250 wheelchairs 
to the disabled in 2004.1213

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

Latter-day Saints enjoy full religious freedom in Hong Kong and may worship, assemble, and proselyte. 
Foreign full-time missionaries are assigned regularly. As a result of widespread religious freedom, Chinese from 
mainland China desiring to be baptized into the Church sometimes briefly visit Hong Kong, are taught by 
full-time missionaries, and baptized before returning back to the mainland in a matter of several hours.

1206 Ricks, Kellene . “Pearls of the Orient,” Ensign, Sept. 1991, 32.

1207 “First colony-wide open houses in Hong Kong result in 750 referrals,” LDS Church News, 31 December 1988. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/17545/First-colony-wide-open-houses-in-Hong-Kong-result-in-750-referrals.html

1208 Thornell, Linda. “In a time of fear Asian members coping with SARS,” LDS Church News, 3 May 2003. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/43705/In-a-time-of-fear-Asian-members-coping-with-SARS.html

1209 “From around the world,” LDS Church News, 23 March 1996. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/27312/From-
around-the-world.html

1210 “Adding to ‘breathtaking scenery,’” LDS Church News, 10 July 1999. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/36038/
Adding-to-breathtaking-scenery.html

1211 “Homantin, Hong Kong,” LDS Church News, 19 August 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/38334/Homantin-
hong-kong.html

1212 Thornell, David; Thornell, Linda. “Preventing SARS,” LDS Church News, 24 May 2003. 

1213 “Wheelchairs donated,” LDS Church News, 16 October 2004. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/46335/
Wheelchairs-donated.html
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Cultural Issues

Materialism, high cost of living, and secularism are major cultural challenges that frustrate LDS mission 
outreach. Full-time missionaries and members struggle to develop mission outreach approaches that are effec-
tive in proselytizing the highly irreligious population that exhibits little familiarity with Christianity. Many 
converts are not retained, as they fail to develop habitual church attendance and personal gospel study habits. 
The development of a Latter-day Saint community over the past half century has provided a social outlet for 
members to associate and rely upon to avoid cultural practices and social pressures not in harmony with LDS 
teachings.

Extensive genealogical records handed down for millennia offer excellent opportunities for local members to 
engage in temple work and use family history research as a segue for member-missionary work and finding. 
In 2000, one local member obtained a 175-volume set of his family’s genealogical records containing over 
200,000 ancestor names dating back to 602 AD.1214

National Outreach

Small geographic size, a long-standing Latter-day Saint presence, and consistent numbers of full-time mission-
aries assigned have resulted in excellent levels of national outreach, as approximately 94% of the population 
resides in cities with an LDS congregation. All cities with over 85,000 inhabitants have a mission outreach 
center. Most unreached or lesser-reached cities have fewer than 24,000 inhabitants.

Congregation consolidations in the 2000s have not eliminated outreach in many communities, as full-time 
missionaries proselyte in many affected communities, and many active members continue to reside in these 
locations, but declining numbers of congregations have resulted in many urban areas becoming less reached by 
LDS congregations and local leaders. With 82,700 inhabitants, Pok Fu Lam is the most populous city without 
an LDS congregation. Although at one time a ward operated in Pok Fu Lam, the unit was discontinued in 
the 2000s. Assigning local Chinese leaders to head the reestablishment of dependent congregations in some 
lesser-reached areas may reverse the trend of congregational decline and provide for long-term support and 
mentoring that does not detract from LDS missionary resources abroad.

Expensive and limited real estate is a challenge for the Church to open additional meetinghouses, resulting in 
multiple congregations utilizing the same LDS meetinghouses. Long travel distances to LDS meetinghouses 
for some can reduce church attendance levels.

Hong Kong ranked 30th among countries with the most visitors to the Church’s website in 1997.1215 The 
Church operates a country website for Hong Kong available in English at http://www.lds.org.hk/en/ and in 
traditional Chinese characters at http://www.lds.org.hk/. The Internet site provides local news, meetinghouse 
locations and times, explanation of LDS doctrines and teachings, and links to LDS scriptures translated into 
traditional characters. Use of the website in member-missionary activity can enhance national outreach and 
provide accurate information on the Internet to the general population.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Full-time missionaries and local members engage regularly in reactivation and less active work, but these 
efforts often yield little success. Low standards for convert baptisms, the rush to baptize prospective converts 

1214 Stahle, Shaun. “Small events lead to major collection of family names,” LDS Church News, 8 January 2000. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/37004/Small-events-lead-to-major-collection-of-family-names.html

1215 “Internet users find LDS web site,” LDS Church News, 1 March 1997. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/29302/
Internet-users-find-LDS-web-site.html
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quickly with little emphasis on prebaptismal preparation and gospel habits, and the lack of daily religious prac-
tice in local culture has created a challenging environment for convert retention and retaining current levels 
of member activity. Reactivation efforts by full-time missionaries draw large amounts of mission resources, 
delaying the progress of mission outreach in other more receptive nations and areas.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

The Church has experienced no significant ethnic integration issues in Hong Kong, as the population is 
homogenously Cantonese-speaking Chinese. English and Mandarin-speaking congregations effectively 
provide outreach for non-Cantonese speakers and diminish ethnic integration challenges by segregating 
members by language usage.

Language Issues

Widespread use of Cantonese and English simplify mission outreach and require fewer language-specific 
resources. Constituting their own district, seven English-speaking branches and one Mandarin-speaking 
branch meet the needs of non-Cantonese speakers. Prospects appear favorable for the establishment of a 
second Mandarin-speaking branch on the New Territories area in coming years, as many are unable to travel 
to Hong Kong Island to attend the Victoria 3rd (Mandarin) Branch. Mandarin-speakers have among the most 
receptive populations to the Church in Hong Kong.

Missionary Service

The Southern Far East Mission had 102 missionaries in 1959, including twelve local members serving full-
time missions.1216 In 1988, mission leadership credited the support of local church leaders for the doubling of 
the number of local missionaries in an eighteen-month period serving full-time missions in the Hong Kong 
Mission.1217 There were 148 full-time missionaries in the mission that year.1218 The sole Mandarin-speaking 
branch had ten full-time missionaries assigned in late 2009. As of early 2011, approximately 5,000 full-time 
missionaries had served in Hong Kong since the establishment of the Church.

Leadership

Local church leadership has been developed but remains limited and strained due to responsibilities fulfilling 
leadership positions in Hong Kong while simultaneously providing mentoring and support for mainland 
Chinese Latter-day Saints while in compliance with PRC government regulations. Church employees regu-
larly serve in church leadership positions, such as stake presidencies. In 1965, six of the eight branches had 
native Chinese branch presidents.1219 In 1992, Chun Shing Johnson Ma from Kwai Chung was called as a 
regional representative.1220 Karl S. Fansworth from Victoria was called as a mission president in 1993.1221 In 
1994, Chung Hei Patrick Wong from Tai Wai was called as a regional representative,1222 and in 1995 he was 

1216 Ricks, Kellene . “Pearls of the Orient,” Ensign, Sept. 1991, 32

1217 “From around the world,” LDS Church News, 30 January 1988. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/17635/From-
around-the-world.html

1218 “First colony-wide open houses in Hong Kong result in 750 referrals,” LDS Church News, 31 December 1988. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/17545/First-colony-wide-open-houses-in-Hong-Kong-result-in-750-referrals.html

1219 Ricks, Kellene . “Pearls of the Orient,” Ensign, Sept. 1991, 32.

1220 “New regional representatives,” LDS Church News, 4 April 1992. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/22173/
New-regional-representatives.html

1221 “New mission presidents,” LDS Church News, 23 January 1993. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/23667/
New-mission-presidents.html

1222 “New regional representatives,” LDS Church News, 27 August 1994. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/24738/
New-regional-representatives.html
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called as an area authority.1223 Kat Hing Ng from Tsuen Wan was called as the first Hong Kong China Temple 
president in 1995.1224 In 1997, Stanley Tak-Chung Wan from the Pok Fu Lam was called to preside over the 
Hong Kong Mission.1225 In 2002, D. Allen Anderson was called as an Area Seventy.1226 Kuen Ling was called 
as an Area Authority in 2003.1227 In 2004, Stanley Wan was called as an Area Authority.1228 In 2007, D. Allen 
Andersen from Victoria was called to preside over the Mongolia Ulaanbaatar Mission.1229

Temple

Hong Kong is assigned to the Hong Kong China Temple district. Announced in 1992 and dedicated in 1996, 
the Hong Kong China Temple administered most of Asia in early 2011. In 2010, the Church completed a 
temple patron housing building capable of accommodating up to fifty individuals who travel long distances 
from mainland China, Southeast Asia, Mongolia, and the Indian subcontinent. The temple is well-utilized 
by active Latter-day Saints as manifested by six endowment sessions scheduled Tuesdays through Fridays and 
five sessions scheduled on Saturdays. Local members frequently staff the temple to accommodate the needs of 
temple patrons traveling from outside of Hong Kong.

Comparative Growth

The Church in Hong Kong suffers from some of the poorest levels of member activity and convert retention 
in the world and had the lowest percentage of members enrolled in seminary in Asia in the late 2000s (2.4% 
in 2008). Only Chile has a higher ratio of members to congregations than Hong Kong. Membership and 
congregational growth trends have most closely mirrored Western Europe, albeit nominal church member-
ship accounts for a greater percentage of the population in Hong Kong than any Western European or Asian 
country except for Portugal and Philippines. Hong Kong boasts the fifth most stakes in Asia, and the Hong 
Kong China Temple is among the busiest temples in nations with fewer than 30,000 Latter-day Saints.

Missionary-minded Christian groups generally report slow or stagnant church growth. Adventists reported 
slow, consistent membership growth and stagnant congregational growth in the 2000s, whereas Jehovah’s 
Witnesses experienced moderate membership growth rates and operated sixty-four congregations in 2010. 
These groups have relied on local members instead of outsourced missionary manpower to sustain growth. 
Evangelicals have experienced stagnant growth for many years.

Future Prospects

Continued strong church participation and activity among church-going Latter-day Saints in Hong Kong has 
sustained leadership capable of meeting the responsibilities demanded by stakes, but extremely low member 
activity rates among the general LDS membership threaten continued congregation consolidations and may 

1223 “Church names area authorities,” LDS Church News, 5 August 1995. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/26627/
Church-names-area-authorities.html

1224 “New temple president,” LDS Church News, 19 August 1995. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/26227/New-temple-
president.html

1225 “New mission presidents,” LDS Church News, 29 March 1997. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/29077/
New-mission-presidents.html

1226 “30 Area Authority Seventies sustained,” LDS Church News, 13 April 2002. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/41666/30-Area-Authority-Seventies-sustained.html

1227 “New Area Authority Seventies,” LDS Church News, 19 April 2003. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/43636/
New-Area-Authority-Seventies.html

1228 “New Area Authority Seventies,” LDS Church News, 24 April 2004. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/45458/
New-Area-Authority-Seventies.html

1229 “New mission presidents,” LDS Church News, 21 April 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/50484/
New-mission-presidents.html
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compromise current levels of mission outreach over the medium term. Quick-baptize policies and practices 
and low standards for convert baptisms have compromised the harvest of the Hong Kong Mission and have 
fueled very poor convert retention. Poor retention, in turn, has presented long-term challenges for strength-
ening the local church and has drained the resources of local congregations in efforts to reclaim less active and 
never-active members still on church rolls who have achieved little success. Increasing standards for convert 
baptism and emphasizing the need to develop consistent gospel habits will be key to the Church’s long-term 
prospects for real growth. Another stake may be discontinued if congregations continue to close and increased 
convert retention and reactivation efforts do not come to greater fruition. Materialism and high cost of living 
have contributed to low birth rates among Latter-day Saints and exacerbate low receptivity. Local leaders 
stressing participation in seminary and institute may help address retention and member inactivity issues by 
providing opportunities for less active members and new converts to socially integrate with active membership 
and strengthen their testimonies and doctrinal understanding.



Indonesia

Geography

AREA: 1,904,569 square km. Located in Southeast Asia between the Philippines and Australia, Indonesia 
consists of several archipelagos and over 17,500 large islands, a third of which are inhabited. Kalimantan 

(Borneo), Sumatra, Java, Sulawesi, and Irian Jaya (western New Guinea) are the largest islands and account for 
the majority of the population. Lowlands occupy coastal areas and experience hot, tropical climate, whereas 
larger islands with interior highlands and tall mountains are subject to cooler climatic conditions. Floods, 
droughts, tsunamis, earthquakes, volcanoes, and forest fires are natural hazards. Environmental issues include 
deforestation, pollution, and poor air quality from forest fires. Indonesia is administratively divided into thirty 
provinces, two special regions, and one special capital city district.

Peoples

Javanese: 40.6%
Sundanese: 15%
Madurese: 3.3%
Minangkabau: 2.7%
Betawi: 2.4%
Bugis: 2.4%
Banten: 2%
Banjar: 1.7%
Other/unspecified: 29.9%

Population: 248,216,193 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.04% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 2.23 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 69.07 male, 74.29 female (2012)

Languages: 719 indigenous languages are spoken. Indonesian is the official language, which is spoken by over 
140 million as a second language and typically uses the Latin script. Languages with over one million native 
speakers include Javanese (84.3 million), Sunda (34 million), Bahasa Indonesian (22.8 million), Madura (13.6 
million), Malay dialects (8.21 million), Batak dialects (7.05 million), Minangkabau (5.53 million), Musi 
(3.93 million), Aceh (3.5 million), Banjar (3.5 million), Bugis (3.5 million), Bali (3.33 million), Betawi (2.7 
million), Sasak (2.1 million), Chinese languages (2 million), and Makasar (1.6 million).
Literacy: 90.4% (2004)

History

The archipelagos of Indonesia were settled by Austronesians several millennia prior to the birth of Christ. 
Between the seventh and fourteenth centuries AD, the Buddhist Srivjaya Empire flourished on Sumatra, and 
the Hindu Kingdom of Majapahit governed eastern Java. Much of present-day Indonesia was unified under 
alliances in the fourteenth century. Islam was introduced in the twelfth century and became the dominant reli-
gion on Java and Sumatra by the sixteenth century. Christianity and Islam were introduced to eastern islands 
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in Indonesia in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The archipelago was colonized in the early seventeenth 
century by the Dutch and quickly became one of the wealthiest European colonies worldwide. Japan occu-
pied Indonesia for much of World War II, after which Indonesia declared independence. Independence was 
internationally recognized by 1950 after negotiations with the Netherlands and the United Nations. Within 
the first decade of independence, several islands, such as Sumatra and Sulawesi, attempted to secede, resulting 
in internal instability. President Soekarno enacted presidential powers to preserve the unity of the country, 
which over time experienced increasing power of communist ideologies until a massive rebellion in 1965 in 
which General Suharto emerged as president. The Communist Party was subsequently banned and disman-
tled. President Suharto initiated economic development reforms and applied Western economic theory. A 
military-backed government ruled until the 1990s. The first free parliamentary election occurred in 1999. The 
province of East Timor declared independence in 1975 but was invaded and occupied by Indonesia. Conflict 
continued until 1999, when East Timor was released from Indonesia with support of the United Nations. The 
2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami devastated coastal areas of the Sumatra, killing over 130,000 and leaving half a 
million homeless. Separatists in Aceh reached a peace deal with the government in 2005.1230

Culture

Indonesia represents an agglomeration of various religions, civilizations, and countries fusing with local 
culture. Today Islam is one of the strongest cultural forces, as Indonesia is the country with the most Muslims 
in the world, although Indonesian Islam is very different from the strict Wahabbi Islam of Saudi Arabia and 
some other Middle Eastern nations. India, the Dutch, and China each have heavily influenced art, cuisine, 
religion, and local customs. Individual ethnic groups possess many indigenous cultural characteristics such 
as dress, dance, music, and religion. Ethnic groups residing in remote areas retain many of the traditional 
cultural practices and beliefs. Silat is an Indonesian martial art that continues to be widely practiced today. 
Traditional and Western sports are widely practiced. Common foods and cuisine share many similarities with 
other Southeastern countries, China, and India. Rice, cassava, sea food, and vegetables are widely consumed. 
Polygamy and pornography are illegal.1231 Cigarette consumption rates compare to the worldwide average, 
whereas alcohol consumption rates are low.

Economy

GDP per capita: $4,700 (2011) [9.77% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.617
Corruption Index: 3.0 (2011)
The Indonesian economy has outperformed most Asian economies in recent years due to strong domestic 
production and economic reforms. GDP growth continued despite the global financial crisis in the late 
2000s but has slowed from previous levels. Indonesia possesses vast natural resources, including oil, rare 
minerals, timber, coal, fertile soils, and the twelfth largest natural gas reserves worldwide. Metals and minerals 
mined include tin, nickel, bauxite, copper, gold, and silver. Challenges that impede greater economic growth 
and development include corruption, widespread poverty, unemployment, unequal distribution of natural 
resources throughout the country, and inadequate infrastructure. Agriculture employs 42% of the workforce 
and generates 15% of the GDP. Primary agricultural products or crops include rice, cassava, peanuts, rubber, 
cocoa, coffee, palm oil, meat, and animal byproducts. Industry accounts for 19% of the workforce and gener-
ates 48% of the GDP. Petroleum, natural gas, textiles, clothing, mining, chemical fertilizers, wood, rubber, 
and tourism are primary industries. Services employ 49% of the workforce and generate 37% of the GDP. 
Primary trade partners include Singapore, Japan, China, and the United States.

1230 “Background Note: Indonesia,” Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, 4 August 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/
bgn/2748.htm

1231 “Indonesia,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127271.htm
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Corruption is perceived as widespread and harmful to economic development. Personal associations often 
heavily influence business deals and transactions. Customs is regarded as one of the most corrupt areas of 
government. Bribery is common. Investment laws reduce competition and economic growth. The govern-
ment lacks transparency in many areas.1232

Faiths

Muslim: 86.4%
Christian: 8.7%
Hindu: 1.8%
Other/unspecified: 3.4%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 8,000,000
Seventh Day Adventists 217,489 1,486
Jehovah’s Witnesses 22,594 374
Latter-day Saints 6,904 23

Religion

Indonesia represents a patchwork of religious traditions, although most Indonesians are Sunni Muslim. 
Shi’a and Ahmadiyya Qadiyani Muslims are common Muslim minority groups. The government estimates 
Protestants number nineteen million and Catholics total eight million. Consisting of the Indonesian-controlled 
western half of New Guinea, Papua Province has the highest percentage of Protestants (58%), whereas the 
eastern Lesser Sunda Islands and West Timor, which together constitute East Nasu Tenggara Province, have 
the highest percentage of Catholics (55%). Christians constitute sizeable minorities in many areas, such as 
the Maluku Islands and North Sulawesi. Hindus constitute 90% of the population on the island of Bali and 
populate scattered areas of Kalimantan, Sumatra, Sulawesi, and Tenggara. Hindus may number as many as ten 
million, although discrepancies exist between government figures and those published by Hindu groups. The 
Chinese Indonesian population is approximately 60% Buddhist. Syncretism between government-recognized 
religious groups and indigenous beliefs occur in many areas, with as many as twenty million practicing indig-
enous beliefs.1233

Religious Freedom

Persecution Index: 45th
The constitution protects religious freedom, but the government only upholds this right for some reli-
gious groups. The government only recognizes six religions: Islam, Catholicism, Protestantism, Buddhism, 
Hinduism, and Confucianism. Unrecognized religious groups or sects stemming from recognized religious 
groups are deemed deviant and often persecuted but can register with the government as social organiza-
tions. Members of unrecognized religious groups often face challenges obtaining identity cards, registering 
marriages and births, and building meetinghouses. Local laws in some areas restrict the religious freedom of 
religious minorities, and the government has not used its power to revoke such laws. The government has 
done little to prosecute those alleged of abusing the religious freedom rights of others. The degree of religious 

1232 “Background Note: Indonesia,” Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, 4 August 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/
bgn/2748.htm

1233 “Indonesia,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127271.htm
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freedom granted to religious minorities widely varies by location and is largely controlled by local or regional 
government. Proselytism and the distribution of religious literature are banned by the government under 
the justification that such activity may lead to disruption in public order in religiously diverse areas. Foreign 
missionaries may operate in the country and must obtain religious worker visas. The government recognizes 
several religious holidays from most major religious traditions. Shari’a law is implemented only in Aceh and 
is not totally enforced throughout the province. Minority Muslim groups and Christians appear the most 
persecuted by the Sunni Muslim majority, although most religious minorities experience some persecution 
throughout the country.1234

Largest Cities

Urban: 52%
Jakarta, Surabaya, Bandung, Medan, Bekasi, Tangerang, Semarang, Depok, Palembang, Makasar, Bogor, 
Padang, Malang, Bandar Lampung, Pekanbaru, Batam, Banjarmasin, Tasikmalaya, Denpasar, Samarinda, 
Cimahi, Surakarta, Pontianak, Balikpapan, Jambi, Yogyakarta, Manado, Mataram, Cilegon, Cirebon, Palu, 
Sukabumi, Kupang, Pekalongan, Bengkulu, Kediri, Tegal, Binjai, Kendari, Ambon, Pematangsiantar, 
Dumai, Probolinggo, Jayapura, Batu, Padang Sidempuan, Banda Aceh, Lubuklinggau, Madiun, 
Pasuruan, Palangkaraya, Tanjungpinang, Singkawang, Salatiga, Bitung, Banjar, Ternate, Tarakan, 
Lhokseumawe, Gorontalo, Banjarbaru, Tanjungbalai, Sorong, Pangkalpinang, Langsa, Tebingtinggi, 
Palopo, Prabumulih, Metro, Blitar, Magelang, Bima, Bontang, Baubau, Pagaralam, Parepare, Mojokerto, 
Payakumbuh, Bukittinggi.
Cities listed in bold have no LDS congregations.

Fourteen of the seventy-nine cities with over 100,000 inhabitants have an LDS congregation. Twenty percent 
(20%) of the national population resides in the seventy-nine largest cities.

LDS History

Elder Ezra Taft Benson dedicated Indonesia for missionary work in 1969.1235 Under the Southeast Asia 
Mission, later renamed the Singapore Mission, the Church assigned the first six full-time missionaries to 
Indonesia in 1970. Missionaries initially worked in Jakarta, Bogor, and Bandung.1236 The Church organized 
its first branch in Jakarta in February 1970 and received official recognition in August.1237 Missionary work 
expanded into additional cities shortly thereafter, which included Yogyakarta, Surakarta, Semarang, Surabaya, 
and Malang by 1977. In 1974, missionaries began learning Indonesian prior to entering the mission field. 
Elder Gordon B. Hinckley became the first LDS apostle to visit Indonesia in 1975. The Indonesian translation 
of the Book of Mormon was published in 1977.1238 Indonesia Jakarta Mission was discontinued in 1981 as a 
result of government restrictions and other difficulties but was reopened in 1985. Seminary and institute were 
both operating by 1981. Only native members served in Indonesia after November 1988, and the mission 
closed again in 1989.1239 The Indonesia Jakarta Mission reopened in 1995. President Hinckley met with the 
Indonesian president and with local members in 2000.1240 In 2010, Elder Russell M. Nelson visited with high 

1234 “Indonesia,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
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1235 “Native missionaries, sign of Church growth in Indonesia,” LDS Church News, 6 March 2010. http://www.ldschurchnews.
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1236 Craig, Alison. “The Saints in Indonesia,” Ensign, Jan. 1977, 86.

1237 Mitchell, David. “Indonesian Saints,” Liahona, Aug. 1992, 11.

1238 Craig, Alison. “The Saints in Indonesia,” Ensign, Jan. 1977, 86.

1239 Mitchell, David. “Indonesian Saints,” Liahona, Aug. 1992, 11.

1240 “President Hinckley meets members on Pacific Rim,” LDS Church News, 5 February 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.
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ranking government and Muslim officials in Jakarta.1241 In 2011, Elder David A. Bednar created the first stake 
in Jakarta.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 6,904 (2012)
There were 1,200 LDS members in 1975.1242 Church membership reached 4,000 in 1992.1243 By year-end 
2000, there were 5,374 members. Slow membership growth occurred through the 2000s as Latter-day Saints 
numbered 5,720 in 2003, 6,144 in 2006, and 6,393 in 2008. Total church membership tends to increase by 
one hundred a year, or at a rate between 1.5% and 2.5%. Slow membership has consistently occurred in the 
remote branches of Manado and Medan. In 2009, one in 36,705 was nominally LDS.

Congregational Growth

Wards: 14 Branches: 9 Groups: 2 (March 2013)
The first branches were created in the early 1970s. The Jakarta English Branch was created in 1978.1244 All 
three districts operating in Indonesia in 2010 were created prior to 1980. Two branches were functioning in 
Malang in 1988.1245 By 1992, there were seventeen branches organized in three districts.1246 There were twenty 
congregations by 1993.1247

The Church reported twenty branches in 2000. In 2001, the Jakarta Indonesia District had six branches 
(Bandung, Bekasi, Bogor, Jakarta, Jakarta English, Jakarta South), the Surabaya Indonesia District had four 
branches (Malag, Malang Selatan, Surabaya Barat, Surabaya Timur), and the Surakarta Indonesia District had 
seven branches (Banjarsari, Jebres, Magelang, Semarang, Solo Barat, Surakarta, Yogyakarta). The number of 
branches increased to twenty-one in 2001, twenty-two in 2002, and twenty-four in 2005 and then decreased 
to twenty-three in 2008 and to twenty-two in 2009. In mid-2010, the Jakarta Indonesia District had grown to 
ten branches with the creation of the Bekasi 2nd, Cigudeg, Tangerang 1st, and Tangerang 2nd Branches over 
the past decade. The number of branches in the Surabaya Indonesia District declined by one, as both branches 
in Malang were consolidated. A branch that once operated in Tembagapura, Papua Province, was discontinued 
in the late 2000s. The Cigudeg Branch was discontinued in late 2010, and members now meet as group. In 
2011, the Church created the Bali Branch.

In 2011, the Church created its first stake in Jakarta with eight wards (Bekasi 1st, Bekasi 2nd, Bogor, Jakarta 
1st, Jakarta 2nd, Jakarta 3rd [English], Tangerang 1st, and Tangerang) and one branch (Bandung). In 2012, 
the Church organized a second stake in Surakarta and created the Indonesia Jakarta Mission Branch for 
members residing in areas without wards or branches.  In the early 2010s, a group began functioning in Batam.

1241 “Courtesy calls made in Indonesia,” LDS Church News, 13 March 2010. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/58997/
Courtesy-calls-made-in-Indonesia.html
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Activity and Retention

Indonesia experiences mediocre levels of member activity and convert retention. In 1992, local church leaders 
reported that there was a need for improved convert retention and that long distance from church meeting-
houses for some may reduce member activity rates.1248 420 were enrolled in seminary or institute during the 
2008–2009 school year.

Most branches have over one hundred active members. Fifty percent (50%) of church members attended 
church in Semarang in early 2010. There were over one hundred members attending church in Malang 
in early 2010. Branches with few active members include the Manado (40 active members in late 2009), 
Bandung, and Medan Branches. In January 2010, Area Seventy Elder Subandriyo reported that the average 
sacrament attendance in Indonesia was 40% of total membership. Current active membership is estimated at 
2,600, or 40% of total church membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Bahasa Indonesian, Dutch, English.
All LDS scriptures and most church materials are available in Bahasa Indonesian and Dutch. In 2010, 
the Church posted the LDS scriptures in Indonesian online at http://www.scriptures.lds.org/ind/. Gospel 
Fundamentals and The Prophet Joseph Smith’s Testimony are available in Malay. Malaysian members reported 
that in 2009, the Church authorized the translation of the Book of Mormon into Bahasa Malaysian.

Meetinghouses

In 1988, the Church dedicated a church-built meetinghouse in Malang1249 and a four-story meetinghouse for 
two branches and the mission home in Jakarta.1250 In 2010, LDS congregations met in at least eighteen loca-
tions, many of which were meetinghouses built by the Church.

Humanitarian and Development Work

Latter-day Saints have undertaken extensive humanitarian assistance and development work in the past decade 
following natural disasters. At least thirty humanitarian projects have been completed since 1985, many of 
which included emergency aid, clean water projects, and wheelchair donations.1251 In 2000, the LDS Church 
purchased rice and hygiene supplies, which were assembled into kits by members in Jakarta for refugees on 
Timor. The government thanked the Church for its efforts.1252 Local church members in Jakarta prepared 
over 10,000 meals for some of the 30,000 homeless flood victims in 2002.1253 The Church helped finance a 
road construction project in Solo in 2003.1254 Following the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, Latter-day Saints 
assisted nearly 300,000 and donated over 6,000 hours of service. Long-term development projects ensued in 

1248 Mitchell, David. “Indonesian Saints,” Liahona, Aug. 1992, 11.
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the following months, such as providing medical equipment and building restoration work on a hospital in 
Banda Aceh. Elder Subandriyo was intimately involved in many of the projects.1255 Immediately following 
the disaster, the Church donated over 50,000 body bags at the government’s request.1256 In 2005, the Church 
donated medical equipment needed after a devastating earthquake in Sumatra.1257 The Church provided 
mental health assistance in Banda Aceh in 2005 to tsunami victims.1258 Local LDS youth in Jakarta took part 
in an anti-drug campaign in 2006.1259 In 2006, Latter-day Saint charities and the Church helped construct 
a new medical rehabilitation center in Aceh Province.1260 Additional projects undertaken in 2006 with other 
aid agencies in tsunami-stricken areas included building sixteen schools, three health clinics, 1,000 permanent 
houses, many boats for villagers, and water and sanitation systems for twenty villages.1261 Emergency aid was 
donated to victims of the 2006 Java Tsunami.1262 Almost eight tons of food and water were provided for flood 
victims in Jakarta in 2007.1263 In 2007, the Church provided humanitarian aid and food to earthquake victims 
in Bengkulu.1264 More than a dozen large-scale development projects in areas affected by the 2004 Indian 
Ocean Tsunami were completed in early 2008.1265 In 2008, the Church completed a clean water project in 
Kaliwungu with assistance from full-time missionaries.1266 The Church participated in a government effort for 
citizens to hold a weekly family night in 2008.1267

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

The LDS Church appears to be registered as a social organization and has a positive relationship with the 
government due to past humanitarian assistance. Missionaries report that the government severely restricts 
the number of visas granted for foreign full-time missionaries, resulting in high reliance on the local full-time 
missionary force to staff the Indonesia Jakarta Mission. Latter-day Saints have no presence in most areas, 
which have local laws that restrict the religious freedom of minorities. LDS missionaries do not engage in open 
proselytism and work primarily through casual conversations with strangers and member referrals. Latter-day 
Saint Indonesians report few instances of societal abuse or prejudice.

1255 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Proposing projects to villages of tsunami survivors,” LDS Church News, 19 March 2005. http://www.
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Cultural Issues

Active religious engagement in many areas is a sensitive matter due to governmental and social pressures 
to limit potential conflict between various ethnic groups. Conversion and Christian missionary activity in 
many areas is frowned upon. Some areas of Indonesia experience significant hostilities between Christians and 
Muslims, such as Ambon in the Maluku Islands. Latter-day Saints have never had a presence in areas with 
significant conflict between Muslims and non-Muslims. Although most the population is nominally Muslim, 
only a minority participates in active, regular worship. Basic religious principles must be stressed to achieve 
proper understanding and application of principles taught by full-time missionaries, including prayer, church 
attendance, and personal scripture reading. Animism and indigenous beliefs prevail in many areas, which 
require proper missionary teaching approaches to overcome. Anti-polygamy laws and greater tolerance of non-
Muslims by government and society compared to other Muslim nations provide opportunities for Latter-day 
Saints to operate with fewer cultural obstacles.

National Outreach

Eleven percent (11%) of the national population resides in cities with an LDS mission outreach center. All but 
three LDS congregations are on the island of Java. Manado, Medan, and Denpasar (Bali) are the only mission 
outreach centers off of Java and reach no more than 3% of the population. Of these three cities, missionaries 
appear to have been regularly assigned only to Manado. Most of the 24 million Indonesians living in cities 
with full-time missionaries are unaware of a Latter-day Saint presence and church teachings. Proselytism bans 
reduce outreach potential in areas with LDS congregations and assigned missionaries.

The Church has not placed full-time missionaries in additional cities for decades. Distance from mission 
headquarters in Jakarta and the limited numbers of foreign full-time missionaries permitted to serve by the 
government challenge efforts to assign missionaries to additional cities off of Java. The small number of 
convert baptisms over the past two decades has given the Church little impetus to expand national outreach. 
On Java, many Latter-day Saints travel long distances to attend church meetings. Members living far from 
church meetinghouses may help to establish additional mission outreach centers closer to their homes one 
day. Prospects for such activity outside Java appear unlikely for the foreseeable future due to the small LDS 
populations in Manado, Medan, and Bali. Due to visa restrictions limiting the number of foreign full-time 
LDS missionaries and no large increase in the number of native full-time missionaries, other methods must 
be utilized to revitalize mission outreach initiatives and expand national outreach to areas that may be more 
receptive to LDS teachings, such as Kalimantan and Papua. Unexplored tactics that can help expand national 
outreach include calling a Latter-day Saint family to an unreached area to plant an LDS congregation and 
establishing Church-sponsored educational facilities in disadvantaged areas.

Strong LDS Church growth in East Malaysia among indigenous peoples like the Iban may indicate that the 
native peoples in Indonesian-controlled Kalimantan will be more receptive to LDS teachings than other 
ethnic groups in other areas of Indonesia. Many indigenous peoples in Kalimantan exhibit strong cultural 
ties and similarities with groups in Sarawak and Sabah in East Malaysia and have Christian communities. In 
2010, there was no known LDS presence in any of the four Kalimantan provinces, which are inhabited by 
nearly fourteen million people. With the exception of Manado, Latter-day Saints have never had a presence 
in predominantly Christian areas. Unreached Christian areas that may have responsive populations to LDS 
mission outreach include East Nasu Tenggara, Papua, and a few areas in central Sulawesi and northern Sumatra. 
There are almost four million inhabitants in Irian Jaya who are predominantly Christian and unreached by 
Latter-day Saints. There is only one LDS congregation on Sulawesi, populated by over seventeen million 
Indonesians. Sumatra has just one branch in Medan, yet is inhabited by fifty million.

The Church maintains an Internet site for Indonesia at http://www.gerejayesuskristus.or.id. The website 
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provides information about church beliefs, meetinghouse locations, and local news. Local Latter-day Saints 
referring friends and relatives to the website is a passive proselytism approach that with the proper vision can 
lead to increased numbers of convert baptisms and expansion of national outreach.

There are meaningful opportunities for Latter-day Saints to proselyte Indonesians living abroad. Full-time 
missionaries report teaching Indonesians in Singapore, Malaysia, South Korea, and Hong Kong. No LDS 
missions outside Indonesia have specific programs for mission outreach directed toward Indonesians.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Indonesia overall demonstrates moderate levels of member activity. Seminary and institute are well attended. 
One medium-sized stake and two districts operate notwithstanding less than 7,000 nominal members. Distance 
from members’ homes to church meetinghouses has reduced member activity in many areas. Some smaller 
branches are tight-knit and pose challenges for integrating new converts as many have inactive members 
who stopped attending church regularly because of perceived offense by a fellow member. Moderate levels of 
convert retention and member activity have been achieved through the strong representative of local members 
in the full-time missionary force.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

LDS missionaries report few challenges integrating differing ethnic groups into the same congregations at 
present. The greatest challenges toward developing self-sustaining and long-term growth appear related to 
language issues and differing religious backgrounds from LDS converts. Ethnic integration challenges may 
become more apparent if the size of the LDS population increases among many varying ethnic groups in the 
same geographic area.

Language Issues

Two-thirds of the national population speaks Bahasa Indonesian as a first or second language, allowing for 
modest outreach with current LDS materials in Bahasa Indonesian. Widespread use of Bahasa Indonesian as 
well as the lack of church presence in areas where speakers of other languages predominate has reduced the 
Church’s efforts to translate materials in additional Indonesian languages.

The Church has had abundant opportunities to translate church materials into Javanese over the past three 
decades, yet Javanese remains the language with the most speakers worldwide without any LDS materials 
translated. There appear to be many members who could participate in a translation team as well as large 
populations of unreached Indonesians who speak Javanese who are not adequately reached by existing Church 
materials. In 2000, a native senior missionary couple was fluent in Javanese, Indonesian, Dutch, English, and 
German.1268

Sunda is the language with the sixth most speakers worldwide without any LDS materials. Sunda and other 
Indonesian languages do not have LDS materials translated at present due to the lack of Latter-day Saints who 
speak these languages and the lack of a Church presence in areas where these languages are spoken.

An investigative team from BYU in the 1990s concluded that translation of materials into other languages 
of Indonesia was unnecessary. The basis for this recommendation is unclear, as approximately eighty million 
Indonesians do not have church materials in a first or second language, and the lack of church materials in 
other languages severely limits potential for outreach into unreached regions of the country. The lack of any 

1268 “Indonesian couple shows gratitude by serving mission in their homeland,” LDS Church News, 20 May 2000. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/37799/Indonesian-couple-shows-gratitude-by-serving-mission-in-their-homeland.html
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progress in expanding LDS national outreach to new areas, the failure to develop a core LDS membership 
among most of Indonesia’s numerous ethnicities, and stagnant LDS growth in Indonesia in recent years even 
while other churches have flourished, all suggest that the Church’s one-language policy regarding Indonesia 
has not produced the desired results and may merit reconsideration.

Not translating materials into additional languages until a sufficient number of Latter-day Saints speak these 
languages propagates circular logic, as many speakers of these languages do not join the Church because they 
cannot learn about the Church in their native language. Waiting decades to translate even basic proselytism 
materials or select scripture passages can result in Latter-day Saints missing windows of opportunity to estab-
lish the Church when populations are the most receptive. Other Christian faiths diligently translate materials 
and perform outreach throughout the islands of Indonesia and may shepherd the majority of the population 
receptive to Christianity before Latter-day Saints extend outreach in these areas, likely with the absence of 
proselytism materials in local languages. Bans on distributing religious literature create challenges for the 
Church to utilize LDS materials and mandate the use of passive member-missionary activity in sharing the 
gospel through brochures or other church literature. Indonesia experiences higher literacy rates than many 
developing Muslim nations, reducing challenges for the Church to develop local self-sustaining leadership.

Missionary Service

The first president of the Indonesia Jakarta Mission was a Dutch member who had Indonesian colonist 
ancestry. Fifty-two missionaries served on Java in early 1977. At this time, four local members were serving 
full-time missions.1269 There were forty-nine local missionaries serving in Indonesia in 1988.1270 In 1992, 
only local members served as full-time missionaries, which numbered sixty at the time.1271 A mixed German-
Indonesian LDS senior missionary couple began serving in 2000.1272 The number of local members serving 
members has declined from previous levels, as in March 2010, there were forty native missionaries serving in 
the Indonesia Jakarta Mission.1273 A reduction in the full-time missionary force is attributed to fewer youth 
convert baptisms at present compared to the 1970s and 1980s. Many members who currently serve full-time 
missions appear to come from full-member families and were raised in the Church.

Leadership

All Indonesian-speaking congregations appear to have native branch presidents and bishoprics, including 
branches in Manado and Medan. The creation of the first stake in 2011 demonstrates that the Church has 
developed a reasonably strong body of active priesthood holders capable of meeting the minimal administra-
tive responsibilities for a stake to function. Indonesian Latter-day Saints have served in some national and 
international church leadership positions. In 1985, native Indonesian Effian Kadarusman began serving over 
the Indonesia Jakarta Mission.1274 President Subandriyo from Jakarta was called to serve as the Indonesia 

1269 Craig, Alison. “The Saints in Indonesia,” Ensign, Jan. 1977, 86.

1270 “From around the world,” LDS Church News, 27 February 1988. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/17976/From-
around-the-world.html

1271 Mitchell, David. “Indonesian Saints,” Liahona, Aug. 1992, 11.

1272 “Indonesian couple shows gratitude by serving mission in their homeland,” LDS Church News, 20 May 2000. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/37799/Indonesian-couple-shows-gratitude-by-serving-mission-in-their-homeland.html

1273 “Native missionaries, sign of Church growth in Indonesia,” LDS Church News, 6 March 2010. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/58910/Native-missionaries-sign-of-Church-growth-in-Indonesia.html

1274 Mitchell, David. “Indonesian Saints,” Liahona, Aug. 1992, 11.
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Jakarta Mission president in 1997.1275 In 2000, Juswan Tandiman from Bekasi was called as the Indonesia 
Jakarta Mission president.1276 In 2003, Elder Subandriyo was called as an Area Authority Seventy.1277

Temple

Indonesia is assigned to the Hong Kong China Temple district. Temple trips occur regularly, and many have 
attended the temple despite long distances and the high cost for air travel. Prospects for the Church to build 
a temple closer to Indonesia appear favorable over the medium term due to rapid church growth in Malaysia 
and other Southeast Asian countries. Possible temple locations include Singapore and Bangkok, Thailand.

Comparative Growth

In the 1970s, Indonesia experienced the most rapid LDS membership and congregational growth in Southeast 
Asia, as other nations with an LDS presence at the time, such as Thailand and Singapore, experienced slow 
to moderate growth. Since 1990, membership and congregational growth has been among the lowest in Asia. 
In 2009, Indonesia had the fourth largest population in the world, yet had the sixty-second most Latter-day 
Saints. In 2010, Indonesia was the country with the sixth most members without a stake. Despite limited 
membership and congregational growth over the past two decades, Indonesia has maintained one of the 
highest member activity rates in Asia.

Most missionary-oriented Christian denominations have experienced much stronger growth in Indonesia 
than the LDS Church. Evangelical and Pentecostal Christians today number in the millions due to persistent 
and creative church planting efforts. Jehovah’s Witnesses and Seventh Day Adventists experience moderate 
rates of membership growth and have larger membership bases compared to Latter-day Saints. Both these 
denominations have a presence in the majority of the most populated areas. Seventh Day Adventists generally 
add more members and congregations a year that the size of the entire LDS Church in Indonesia. Adventists 
organized thirty to forty new congregations and baptized 6,000 to 10,000 converts a year throughout the 
2000s. Adventist National outreach occurs throughout the country, as missions, conferences, or attached 
mission fields operate on Java, Sumatra, Kalimantan, Sulawesi, Nusa Tenggara, Maluku, Papua, and some 
smaller islands. Latter-day Saints operate one branch in all of the area covered by the SDA East Indonesia 
Union Conference, which boasts over 100,000 members in nearly 700 congregations. Jehovah’s Witnesses 
experience more modest growth, but have over 22,000 members and nearly 1,000 converts a year. Adventists 
and Witnesses have been proactive in church planting initiatives, self-sufficient local member-missionary 
outreach, and translation of church materials into many native languages, which has contributed to their 
exponentially greater growth over the years than the LDS Church.

Future Prospects

Potential for church growth remains high, but Latter-day Saints continue to lack the needed nationwide infra-
structure and increase in the number of local full-time missionaries to expand mission outreach and reverse 
the trend of stagnant growth over the past two decades. All but three LDS congregations are on the island of 
Java, and there are only two more branches in Indonesia in 2010 than in 1993. Church administrative deci-
sions not to translate any church materials into languages spoken by over eighty million Indonesians, low 
involvement LDS member-missionary programs, the lack of coherent vision for expanding national outreach 

1275 “New mission presidents,” LDS Church News, 22 February 1997. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/29079/
New-mission-presidents.html

1276 “New mission presidents,” LDS Church News, 6 May 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/37716/New-mission-
presidents.html

1277 “New Area Authority Seventies,” LDS Church News, 19 April 2003. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/43636/
New-Area-Authority-Seventies.html
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into unreached areas, and the failure to reach out to receptive ethnic groups and develop a core leadership 
among them, all bode poorly for the Church’s prospects to achieve breakthroughs in growth in Indonesia in 
the medium term. Other denominations that have implemented broader visions for national outreach and 
have made better use of available opportunities have achieved far more rapid growth in Indonesia than the 
LDS Church.

Government restrictions on visas for foreign full-time missionaries has limited expansion of national outreach 
over the past two decades. Greater local member participation in missionary activity within the bounds of 
the law is needed to open additional areas to missionary work, although greater institutional vision could 
considerably facilitate this process. Other Christian groups have demonstrated that excellent church growth 
opportunities exist but must be properly approached due to restrictive cultural and governmental conditions. 
Latter-day Saints have developed a capable, sustained local leadership that can assist in opening new areas of 
the country to the church if desired by regional church leadership. Due to the recent creation two new stakes 
and reduced administrative burden on the Indonesia Jakarta Mission, additional areas may open to prosely-
tism, but as of early 2012, there were no impending plans to expand outreach into previously unreached areas.



Japan

Geography

AREA: 377,915 square km. Japan consists of a chain of volcanic islands in the North Pacific Ocean that 
stretches from Okinawa in the south to Hokkaido in the north near the Korean Peninsula. The four 

largest islands are Hokkaido, Honshu, Shikoku, and Kyushu. Rugged mountains dominate the terrain. Cool 
temperate climate occurs in the north whereas tropical climate occurs in the south. Natural hazards include 
volcanoes, earthquakes, tsunamis, and typhoons. Pollution and the acidification of lakes and reservoirs are 
environmental issues. Japan is divided into forty-seven administrative prefectures.

Peoples

Japanese: 98.5%
Korean: 0.5%
Chinese: 0.4%
Other: 0.6%

Nearly the entire population is Japanese, with small Korean and Chinese minorities. Other ethnic groups 
consist primarily of immigrant workers from South Asia.

Population: 127,368,088 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: -0.077% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 1.39 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 80.57 male, 87.43 female (2012)

Languages: Japanese (97.7%), Okinawan (0.8%), Korean (0.5%), other (1%). Japanese is the official language. 
Languages spoken by over one million speakers include Japanese (123.9 million and Okinawan (1 million).
Literacy: 99% (2002)

History

Emperor Jimmu founded the first known Japanese state in 600 BC. The Yamoto dynasty ruled the national 
government, whereas military governors known as shoguns, regents, and nobles held the greatest political 
power. Cultural, religious, and social influence from China increased during the first millennium AD, as the 
Chinese writing system was officially adopted in 405 AD and Buddhism spread to the islands in the sixth 
century. The capital of the Japanese Empire was first based in Nara in 710 AD and remained in Nara until 
1867. Contact with Europe first occurred in the mid-sixteenth century, and trade commenced with Portugal, 
the Netherlands, England, and Spain. Christian missionaries also began proselytism during the sixteenth 
century. By the mid-seventeenth century, Japan mandated that all missionaries leave and severely restricted 
trade with other nations out of fear that increasing contact with European powers was a precursor of a mili-
tary invasion. The United States led the reestablishment of trade and international relations with Japan and 
the outside world in 1854 at the Convention of Kanagawa. Western influence quickly reformed economic, 
political, and social systems and institutions in the following decades in a period known as the Meiji restora-
tion, as the feudal system was removed, the emperor gained greater political power, and Western-style legal 
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and education systems were implemented. By the end of the nineteenth century, Japan had modernized and 
become a world power.

Japan fought wars with China and Russia in the 1890s and 1900s, respectively, gaining Taiwan and the 
Pascadores Islands and a high degree of influence in Korea, Manchuria, and southern Sakhalin Island. Japan 
annexed Korea in 1910 and former German territorial possessions in the Pacific north of the Equator in 
1919 through a mandate of the League of Nations. Aspects of a democratic form of government began to 
be considered in the 1920s, but progress was deterred by the rising influence of military leaders in the 1930s 
that resulted in invasions of Manchuria in 1931 and China in 1937. In December 1941, Japan attacked 
the United States at Pearl Harbor and within a couple years had conquered Micronesia, the Philippines, 
Indonesia, northern New Guinea, the Solomon Islands, Southeast Asia, and several coastal areas of China. The 
United States and Allied forces successively liberated Japanese-controlled territories beginning in 1943 and 
ultimately forced Japan to surrender in August 1945 after the dropping of two atomic bombs on Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki. Approximately three million Japanese perished as a result of the war, and Japan lost all of its 
overseas possessions, including Korea, Manchuria, southern Sakhalin, and the Kuril Islands. The United States 
became the administering authority over the home islands of Japan following the war and introduced political, 
social, and economic reforms that were targeted to make Japan a peaceful country with a democratic govern-
ment. Japan did not regain full sovereignty until 1952, and a total return of administration did not occur 
until 1972 when the United States delivered Okinawa back to Japanese control.1278 During the latter half 
of the twentieth century, Japan experienced unprecedented economic growth and development, resulting in 
Japan becoming one of the wealthiest, most powerful economies in the world. Economic development slowed 
substantially in the 1990s, but Japan remains a global economic power. In March 2011, a massive 9.0 earth-
quake and subsequent tsunami killed over 15,000 and damaged a nuclear power plant near Naraha, resulting 
in radioactive contamination of nearby areas.

Culture

Shintoism, Buddhism, and militarism dominated Japanese society for centuries prior to the mid-twentieth 
century. Japanese are renowned for their high work ethic, ingenuity, and business skills that have transformed 
their economy and society into one of the most technologically advanced in the world. Fish, rice, seaweed, 
vegetables, and fruit are common foods. Cigarette consumption rates are among the highest worldwide. 
Alcohol consumption rates are comparable to the worldwide average rate of alcohol use.

Economy

GDP per capita: $34,300 (2011) [71.3% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.901
Corruption Index: 8.0 (2011)
With the world’s fourth largest GDP, Japan supports a large, technologically advanced economy that is heavily 
integrated into global trade and commerce. Japan is the fourth largest producer and consumer of electricity, 
third largest oil and natural gas importer, and fifth largest importer/exporter. Services employ 68% of the labor 
force and generate 76% of the GDP, whereas industry employs 28% of the labor force and generates 23% of 
the GDP. Motor vehicle manufacturing, electronics, machinery, metals, shipbuilding, chemicals, clothing, and 
processed foods are major industries. Agricultural activity accounts for 4% of the labor force and generates 
1.5% of the GDP. Rice, sugar beets, vegetables, fruit, pork, poultry, eggs, dairy products, and fish are common 
crops and agricultural products. China, the United States, and South Korea are the primary trade partners. 
High government debt, approximately twice the nation’s GDP, has contributed to the stagnation of economic 
growth in recent years. Corruption levels in Japan are among the lowest in the region.

1278 “Background Note: Japan,” Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, 6 October 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/
bgn/4142.htm



750	 REACHING THE NATIONS

Faiths

Shinto: 83.9%
Buddhist: 71.4%
Christian: 2%
Other: 7.8%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 509,000
Jehovah’s Witnesses 218,057 3,078
Latter-day Saints 126,407 281
Seventh Day Adventists 15,307 107

Religion

The majority of the population doubly affiliates as Shinto and Buddhist, resulting in the number of reli-
gious members totaling approximately 206 million, nearly twice the Japanese population. There are six major 
schools of Buddhism (Tendai, Shingon, Jodo, Zen, Nichiren, and Narabukkyo) and two main schools of 
Shintoism (Jinjahoncho and Kyohashinto). The Agency for Cultural Affairs reports that there are 105 million 
Shinto, eighty-nine million Buddhists, two million Christians, and nine million that follow other religions. 
Most Christians are Protestants. There are an estimated 100,000 Muslims, one-tenth of whom are citizens.1279

Religious Freedom

The constitution protects religious freedom, which is upheld by the government. Religious groups are not 
required to register with the government to operate, but registration is required to receive tax benefits. The 
government reserves the right under the Religious Juridical Persons Law to investigate and supervise certified 
religious groups and suspend for-profit activities if the group violates government regulations. There have been 
some societal abuses of religious freedom reported in recent years that have targeted religious minority groups 
such as Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Unification Church. Acts of abuse have included abductions and negative 
rhetoric by a government official.1280

Largest Cities

Urban: 66%
Tokyo, Yokohama, Osaka, Nagoya, Sapporo, Kobe, Kyoto, Fukuoka, Kawasaki, Saitama, Hiroshima, Sendai, 
Kitakyushu, Chiba, Sakai, Niigata, Hamamatsu, Kumamoto, Shizuoka, Sagamihara, Okayama, Kagoshima, 
Funabashi, Hachioji, Himeji Matsuyama, Utsunomiya, Higashiosaka, Kawaguchi.

Twenty-seven of the twenty-nine cities with over half a million inhabitants have an LDS congregation. 
Thirty-one percent (31%) of the national population resides in the twenty-nine most populous cities.
Cities listed in bold have no LDS congregations.

1279 “Japan,” International Religious Freedom Report 2010, 17 November 2010. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2010/148871.
htm

1280 “Japan,” International Religious Freedom Report 2010, 17 November 2010. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2010/148871.
htm
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LDS History

The LDS Church opened the Japanese Mission in 1901 and closed the mission 1924 following deteriorating 
American-Japanese relations; the 1923 earthquake and fire that destroyed most of Tokyo and Yokoham; and 
extremely low success baptizing and retaining converts. The first Japanese member to graduate from Brigham 
Young University was Takeo Fujiwara in the early 1930s. LDS outreach performed by local Japanese members 
was successful among Japanese Americans in Hawaii during the 1930s, resulting in the formation of the 
Japanese Mission in Hawaii in1937. LDS American servicemen facilitated the reestablishment of the Church 
following the close of World War II and baptized the first Japanese converts in 1946 in Nagoya. The Japanese 
Mission in Japan was reorganized in 1948 with headquarters in Tokyo. During the twenty-four-year absence 
of LDS missionaries, some members remained faithful to the Church as indicated by forty-three attending a 
Sunday School class organized by local members. The outbreak of the Korean War threatened the Japanese 
Mission’s ability to staff its missionary force due to many young Latter-day Saint men being drafted for the 
American military, resulting in mission leaders focusing on developing a native full-time missionary force 
that included twenty Japanese full-time missionaries called in 1953 alone. At this time, the Japanese Mission 
also administered Korea, the Philippines, Hong Kong, Guam, and Okinawa. Seminary began in 1963 and 
institute commenced in 1971. In 1991, Japan was assigned to the Asia North Area and area headquarters were 
established in Tokyo.1281 President Hinckley visited Japan in 1996.1282 In 2004, Keiko Itokazu became the first 
Latter-day Saint elected to a national office in Japan.1283

Missions

The Japanese Mission was renamed the Northern Far East Mission in 1955. The Northern Far East Mission 
divided to create the Japan [renamed Japan Tokyo in 1974 and Japan Tokyo North in 1978] and Japan-
Okinawa Missions [renamed Japan Kobe in 1974] in 1968. Additional missions were organized in Japan 
East [renamed Japan Sapporo] (1970), Japan West [renamed Japan Fukuoka] (1970), Nagoya (1973), Sendai 
(1974), Okayama [relocated to Hiroshima in 1998] (1976), Tokyo South (1978), Osaka (1980), and Okinawa 
(1990). In 1996, the Japan Okinawa Mission closed, and in 2001, the Japan Kobe Mission was closed.1284 
In 2007, the two Tokyo missions were consolidated into a single mission, and the Japan Osaka Mission was 
renamed the Japan Kobe Mission.1285 In 2010, the Japan Hiroshima Mission was consolidated with missions 
based in Fukuoka and Kobe.1286 In early 2011, there were six missions.  In 2013, the Japan Tokyo South 
Mission was reopened.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 126,407 (2012)
There were fifty-one Latter-day Saints in 1911, which increased to 105 in 1918 and 174 in 1924. LDS 
Japanese-American membership in Hawaii increased from seventeen in 1937 to 150 in 1941. By year-end 
1948, there were twenty-two postwar LDS Japanese converts. Membership reached 600 in 1951. The average 

1281 “New areas created in Asia, Europe,” LDS Church News, 7 September 1991. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/21578/New-areas-created-in-Asia-Europe.html

1282 Avant, Gerry. “Pres. Hinckley visits Japan for a fast-paced three days,” LDS Church News, 25 May 1996. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/27529/Pres-Hinckley-visits-Japan-for-a-fast-paced-three-days.html

1283 “Landslide win in Japanese election,” LDS Church News, 25 September 2004. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/46191/Landslide-win-in-Japanese-election.html

1284 “New and Returning Mission Presidents,” LDS Church News, 10 March 2001. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/39468/New-and-Returning-Mission-Presidents.html

1285 “New missions bring total to 347 New missions,” LDS Church News, 10 February 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/50112/New-missions-bring-total-to-347-New-missions.html

1286 “New missions 10 announced in seven areas,” LDS Church News, 13 February 2010. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/58775/New-missions-10-announced-in-seven-areas.html
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number of converts annually baptized per missionary increased from 0.7 in 1955 to 5.8 in 1957. There were 
6,600 Latter-day Saints by 1962 and 12,000 members in mid-1968. Membership reached 70,998 in 1983, 
85,000 in 1987, 103,000 in 1993, 108,000 in 1997, and 112,203 in 2000.

Membership growth slowed in the 2000s, as membership totaled 118,508 in 2002, 120,197 in 2004, 121,744 
in 2006, and 123,245 in 2008. Annual membership growth rates have ranged from 0.6% to 1% since 2002. 
Membership generally increases by between 700 and 1,000 a year.

Although receptivity has been higher among women, 66% of converts baptized in 1987 in the Japan Tokyo 
Mission were men.1287 There are few full-member families, as approximately 75% of church membership was 
single in 2000.1288 In 2009, one in 1,022 was nominally LDS.

Congregational Growth

Wards: 164 Branches: 116 (April 2013)
In 1948, there was one branch and four Sunday Schools. By August 1949, full-time missionaries were assigned 
to ten major cities. In 1951, there were twenty-five branches.1289 The first cities that opened to missionary 
work were primarily on Honshu. By the 1960s, several cities were opened on Honshu and other islands, such 
as Nagasaki in 1966.1290 There were 258 congregations in 1987, increasing to 289 in 1993, 295 in 1997, and 
317 in 2000.

Congregation consolidates decreased the number of LDS congregations in the 2000s, as there were 314 
congregations in 2001, 309 in 2003, 308 in 2004, 298 in 2006, 294 in 2007, and 288 in 2008, and 286 in 
2010. The number of wards declined from 175 in 2000 to 167 in 2005 and 163 in 2008, whereas the number 
of branches declined from 142 in 2000 to 141 in 2005 and 125 in 2008. Approximately 75% of congregations 
consolidated during the 2000s were in the Tokyo and Osaka areas. There were no congregations consolidated 
on Hokkaido, and only one unit was closed on Okinawa during this period.

In 1970, the first stake was organized in Tokyo. Seven additional stakes were organized in the 1970s in 
Osaka (1972), Yokohama (1974), Saitama (1977), Osaka North (1977), Nagoya (1978), Sapporo (1978), 
and Fukuoka (1979). In the 1980s, eleven new stakes were organized in Kobe (1980), Machida (1980), 
Nagoya West (1980), Sendai (1980), Shizuoka (1981), Hiroshima (1981), Takamatsu (1981), Tokyo South 
(1981), Osaka Sakai (1982), Musashino (1982), and Okayama (1983). In the 1990s, nine new stakes were 
organized in Kyoto North (1992), Kyoto South (1992), Matsudo (1992), Osaka East (1992), Kumamoto 
(1997), Fujisawa (1998), Asahikawa (1998), Nagoya East (1998), and Ginowan (1999). In the 2000s, stakes 
were organized in Kanazawa (2000) and Tokyo Japan South [English] (2003).

Six stakes have been discontinued since 1990 in Takamatsu (1991), Kyoto South (1993), Osaka East (2001), 
Tokyo South (2003), Nagoya West (2006), and Tokyo South [English] (2010). The Tokyo Japan South 
(English) Stake was organized as a district for three English-speaking branches in the downtown Tokyo area 
in 2010.

There were fifteen districts in 1984.1291 By 1987, there were twenty-three stakes and fifteen districts, which 

1287 “From around the world,” LDS Church News, 19 March 1988. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/17980/From-
around-the-world.html

1288 Searle, Don L. “Japan: Growing Light in the East,” Ensign, Sept. 2000, 44.

1289 Britsch, R. Lanier. “The Blossoming of the Church in Japan,” Ensign, Oct. 1992, 32.

1290 “The Church builds on its foundation in Nagasaki,” LDS Church News, 8 June 2002. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/41947/The-Church-builds-on-its-foundation-in-Nagasaki.html

1291 Britsch, R. Lanier. “The Blossoming of the Church in Japan,” Ensign, Oct. 1992, 32.
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increased to twenty-five stakes and twenty-one districts in 1993. There were twenty-sis stakes and twenty-two 
districts in 1997 and thirty-one stakes and nineteen districts in 2000. In early 2011, there were twenty-eight 
stakes and fifteen districts. Districts discontinued in the 2000s were headquartered in Akita, Mie, Gobo, Nara, 
and Utsunomiya. With the exception of the Matsuyama Japan District, all districts functioning in early 2011 
were organized in the 1970s and 1980s.

Activity and Retention

Only a small number of Japanese LDS converts baptized prior to 1924 were active when the mission closed, 
whereas nearly all the 150 Japanese-American converts in Hawaii in the late 1930s and early 1940s were active 
in 1941. By August 1949, there were nearly 1,000 attending church meetings in Japan. 1292

Two hundred fifty-four students were enrolled in seminary in 1988.1293 The Kyoto Ward had approximately 
eighty active members in 1991, and 70% of active members held a temple recommend.1294 6,700 attended 
a special meeting with President Hinckley in 1996.1295 2,500 attended a meeting with President Hinckley in 
Fukuoka in 1996. At the time there were approximately seven or eight thousand members on Kyushu.1296 500 
attended the groundbreaking of the Fukuoka Japan Temple in 1999.1297 Convert retention rates over the short 
term were as high as 75% in some areas in 2000.1298 4,800 attended the three-day Fukuoka Japan Temple open 
house, and 3,280 attended the dedicatory services.1299 During the construction of the Fukuoka Japan Temple, 
over 150 less active members were reactivated as a result of local leaders preparing members in the temple 
district to attend the temple.1300 1,200 young men assembled in Aaronic Priesthood camps as part of the one 
hundredth anniversary of the establishment of the Church in Japan in 2001.1301

The number of active members varies dramatically by congregation. The Yanai Branch had approximately 
one hundred attending church in 2000.1302 In early 2011, the Lizuka Branch had nineteen active members. 
As many as fifty once attended the branch, but many active members moved. One ward in the Kobe area had 
forty-five active members in late 2010. In early 2010, the Miki Branch had twenty active members. Less than 
100 of the nearly 300 members in the Kita Rokko Ward in the Kobe Japan Stake were active in late 2009. 
In early 2011, the Sumoto Branch had fewer than ten active members. In late 2009, the Shingu Branch had 
one active member. Approximately fifty attended church meetings in the Morioka Branch in early 2011. 
The Iwade Branch in the Osaka Japan Sakai Stake had fewer than ten active members in early 2011. Most 
branches have fewer than fifty active members, whereas most wards have between fifty and one hundred 
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active members. The average number of members per congregation increased from 354 in 2000 to 431 in 
2009. During the 2008–2009 school year, 4,608 were enrolled in seminary and institute. Nationwide active 
membership is estimated to range between 20,000 and 24,000, or 15%–20% of total church membership.

Finding

The Japan Sapporo Mission distributed 32,000 copies of the Book of Mormon in 1987.1303 One Tokyo area 
stake called forty-three stake missionaries in 1987.1304 150 of the 500 attending a special fireside with Brigham 
Young University Football athletes in 1992.1305 In 1993, members and missionaries in Tokyo coordinated a 
Christmas program open to the public that was designed to introduce Christianity to the general popula-
tion.1306 200,000 copies of the Japanese retranslation of the Book of Mormon were sold between August 1995 
and December 1996.1307 In 2004, the BYU-Hawaii Concert Choir performed a concert in the famous Meiji 
Shinto Shrine in Tokyo.1308 In the mid-2000s, the Church produced a DVD that provided a culturally-tailored 
introduction to LDS beliefs that identified similarities in Japanese culture with LDS teachings and taught 
basic church doctrine with a family-focused approach.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Japanese, Korean, Chinese (traditional and simplified characters), Spanish, 
Portuguese.
All LDS scriptures and most church materials are available in Japanese, Korean, Chinese (traditional and 
simplified characters), Spanish, and Portuguese. The Church completed its third translation of the Book of 
Mormon in Japanese in 1996 and also retranslated the Doctrine and Covenants and Pearl of Great Price. The 
retranslation accommodated societal changes in the Japanese language that had occurred in the latter portion 
of the twentieth century.1309

Meetinghouses

There were 183 LDS meetinghouses in 2002.1310 There were approximately 240 LDS meetinghouses in early 
2011. Most congregations meet in church-built meetinghouses. Small branches often meet in rented spaces 
or renovated buildings.

Humanitarian and Development Work

LDS meetinghouses were utilized as emergency shelters in the Kobe area following a major earthquake in 

1303 “From around the world,” LDS Church News, 20 February 1988. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/17978/From-
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com/articles/42697/New-meetinghouse-enhances-historic-site-in-Japan.html
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19951311 and Latter-day Saints in California donated quilts to earthquake victims.1312 In 2001, members in 
Yokohama visited a nursing home, socialized with seniors, and gifted cards and lap quilts.1313 The Church has 
also donated wheelchairs to the disabled, food and medicine for the homeless, and furniture and medical items 
for hospitals in recent years.1314 The Church provided humanitarian relief following the 2011 earthquake and 
tsunami.

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

Latter-day Saints benefit from full religious freedom to proselyte, worship, and assemble without governmental 
or societal interference. Foreign missionaries serve regularly in Japan with no major challenges obtaining visas 
and needed documentation.

Cultural Issues

Curiosity and interest in foreign religions fostered a climate of high receptivity to the LDS Church in the latter 
half of the twentieth century during which time most Japanese members were baptized. Christianity remains 
a largely unknown religion due to its small number of adherents and some stigmatization in society that is 
homogenously Shinto and Buddhist. Most major Christian groups report struggles to develop regular church 
attendance among prospective converts and lackluster member activity rates. LDS missionaries report success 
in meeting and teaching interested individuals but are often unable to motivate investigators follow through 
on commitments to attend church meetings. Male participation in church services for Latter-day Saints and 
other Christians is considerably lower than most nations and has resulted in challenges developing a sufficient 
number of local leaders in many areas. The aging population and low birth rates create assimilation challenges 
with youth and older adults in many congregations, as generation gaps and age-based cultural differences have 
created significant obstacles toward retaining and fellowshipping individuals from both populations within 
the same congregations, which oftentimes have few active members.

Increasing materialism and secularism have created a challenging environment for church members and full-
time missionaries to navigate, as sexual relations out of marriage, smoking, and fascination with the occult are 
commonplace. Abortion is widely accepted. Education is competitive, and many youth spend large amounts 
of time attending school and studying, reducing opportunities for interaction with missionaries. Full-time 
missionaries in some areas report that local members have demonstrated a disinterest in missionary work, 
as they believe that most prospective converts will ultimately not develop regular church attendance and a 
self-sustaining testimony of the Church, reflecting trends of nearly three decades of little increase in church 
attendance despite a large increase in nominal membership.1315 Consequently, LDS congregations have become 
increasingly tight-knit and entrenched, as small numbers of active members limit their social interaction with 
nonmembers and rarely invite nonmember friends, family, and coworkers to church or to meet with full-time 
missionaries.

1311 “Quake hits Japan, 40 members mission,” LDS Church News, 21 January 1995. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/25720/Quake-hits-Japan-40-members-missing.html
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articles/26140/Northridge-Ward-quilts-sent-to-Kobe-victims.html

1313 “Sisters help senior citizens,” LDS Church News, 27 January 2001. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/39251/Sisters-
help-senior-citizens.html

1314 “Projects—Japan,” Humanitarian Activities Worldwide, retrieved 19 February 2011. http://www.providentliving.org/
project/0,13501,4607–1–2008–65,00.html

1315 Numano, Jiro, “Mormonism in Modern Japan,” Dialogue, 29/1 (Spring 1996), 223–235; Numano, Jiro. “Perseverance amid 
Paradox: The Struggle of the LDS Church in Japan Today.” Dialogue 39:4 (Winter 2006): 138–155.
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National Outreach

Fifty-two percent (52%) of the national population resides in a city over 150,000 inhabitants with an LDS 
congregation. Of the 160 cities with over 150,000 inhabitants, 123 have an LDS congregation. With only 
a few exceptions, each of the thirty-seven cities with over 150,000 without an LDS congregation is located 
within a major metropolitan area and most are within ten kilometers of the nearest mission outreach center. 
As many as 60% of the population resides within fifteen kilometers of an LDS meetinghouse. All forty-seven 
administrative prefectures have at least one LDS congregation. Okinawa is the prefecture that receives the 
most penetrating LDS mission outreach, as evidenced by the lowest ratio of population to congregations of 
one LDS congregation for 81,513 inhabitants. Prefectures with fewer than 300,000 inhabitants per congrega-
tion are among the most reached by Latter-day Saints and include Wakayama, Tottori, Hokkaido, Shimane, 
Aomori, and Ehime. Prefectures with over 800,000 inhabitants per congregation are among the least reached 
and include Yamaguchi, Tochigi, Yamanashi, Saga, and Fukui. Six prefectures have only one LDS congre-
gation (Yamaguchi, Yamanashi, Saga, Fukui, Tokushima, and Kochi) and have populations ranging from 
770,000 to 1.5 million. Located on Hokkaido, Urakawa appears to be the least populated city with an LDS 
congregation, with approximately 15,000 inhabitants. There are hundreds of additional cities over 20,000 
inhabitants without a mission outreach center.

The highly urbanized population provides an excellent opportunity for the Church to reach the majority of 
Japanese with fewer missionaries and congregations. An aggressive chapel-building program in the 1960s facil-
itated the expansion of national outreach1316 and occurred primarily in the largest cities, during a time when 
the Japanese population appeared was the most receptive to LDS mission outreach. During the peak of church 
growth and activity in Japan in the late twentieth century, missions allocated a large number of full-time 
missionaries to individual congregations. In 1991, thirty-two full-time missionaries were assigned to work 
in one ward and two branches in the Kyoto area.1317 While taking advantage of a time when the population 
was at a greater receptivity and providing adequate outreach to a large population were primary motives in 
allocating large numbers of full-time missionaries to a single congregation, this policy reduced local member 
involvement in missionary work, reinforced dependence on full-time missionaries for many ecclesiastical and 
administrative tasks, and contributed to the continuing trend of congregation consolidations that began in 
the early 2000s. While over thirty congregations were closed in the 2000s, the percentage of the national 
population residing in cities with mission outreach centers does not appear to have noticeably decreased, as 
most discontinued units were in the largest cities, which continue to be serviced by multiple LDS congrega-
tions. Holding cottage meetings and forming groups and dependent branches in lesser-reached cities and 
neighborhoods in the Tokyo and Osaka metropolitan areas may increase prospects of establishing additional 
self-sustainable congregations over the medium term. Congregations in smaller cities or urban areas with few 
active members are susceptible to closure in the coming years due to stagnant active membership growth, low 
receptivity, and continued reluctance of many local members to participate in missionary work.

High cost of living and limited receptivity has increasingly made assigning large numbers of full-time mission-
aries unfeasible. The number of missions and missionary complement assigned to Japan has been reduced in 
recent years, and so the Church has attempted to expand outreach in other ways. Japan had the third most 
Internet users in 2007,1318 and the Church has maintained Internet outreach to assist in proselytism efforts 
since the early 2000s. When the Church launched its first official website in 1997, Japan had the fourth most 
visitors.1319 A country website for Japan at http://www.ldschurch.jp/ provides local church news, meetinghouse 
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1319 “Internet users find LDS web site,” LDS Church News, 1 March 1997. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/29302/
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locations, explanations on church doctrine and practices tailored for a nonmember audience, youth-directed 
outreach, and links to Japanese-language LDS websites such as http://www.mormon.jp/. Online member-
missionary activity remains limited, but the Church will likely institute member profiles on mormon.org 
in Japanese in the near future, as Japanese is spoken by over one hundred million people and the Internet is 
highly utilized in Japan.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Mission leaders, full-time missionaries, and local leadership significantly contributed to Japan’s current low 
member activity rates by focusing on meeting arbitrary baptismal quotas during the past half century, which 
has produced impressive membership growth numbers but little growth in active membership. The high 
Japanese work ethic and capitalist mind set has likely contributed to these mission practices. As a result of 
focusing on meeting baptismal quotas instead of developing goals centered around member participation in 
missionary work, the development of habitual weekly church attendance, and required enrollment and atten-
dance in seminary or institute, the number of congregations declined by thirty-one during the 2000s. Many 
ward and branches experienced a decline in active membership, and self-sustaining membership growth was 
not achieved. The discontinuation of six stakes since 1990 further demonstrates worrisome sustainability of 
active membership and the inability of local members and full-time missionaries to increase the number of 
active members. Cultural attitudes and practices regarding organized religion and daily or weekly participation 
in church services have further exacerbated low member activity rates, not only among Latter-day Saints, but 
among other major Christian groups. Church-going Latter-day Saints often exhibit a high degree of indepen-
dence, strong devotion, and conviction to serve in the Church.

Holding youth-oriented activities and programs can facilitate member activity rates. In some areas the Church 
has organized the Boy Scout program,1320 providing opportunity for youth members to form friendships 
within the Church and to introduce nonmember friends to the Church by inviting them to scouting activi-
ties. Regular attendance in seminary and institute fosters greater doctrinal understanding, offers opportunity 
for socializing with fellow members, and provides additional missionary preparation. Full-time missionaries 
have regularly worked with local leaders on reactivation efforts, but report inconsistent effort and few results. 
Limited understanding of the church’s teachings and practices among inactive members who were rushed 
into baptism and never experienced meaningful church activity creates a nearly insurmountable barrier to 
activation.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

The highly homogenous Japanese population reduces ethnic integration challenges among natives. Foreigners 
often struggle to assimilate into Japanese-majority congregations, resulting in the formation of English-speaking 
units in several areas. Only one non-Japanese and non-English-speaking unit appears to have ever operated in 
Japan. A Latino branch was created in early 2001 for Portuguese and Spanish-speaking members1321 but was 
discontinued later in the 2000s. LDS members and new converts remain too limited to justify the creation 
of additional language units, but there may be some potential for Chinese-language congregations in some 
of the largest cities within the next decade. In the late 2000s and early 2010s, full-time missionaries reported 
that they regularly baptized non-Japanese Asians from China and Vietnam. Many of these converts tempo-
rarily reside in Japan and return to their home countries, creating challenges for developing self-sustainable 
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congregations meeting the needs of these ethnic groups. There have been no reported LDS successes reaching 
Koreans in Japan, as many belong to tight-knit communities.

Language Issues

Approximately 99% of the national population has LDS materials available in their native language. The lack 
of linguistic diversity has simplified LDS proselytism approaches, but difficultly in mastering the Japanese 
language, especially reading and writing, has created challenges for foreign full-time missionaries to function 
in Japanese society. The Church has regularly retranslated Japanese-language materials due to difficulties with 
prior translations and has a wide body of literature available in print and online in Japanese, including LDS 
scriptures at http://classic.scriptures.lds.org/jpn. Prospects are unlikely for the translation of LDS materials 
into additional languages indigenous to Japan, as many speakers of these languages are also fluent in Japanese, 
and the small number of speakers of these languages has steadily declined. Only Okinawan has any realistic 
possibility for the translation of LDS materials.

Missionary Service

There were 200 full-time missionaries assigned to Japan in 1968. The Tokyo Missionary Training Center 
opened in 1979 and trained approximately 300 missionaries annually in the early 1990s.1322 One-third of the 
full-time missionary force in the Japan Kobe Mission was Japanese in 1990.1323 In 2000, there were approxi-
mately 1,000 full-time missionaries serving in Japan, 18% of which were native Japanese.1324 By early 2011, 
the number of full-time missionaries stationed in Japan was nearly half the number assigned in 2000. Despite 
declining numbers of full-time missionaries assigned to Japan, membership growth rates do not appear to have 
been adversely affected. The sustainability in the small native full-time missionary force is a positive develop-
ment that has endured an era of congregation consolidations and stagnant membership growth. In the late 
2000s and early 2010s, the number of Japanese full-time missionaries appears to have been generally stable 
despite low birth rates among Japanese Latter-day Saints and low member activity. However, the closure of the 
Japan Missionary Training Center in the late 2000s is a troubling development that may indicate worsening 
problems maintaining the past rates of missionary service among Japanese members. Low member activity 
rates, poor convert retention, and small LDS family size challenge efforts to maintain or increase the current 
number of Japanese full-time missionaries.

Leadership

The LDS Church in Japan supports the largest and most well-developed priesthood leadership body in non-
Christian Asia capable of supporting over two dozen stakes, soon-to-be three temples, nearly all operating 
wards and branches, and many of Japan’s missions. Japanese LDS leaders have maintained a long-standing 
tradition of supplying local leadership for congregations since the 1960s. Many of the branches organized in 
the early 1950s were led by full-time missionaries initially. Accelerated local leadership development occurred 
in the late 1950s and early 1960s as the number of priesthood holders increased from forty-one to 350 
between 1955 and 1962.1325 Japanese-American Latter-day Saints from Hawaii have staffed various church 
leadership positions in Japan, such as mission and temple presidencies. A lack of active membership appears 
the primary barrier toward greater increases in the number of Japanese LDS leaders today. Japanese leaders 
have regularly served in many regional and international church leadership positions as mission presidents, 
missionary training center presidents, area authority seventies, and temple presidents.
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In 1988, Masataka Kitamura from Takasaki1326 and Masaru Tsuchida from Nagoya1327 were called as mission 
presidents over the Japan Okayama and Japan Sapporo Missions, respectively.1328 In 1990, Seiichiro Utagawa 
from Tokyo1329 was called to preside over the Japan Okayama Mission.1330 In 1993, Yukio Kumazawa from 
Yokohama was called to preside over the Japan Tokyo North Mission, and Yutaka Onda from Osaka was 
called to preside over the Japan Okayama Mission.1331 In 1994, Ryo Okamoto from Tokyo was called as the 
Japan Missionary Training Center President.1332 In 1995, Yasuhiro Matsushita from Tokyo was called as a 
mission president1333 over the Japan Kobe Mission.1334 In 1996, Kazuhiro Yoshino from Tokyo was called to 
preside over the Japan Sendai Mission.1335 In 1997, Tadashi Komatsu from Osaka was called to preside over 
the Japan Tokyo North Mission.1336 In 1997, Masaru Tsuchida from Nagoya was called to preside of the 
Japan Missionary Training Center.1337 In 2005, Yoshikazu Yokoyama from Tokyo1338 was called to preside over 
the Japan Sapporo Mission,1339 Akira Yafuso from Okinawa was called to preside over the Japan Hiroshima 
Mission,1340 and Asao Miyashita from Abiko was called to preside over the Japan Sendai Mission.1341 Koichi 
Aoyagi was called as the Japan Missionary Training Center president in 2005.1342 In 2006, David Brian Iwaasa 
from Tokyo was called to preside over the Japan Fukuoka Mission.1343

In 1991, Seiya Tanaka from Yokohama was called as a regional representative.1344 In 1992, Seiji Katanuma 
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from Atsubetsu was called as a regional representative.1345 In 1995, Hitoshi Kashikura from Kanagawa-ken, 
Seiji Katanuma from Hokkaido, and Gary Matsuda from Kanagawa-ken were called as area authorities.1346 
In 2000, Haruyoshi Nakamura from Osaka was called as an Area Authority Seventy.1347 In 2001, Kazuhiko 
Yamashita from Fukuoka was called as an Area Authority Seventy.1348 In 2002, Masayuki Nakano from Osaka 
and Yasuo Niiyama from Tokyo were called as Area Authority Seventies.1349 In 2004, Tohru Hotta from 
Nagoya and Bin Kikuchi from Sapporo were called as Area Authority Seventies.1350 In 2007, Tetsuji Ishii from 
Toyohashi was called as an Area Seventy.1351 In 2010, Kouzou Tashiro from Kumamoto-ken was called as an 
Area Seventy.1352

In 1994, Elder Yoshihiko Kikuchi from Hokkaido was called as the Tokyo Japan Temple president.1353 In 
1997, Kensei Nagamine from Okinawa was called as the Tokyo Japan Temple president.1354 In 2000, Masaru 
Tshuchida from Fukuoka was called as the Fukuoka Japan Temple president.1355 In 2003, Kiyoshi Tokuzawa 
from Kanazawa was called as the Fukuoka Japan Temple president,1356 and Makoto Fukuda from Musashino 
was called as the Tokyo Japan Temple president.1357 In 2006, Ryoushou Nakamura from Kumamoto was called 
as the Fukuoka Japan Temple president, and Masayuki Nakano from Osaka was called as the Tokyo Japan 
Temple president.1358 Elder Yoshihiko Kikuchi was called to the First Quorum of the Seventy in 1977 and 
served in various area presidencies. In early 2011, he served as the Assistant Executive Director in the Temple 
Department.1359

Temple

Announced in 1975 and completed in 1980, the Tokyo Japan Temple services the northern half of Japan and 
Okinawa, whereas the Fukuoka Japan Temple (announced in 1998 and completed in 2000) services members 
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New-regional-representatives.html

1346 “Church names area authorities,” LDS Church News, 5 August 1995. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/26627/
Church-names-area-authorities.html

1347 “39 Area Authority Seventies called,” LDS Church News, 8 April 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/37529/39-Area-Authority-Seventies-called.html

1348 “New Area Authority Seventies,” LDS Church News, 14 April 2001. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/39723/
New-Area-Authority-Seventies.html

1349 “New Area Authority Seventies,” LDS Church News, 20 April 2002. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/41712/
New-Area-Authority-Seventies.html

1350 “New Area Authority Seventies,” LDS Church News, 24 April 2004. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/45458/
New-Area-Authority-Seventies.html

1351 “46 Area Seventies called; 29 released,” LDS Church News, 7 April 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/50423/46-Area-Seventies-called-29-released.html

1352 “New Area Seventies,” LDS Church News, 24 April 2010. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/59238/New-Area-
Seventies.html

1353 “New temple president,” LDS Church News, 25 June 1994. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/24515/New-temple-
president.html

1354 “New temple presidents,” LDS Church News, 27 September 1997. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/28850/
New-temple-presidents.html

1355 “New temple president,” LDS Church News, 27 May 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/37844/New-temple-
president.html

1356 “New temple presidents,” LDS Church News, 6 September 2003. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/44281/
New-temple-presidents.html 

1357 “New temple presidents,” LDS Church News, 13 September 2003. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/44322/
New-temple-presidents.html

1358 “New temple presidents,” LDS Church News, 2 September 2006. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/49380/
New-temple-presidents.html

1359 “Elder Yoshihiko Kikuchi,” General Authorities, retrieved 18 February 2011. http://lds.org/church/leader/
yoshihiko-kikuchi?lang=eng&query=kikuchi
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living in southern Japan. In 2009, a temple was announced for Sapporo, and ground was broken on October 
22, 2011. Prior to the completion of the temple in Tokyo, yearly temple trips occurred for Japanese members 
from 1965 to 1980.1360 High rates of temple attendance among active members and greater self-sufficiency 
in monetary donations by local members has contributed to the announcement of three temples in Japan 
despite the small number of active members. In 2011, the Tokyo Japan Temple scheduled six endowment 
sessions on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays, seven sessions on Fridays, and eight sessions on Saturdays. 
The Fukuoka Japan Temple scheduled at least one endowment session on Thursday, two on Fridays, and six 
on Saturdays. Both temples appear moderately busy on Saturdays, whereas only the Tokyo Japan Temple is 
moderately utilized on weekdays. Many congregations have held monthly temple trips since the 1990s.1361 
Additional temples appear possible over the medium term for small temples on Okinawa or in Osaka or 
Nagoya, but stagnant active membership and congregational growth may delay the construction of any addi-
tional temples for many years.

Comparative Growth

The LDS Church in Japan has the seventeenth most members, thirteenth most congregations, eleventh most 
missions, sixth most temples, and fourteenth most stakes in the world. Japan is the tenth most populous country. 
The Church in Japan experienced greater growth than any other Asian country except for the Philippines 
and was among the most rapidly growing nations for church membership during the twentieth century. In 
mid-1989, Japan had the eighth most stakes among countries outside the United States.1362 Stagnant member-
ship growth and congregational decline in Japan in the early 2000s was among the most pronounced in the 
world, as annual membership growth rates were generally less than 1% and over thirty congregations were 
discontinued. Japan in many areas experienced the same phenomenon as in several islands in the Caribbean 
(such as Aruba and Curacao), where missions flooded congregations with several missionary companionships 
despite limited receptivity, which over time has resulted in poor member-missionary participation. The long 
record of quick baptism tactics advocated by local missions and resulting low convert retention rates have, 
in many cases, further sapped member enthusiasm for outreach. Consequently, the Church in Japan today 
remains among the most resistant to member-missionary efforts despite a well-developed local leadership 
infrastructure present in many areas.

Most Christian denominations report few members and slow or stagnant membership growth. Seventh Day 
Adventists generally baptized between 200 and 300 new converts annually, and the number of Adventist congre-
gations did not increase between 2000 and 2009.1363 Jehovah’s Witnesses are the most successful Christian 
group, maintaining over 3,100 congregations and claiming nearly 220,000 active members. Witnesses have 
developed self-sustainable congregations and maintain strong member-missionary participation.

Future Prospects

Secularism, limited member-missionary activity, low birth rates among Latter-day Saint families, and the 
continuing trend of congregation consolidations create an unfavorable outlook for the future growth of the 
LDS Church in Japan. Congregation consolidations may continue for many more years as growth in active 
membership fails to keep pace with member attrition. Overcoming local members’ reluctance, indifference, or 
anxiety about member-missionary work will be essential toward reversing current stagnant membership and 

1360 Britsch, R. Lanier. “The Blossoming of the Church in Japan,” Ensign, Oct. 1992, 32.

1361 Sheffield, Sheridan R. “Kyoto, the cultural center of Japan,” LDS Church News, 22 June 1991. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/21603/Kyoto-the-cultural-center-of-Japan.html

1362 Hart, John L. “Mexico milestone: 100th stake created,” LDS Church News, 1 July 1989. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/18995/Mexico-milestone—100th-stake-created.html

1363 “Japan Union Conference (1997-Present),” adventiststatistics.org, retrieved 15 February 2011. http://www.adventiststatis-
tics.org/view_Summary.asp?FieldInstID=1521483
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congregational growth trends. The construction of additional small temples in Osaka or Nagoya and Okinawa 
appears likely over the medium term. Some district may consolidate with neighboring stakes or combine with 
nearby districts to organize additional stakes in coming years.
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Laos

Geography

AREA: 236,800 square km. Laos is landlocked in Southeast Asia and borders Vietnam, Cambodia, 
Thailand, Burma, and China. The climate experiences tropical monsoon between May and November 

followed by a dry season from December to April. Most of the landscape is mountainous with few plains. The 
Mekong River flows along the Thai border. Floods and droughts are natural hazards. Environmental issues 
include refuse from war, deforestation and soil erosion. Laos is divided into sixteen administrative provinces.

Peoples

Lao: 55%
Khmu: 11%
Hmong: 8%
Other: 26%

The majority of the population is Lao. Khmu primarily reside in north central Laos. The Hmong also reside in 
northern areas. Other ethnicities include over one hundred different groups. There is also an ethnic Vietnamese 
community in Vientiane.

Population: 6,586,266 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.655% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 3.06 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 60.85 male, 64.76 female (2012)

Languages: Lao (55%), Khmu (10%), Hmong dialects (7%), Thai Don (5%), Phu Thai (4%), Lu (3%), 
Kataang (2.5%), Phuan (2.5%), So (2.5%), other (8.5%). Lao is the official language. Eighty-four native 
languages are spoken in Laos, most with 1,000 to 100,000 speakers. Only Lao has over one million speakers 
(3.0 million).
Literacy: 68.7%

History

In the fourteenth century, the Lan Xang kingdom was established in present-day Laos. Lan Xang ruled the 
area for three centuries and influenced the Southeast Asia region. The kingdom divided into three states and 
eventually assimilated into Thailand later and became part of French Indochina in the late 1800s. France 
regained control of Laos following a brief hiatus in World War II. Independence occurred in 1949, but 
France continued to exert influence on the region for the following decade. Laos played an integral part of 
the Vietnam War, as it experienced civil war between the communist Pathet Lao rebels and the Royal Laotian 
government. The United States heavily bombed Laos to fight the North Vietnamese assistance of the Pathet 
Lao. Communists took control in 1975 and continued strict socialist policy until 1988. For the past two 
decades, Laos has allowed more privatization to occur within the economy and has shown a less isolated stance 
but remains a communist state.
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Culture

Lao culture is an amalgam of indigenous tradition as well as Cambodian, Indian, and Chinese influence. 
Buddhism strongly influences culture. Buddhist festivals are widely celebrated, and temples are widespread. 
Luang Prabang was the historic capital of Laos and is a World Heritage Site. The Khene, a mouth organ of 
ancient origin from Laos, is celebrated as the national instrument. Rice is the primary food staple.

Economy

GDP per capita: $2,700 (2011) [5.61% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.524
Corruption Index: 2.2 (2011)
Laos is one of the few remaining one-party communist states. Foreign investment began in the mid-1980s and 
has contributed to steady economic growth. The landlocked position of Laos has isolated it from international 
trade. The infrastructure remains underdeveloped, particularly with electricity and roads. Poverty has been 
reduced in the past two decades; 26% now live below the poverty line. Agriculture employs for 80% of the 
workforce and produces 39% of the GDP. Primary agricultural products include sweet potatoes, vegetables 
and corn. Industry and services account for 34% and 27% of the GDP respectively. Mining is the largest 
industry and exploits copper, tin, gold, and gypsum resources. Timber is another important industry. Primary 
trade partners include Thailand, Vietnam, and China.

Corruption rates are among the highest in Southeast Asia. Bribery is widespread. In government, there are few 
checks and balances to prevent corruption among officials or address its occurrence.

Faiths

Buddhist: 67%
Other or unspecified: 31.5%
Christian: 1.5%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 45,000
Seventh Day Adventists 1,917 3
Latter-day Saints 200 1

Religion

Theravada Buddhism is the most followed religion; there are over 4,000 temples. Many of the small ethnic 
groups in rural areas practice ancestor worship and animism. Very few do not practice a religion. Catholics 
are concentrated in the center and southern portions of Laos, where they worship openly, but face restric-
tions in the north. The Lao Evangelical Church is sanctioned by the government and has caused friction with 
Protestants who want to start independent denominations. Protestants are growing rapidly and likely number 
over 100,000. There are approximately 8,500 Baha’is.1364

1364 “Laos,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2009/127276.
htm
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Religious Freedom

Persecution Index: 18th
The constitution allows for religious freedom, but government restricts its practice. The government offers 
incentives and financial support and imposes fewer restrictions on Buddhists. The greatest religious tolerance 
occurs in the larger cities, whereas rural communities experience the most intolerance and friction between 
Buddhists and other religions, particularly Protestant churches. The government further restricts religious 
activities in rural areas. Christians have faced limitations or are prohibited from importing Bibles and religious 
materials, whereas Buddhists do not have restrictions. Violators can face fines and have materials confiscated. 
Foreigners are forbidden to proselyte. Christians in some provinces face harassment, even when they assemble 
in private homes.1365

Largest Cities

Urban: 31%
Vientiane, Savannakhet, Pakxe, Xam Nua, Thakek, Luang Prabang, Samakhixai, Pakxan, Nam Tha, 
Muang Sing.
Cities in bold do not have congregations.

One of the ten largest cities has a congregation. Seven percent (7%) of the national population lives in the ten 
largest cities.

LDS History

The Laotian members likely began joined the Church in the 1970s in the United States. Several Laotian-
speaking congregations were organized, most of which were in California. In the 2000s, a missionary 
proselytizing area opened in Nong Kha in Thailand, just across the Mekong River from Vientiane. A branch 
was organized in Vientiane in June 2003. Elder Jeffrey R. Holland dedicated Laos for missionary work in 
February 2006.1366 Full-time young missionaries served for a brief time in 2006. As of late 2009, the Church 
did not have formal recognition.  In early 2013, four young missionaries were assigned to Vientiane on service 
and education assignments.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 200 (2012)
Many coverts have been baptized in the Thai border town of Nong Khai. Members reside in Vientiane and 
its surroundings.

Congregational Growth

Branches: 1 (2012)
Only one branch functions in Vientiane, under the direction of the Thailand Bangkok Mission. A senior 
missionary couple resides in Vientiane and conducts humanitarian work.

1365 “Laos,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2009/127276.
htm

1366 “Laos dedicated,” LDS Church News, 25 March 2006. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/48673/Laos-dedicated.
html
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Activity and Retention

Over half the active membership lives on the outskirts of Vientiane. There are approximately one hundred 
active members. Activity rates are likely over 50%. In 2009, there were ten active Aaronic Priesthood holders.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Lao, Vietnamese.
All LDS scriptures are available in Vietnamese. The entire Book of Mormon translation in Lao was undergoing 
its final reviews prior to printing in early 2010. Some Church materials are available in Lao and Vietnamese, 
including family history, scripture study, missionary, priesthood, young women, Sunday School, Relief Society, 
temple, and unit audio/visual resources.

Meetinghouses

Meetings are held in a clean, modern rented space.

Health and Safety

Laos has one of the highest numbers of unexploded ammunition and bombs worldwide. Risk for spread of 
infectious diseases is high, and medical infrastructure is limited.

Humanitarian and Development Work

In 1994, the Church delivered donated rice sent by a three-truck caravan from Thailand to Vientiane. The 
Church also contributed to costs for transporting rice to the needy within Laos.1367 Humanitarian senior 
couples have served in Laos teaching English since the early 2000s.1368 The Church’s worldwide clean water 
programs began from a single clean water project in Laos in 2002.1369 Neonatal resuscitation training has been 
sponsored by the Church.1370 Senior missionaries continue to conduct clean water and sanitation projects and 
donate school supplies. Wheelchairs were donated in 2008.1371

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

The Church faces many restrictions that limit missionary work. Young full-time missionaries have been 
recently assigned but do not proselyte. Many of the members are picked up by a bus to go to Church. In 
2009, police told the bus driver he was not allowed to transport members from outside the city into Vientiane 
for Church services.

1367 “Church donates rice to Laos,” LDS Church News, 27 August 1994. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/24136/
Church-donates-rice-to-Laos.html

1368 “Pure religion: Time to fill a need,” LDS Church News, 24 May 2003. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/43805/Pure-
religion-Time-to-fill-a-need.html

1369 Askar, Jamshid. “Clean water all around the world,” LDS Church News, 22 August 2009. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/57788/Clean-water-all-around-the-world.html

1370 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Saving babies’ lives,” LDS Church News, 12 November 2005. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/48131/Saving-babies-lives.html

1371 “Wheelchairs,” Humanitarian Services, retrieved 9 March 2010. http://www.lds.org/library/page/display/0,7098,6213–1–
3215–1,00.html
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Cultural Issues

Buddhism strongly influences culture. Buddhist persecution of Christians appears minimal, and Christians 
face the greatest pressure from government officials. The Church will likely continue to experience some 
opposition for holding worship services. However, pressure will likely not be nearly as severe as on many 
minority Laotian Christians who have not only been persecuted by the religious belief but their ethnicity, due 
to possible connections to insurgency groups.

National Outreach

The Church has a tiny presence in Laos, as only Vientiane (3% of the national population) has a congrega-
tion and no foreign missionaries may proselyte. The majority the inhabitants in Vientiane are unaware of the 
Church. The only opportunity for Laotians to join the Church is through personal contact with a Church 
member. Local members will be instrumental in expanding the Church’s national presence. Outreach to 
northern provinces appears the most difficult, as these regions experience greater intolerance toward religious 
minorities.

Members who travel to meetings by bus provide opportunity for expanded outreach outside of Vientiane. 
If government restricts the movement or logistics of Church members traveling to attend church services, 
this may result in the creation of small groups or branches in lesser-reached communities with some LDS 
members.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

High activity and retention appear the result of most converts seriously investigating the Church over a longer 
period of time and developing a habit of regular Church attendance prior to baptism. Investigators have often 
overcome significant cultural pressures and opposition before joining the Church and tend to be strongly 
committed. However, more than half the active members rely on Church-provided transportation to travel 
to Sunday meetings. If transportation is not provided to members outside Vientiane, many may be unable to 
actively participate.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

Geography mitigates many ethnic issues. The Church has not faced ethnic integration issues yet due to the 
tiny size of Laotian membership. Some issues may arise once congregations start meeting in areas with greater 
ethnic diversity.

Language Issues

Laos experiences high linguistic diversity for an Asian country with a small population. Language barriers 
between commonly spoken languages by Church members and the rest of the population leave many ethnic 
groups without a gospel witness. Most of the indigenous non-Lao peoples have no Church materials translated 
into their native languages, such as Khmu.

Leadership

Local leadership has developed following the recent arrival of the Church. The first two missionaries to serve 
from Laos received their mission calls in early 2006. At this time, the Vientiane Branch had native members 
serving in the branch presidency.1372 In 2009, members conducted home teaching visits after Church meet-

1372 “Laos dedicated,” LDS Church News, 25 March 2006. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/48673/Laos-dedicated.
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ings due to government restrictions. At the time, the branch had twelve home teaching companionships. 
Priesthood advancements appear to occur regularly. Some mentoring by the mission president and senior 
couples to Laotian Church leaders occurs.

Temple

Laos is assigned to the Hong Kong China Temple District. Temple excursions rarely occur. A temple prepa-
ration course was taught in 2009, and members did prepare names of ancestors to submit for temple work. 
A temple built in Southeast Asia would reduce travel time and expense for Laotian members to attend the 
temple. Significant sacrifice will be required for members to attend the temple for many years to come.

Comparative Growth

Laos is one of the most recently reached countries for the Church in Asia and has experienced growth greater 
than many nations that also have limited religious freedom. The Church has had a presence in Bangladesh 
and Nepal at least a decade longer than in Laos, yet all of these countries have a comparably sized active 
membership.

Other Christian groups have had more rapid growth than the LDS Church in membership and national 
outreach. Seventh Day Adventists have experienced rapid growth from 137 members in 1998 to over 1,800 a 
decade later. Congregations have also reached outside of Vientiane to several provinces.

Future Prospects

Government restricts international missionary outreach, requiring local members to be self-sufficient in eccle-
siastical duties and member-missionary work. The recent introduction of young missionaries allows for some 
member support but provides no formal outreach at present.  Growth in membership on the outskirts of 
Vientiane may result in the formation of groups or small branches to serve members in these locations. 
Outreach in other provinces appears unlikely for the medium-term future.

html
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Macau

Geography

AREA: 28.2 square km. Located in southern China near Hong Kong, Macau consists of a city on the 
coast of the South China Sea. Macau once consisted of two islands (Coloane and Taipa) and the Macau 

Peninsula, and today the two islands have been merged into one by land reclamation and connected by three 
bridges to the peninsula. The terrain is generally flat and subject to subtropical climate marked by cool winters 
and warm summers. Typhoons are a natural hazard. Macau is a special administrative region of China that has 
limited democratic freedoms.

Peoples

Chinese: 94.3%
Other: 5.7%

The population is homogenously Han Chinese. Other ethnic groups include Macanese, a compound of Asian 
and Portuguese ancestry.

Population: 578,025 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 0.866% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 0.92 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 81.47 male, 87.54 female (2012)

Languages: Cantonese Chinese (85.7%), Hokkein Chinese (4%), Mandarin Chinese (3.2%), other Chinese 
languages (2.7%), English (1.5%), Tagalog (1.3%), other (1.6%).
Literacy: 91.3% (2001)

History

The peninsula and islands of present-day Macau were largely uninhabited until after the thirteenth century. 
In the sixteenth century, the Portuguese established the first European settlement in East Asia in Macau. The 
following centuries were marked by occasional conflict with the Chinese government over taxation and the 
duration of Portuguese occupation of the area. During the latter half of the twentieth century, pro-communists 
pressed for reunification with China. Portugal tried repeatedly to cede Macau back to Chinese administra-
tive, but this offer was refused and did not make progress until 1979. In 1987, Portugal agreed with China 
to return Macau to Chinese rule by 1999. Since 1999, Macau has been a special administrative region of 
China that possesses a high degree of autonomy and is not subject to the Chinese socialist economic system. 
Economic growth has occurred in the past decade, and Macau has emerged as a tourist and gambling center 
in East Asia.1373

1373 “Background Note: Macau,” Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, 26 July 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/
bgn/7066.htm
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Culture

Macau boasts a unique blend of Portuguese and Chinese cultures that manifests itself in many aspects of daily 
life and local art. The entire population lives in urban areas. Macau has one of the lowest fertility rates and 
one of the highest life expectancy rates in the world. Chinese medicine is widely practiced. The population is 
highly secularized.

Economy

GDP per capita: $33,000 (2009) [71.1% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.944
Corruption Index: 5.1 (2011)
Since 2001, the economy has transformed dramatically as a result of casino gambling and tourism. 
Manufacturing and other industrial activities have declined. Macau depends on the mainland for food, water, 
and energy. In 2006, gambling revenues outpaced the Las Vegas strip, and in 2009, twenty-one million visited 
Macau. Mainland Chinese account for half of tourists. Seventy percent (70%) of government revenue origi-
nates from taxes on gambling. Services generate 97% of the GDP and employs most of the population. 
Gambling and hotels/restaurants each employ 14% of the labor force. Agricultural activity is limited to vege-
table cultivation and fishing. Primary industries include tourism, gambling, clothing, and electronics. Hong 
Kong, China, and the United States are the primary trade partners.

Corruption is perceived as less prevalent in Macau than in mainland China and many other Asian nations. 
Illicit drugs destined for mainland China are often trafficked through Macau. Some government officials have 
been accused of corruption, especially regarding the gaming industry.

Faiths

Buddhist: 80%
Christian: 5%
Other: 15%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 30,000 18
Seventh Day Adventists 4,800 20 (includes Hong Kong)
Latter-day Saints 1,345 2
Jehovah’s Witnesses 223 3

Religion

Buddhism is the primary religion in Macau, although most the population does not actively practice reli-
gion. In 2009, there were forty Buddhist temples and thirty Taoist Temples. Catholics account for 4% of the 
population, and Protestants constitute a little over 1%. Protestant groups include Anglican, Baptist, Lutheran, 
Methodist, Pentecostal, Presbyterian, and Seventh Day Adventist churches. In 2006, Protestant churches 
totaled seventy with 10,000 members, half of which attended weekly. Many religious groups perform exten-
sive humanitarian and development service. Religiously active non-Chinese language speaking Protestants are 
estimated at 500.1374

1374 “China (includes Tibet, Hong Kong, Macau),” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://
www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2009/127268.htm
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Religious Freedom

The law protects religious freedoms, which are upheld by the government. There have been no recent reports 
of abuse of religious freedom by government or society. Religious groups may register with the government, 
but registration is not required for religious groups to operate. There are no restrictions in proselytism or 
missionary activity.1375

Largest Cities

Urban: 100%
Macau, Taipa, Coloane.
Cities listed in bold have no LDS congregations
One of the three Macanese cities has an LDS congregation. The entire population resides in three cities, and 
85% reside on the Macau Peninsula.

LDS History

In 1964, the Southern Far East Mission president and Elder Gordon B. Hinckley visited Macau to explore the 
possibility of sending missionaries. Later that year, missionaries were assigned and baptized the first convert. 
In December 1964, the Church stopped holding meetings because it lacked the needed license to assemble 
from the Portuguese government. In 1965, missionaries were banned from proselytism and left the colony. 
In 1976, missionaries returned to Macau as a result of improved religious freedom and began to hold church 
meetings. In 1977, the Church organized the Macau Branch.1376 In 2010, Macau and Hong Kong participated 
in a meeting with President Dieter F. Uchtdorf attended by 2,500.1377 In 2010, missionary activity continued 
to fall under the China Hong Kong Mission.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 1,345 (2012)
In 1993, there were 640 LDS members.1378 By year-end 2000, membership totaled 928. Slow membership 
growth continued in the 2000s. There were 1,028 members in 2003, 1,158 in 2006, and 1,260 in 2008. Most 
years in the 2000s experienced annual membership growth rates between 3% and 6%.

In 2009, reported LDS membership fell by 50% to 629. The massive drop in membership appears to be due 
to church administration updating membership records and not due to mass emigration of Latter-day Saints. 
In 2009, one in 890 was LDS.

Congregational Growth

Wards: 0 Branches: 2 (2012)

1375 “China (includes Tibet, Hong Kong, Macau),” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://
www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2009/127268.htm

1376 “Country Profiles,” LDS Newsroom, retrieved 22 September 2010. http://newsroom.lds.org/ldsnewsroom/eng/contact-us/
macau

1377 “Taiwan, Hong Kong visited by President Uchtdorf,” LDS Church News, 31 July 2010. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/59664/Taiwan-Hong-Kong-visited-by-President-Uchtdorf.html

1378 “Asia area: Welcome mat is out in several countries,” LDS Church News, 19 June 1993. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/22920/Asia-area—Welcome-mat-is-out-in-several-countries.html
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In 1994, the newly created Hong Kong Kowloon West Stake incorporated the Macau Branch.1379 A second 
branch was created in 1998 to allow Cantonese and English speakers to meet separately. A third branch for 
Mandarin speakers was organized in 2001,1380 but was discontinued in 2006. Both branches in Macau are 
mission branches under the China Hong Kong Mission.

Activity and Retention

There appear to be no more than one hundred active members in each branch. Total active membership is 
estimated at 200, or 30%

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Chinese, English, Tagalog.
All LDS scriptures are available in Chinese (both traditional and simplified characters and Tagalog. Most 
Church materials are available in Chinese and Tagalog. Only a few materials are available in simplified char-
acters, such as Gospel Principles and The Prophet Joseph Smith’s Testimony. A large selection of audio-visual 
materials is available in Mandarin and Cantonese.

Meetinghouses

Both branches meet in the same meetinghouse, a rented space on the Macau Peninsula.

Humanitarian and Development Work

There have been no humanitarian or development projects conducted by the LDS Church in Macau. Service 
projects are limited to full-time missionaries completing weekly service hours and local congregations spon-
soring service projects.

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

There are no restrictions on the activities of the LDS Church in Macau. Members meet and worship without 
any legal challenges. Full-time missionaries openly proselyte.

Cultural Issues

Secularism and disinterest in religion are the primary obstacles to LDS mission outreach. The percentage of 
Christians has fallen dramatically over the past decades and centuries. The gambling industry is a major chal-
lenge for LDS teachings.

National Outreach

Nearly the entire population resides within close distance to the mission outreach center. Missionaries serve 
throughout Macau. Most know little about the LDS Church, however. Creative and insightful mission 

1379 “New stake presidencies,” LDS Church News, 30 April 1994. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/24516/New-stake-
presidencies.html

1380 “Country Profiles,” LDS Newsroom, retrieved 22 September 2010. http://newsroom.lds.org/ldsnewsroom/eng/contact-us/
macau
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outreach methods such as Internet outreach and service projects may help bring greater awareness of the 
Church and its members to the general population. There are significant opportunities to proselyte mainland 
Chinese vacationing in Macau.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

The dramatic halving of church membership reported for 2009 indicates that many disaffiliated or unac-
counted members have been on church records for years. Poor church attendance and disinterest toward 
religion appear to have severely affected Latter-day Saint membership. Close proximity to mission head-
quarters in Hong Kong may have limited local members’ ability to develop self-sufficiency in leadership and 
administration, which tend to be better developed in many nations with small Latter-day Saint populations 
located far from mission headquarters.

Seminary and institute have yet to be introduced. Youth and adults attending these Church Education System 
programs may help improve member activity rates, convert retention rates, and doctrinal understanding.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

The lack of ethnic diversity reduces potential ethnic integration conflicts at church. The operation of two 
congregations, including one for non-Chinese speakers, allows greater accommodation of ethnic minorities 
and foreign expatriates.

Language Issues

LDS Church materials are translated into nearly every native language spoken. Mandarin-speaking and 
Cantonese-speaking missionaries each serve in Macau. No significant language challenges have been reported.

Missionary Service

Few full-time missionaries serve from Macau. Most missionaries assigned are North Americans. Senior couples 
serve regularly in the country and assist with church administration. Low fertility rates create challenges for 
long-term growth due to few youth converts and small LDS family sizes.

Leadership

Local members serve as the branch president of both branches. Active priesthood holders appear limited in 
number. The closure of the Macau Third Branch in 2006 may have been due to insufficient leadership in both 
Chinese branches.

Temple

Macau is assigned to the Hong Kong China Temple district. Few nations with small Latter-day Saint popula-
tions are within such close proximity to a temple at just seventy kilometers. Temple trips occur regularly.

Comparative Growth

Membership growth rates have compared to most industrialized East Asian nations, but Macau remains 
the only East Asian nation with an official Church presence without a district or stake. The percentage of 
Latter-day Saints in the Macanese population is higher than most Asian countries and is only less than the 
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Philippines, Hong Kong, Mongolia, Taiwan, and South Korea. Member activity rates compare to other indus-
trialized Asian nations.

Missionary-minded Christian groups report slow church growth in Macau and small church memberships. 
Jehovah’s Witnesses and Seventh Day Adventists both experience slow membership growth rates. Christian 
groups report that the population is largely unreceptive to mission outreach efforts.

Future Prospects

Growth outlook over the foreseeable future appears mediocre due to the small community of active Latter-day 
Saints, low responsiveness of the population to the Church’s teachings, and the increasing influence of 
gambling and secularism on Macanese society. The continued presence of both English- and Chinese-speaking 
congregations is meaningful and offers mission outreach support and infrastructure if the population one day 
becomes more receptive to the gospel.
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Malaysia

Geography

AREA: 329,847 square km. Malaysia comprises a portion of the Malay Peninsula between Thailand and 
Singapore and a portion of the island of Kalimantan (Borneo). Several heavily traveled straits encompass 

Malaysia, such as the Malacca Strait between West Malaysia and Indonesia, giving the country’s strong geopo-
litical importance. Terrain consists primarily of heavily forested plains and hills, with large areas of rainforest 
in East Malaysia. Flooding, landslides, and forest fires are natural hazards. Environmental issues include air 
and water pollution and deforestation. Malaysia is administratively divided into thirteen stakes and one federal 
territory.

Peoples

Malays: 50.4%.
Chinese: 23.7% (Hokkein, Cantonese, Hakka)
Indigenous (Iban, Kadazan, etc.) 11%
Indians: 7.1%
Other: 7.8%

About 80% of Malaysia’s population, including most ethnic Malays, resides in West (Peninsular) Malaysia, 
which is much more urban than East Malaysia. The most prevalent tribes in East Malaysia are the Iban and 
Kadazan. The Iban live in Sarawak Province but have also migrated to Sabah Province as well as West Malaysia 
and the West Kalimantan Province in Indonesia. The Kadazan are from Sabah Province. Other major tribal 
groups include the Rungus, Dusun and Kadazandusun, many of which are Kadazan subgroups.

Population: 29,179,952 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.542% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 2.64 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 71.28 male, 76.99 female (2012)

Languages: Bahasa Malaysia (45%), Chinese languages (20%), Indian languages (5%), other (30%). Bahasa 
Malay is the official language. Languages with over one million speakers include Malay dialects (11.48 million), 
Chinese languages (5.1 million), and Indian languages (1.3 million).
Literacy: 88.7% (2000 census)

History

Indians brought Hinduism and Buddhism to Malaysia 100 BC, and Hindu kingdoms were established until 
the spread of Islam in the fifteenth century AD. The Portuguese reached Malacca in 1511, and Great Britain 
colonized Malaysia during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Japan controlled the region during World 
War II, and after the war, power was restored to the British. Malaysia gained independence in 1957 and expe-
rienced instability within the country and with neighboring nations, including communist movements and 
conflicts with neighbors to define borders. Singapore seceded from Malaysia in 1965. In recent years, Malaysia 
has experienced rapid economic growth and significant improvements in living conditions.
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Culture

Malaysian culture has evolved from Chinese, Malay, Indian, and Western cultural influences. The Malays 
exhibit a strong ethno-religious tie with Islam and have struggled to determine to what extent Islam should be 
integrated into government. Many of the largest cities support diverse populations with significant numbers of 
Malays, Chinese, migrant workers, and tribal peoples from East Malaysia. One of the most prominent tribes 
from East Malaysia, the Iban, were traditionally known as headhunters living in longhouses, which they still 
live in today. Up to hundreds of families can live in a single longhouse in Sarawak. When family members 
marry, they often build onto the end of the longhouse of their original family. Gawai is a major festival in 
Sarawak, East Malaysia that occurs on June 1. Common foods include vegetables, rice, fish, meat, and fruit. 
Alcohol and cigarette consumption rates are lower than world averages.

Economy

GDP per capita: $15,600 (2011) [32.4% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.761
Corruption Index: 4.3 (2011)
Much of Malaysia’s economic potential rests in its geographic location between China and Indonesia, as well 
as its key position along major Southeast Asian shipping routes. Malaysia transitioned from an economy 
dominated by the export of raw materials thirty years ago to an economy that has diversified and modernized. 
Economic prosperity came to the country during the 1970s and 1980s and continues today. Manufactured 
goods as well as the extraction of petroleum deposits around the country help drive an export-driven economy. 
More manufacturing occurs in West Malaysia, whereas more extraction of natural resources occurs in East 
Malaysia. Officials are concerned about keeping the price of imports low and adjusting to lower world-wide 
demand for goods originating in the country. Currency reform has also been an area of focus for the past 
several years. Malaysia’s location attracts many foreigners for employment.

Corruption is perceived as a major issue. Human trafficking for forced labor and commercial sexual exploi-
tation are serious concerns. The government maintains strict enforcement of illicit drug trafficking laws. 
Malaysia is a producer of synthetic drugs, such as methamphetamine and ecstasy.

Faiths

Muslim 60.4%
Buddhist 19.2%
Christian 9.1%
Hindu 6.3%
Confucianism, Taoism, other traditional Chinese religions: 2.6%
Other/unknown: 1.6%
None: 0.8%

Christians

Denomination Members Congregations
Catholic 600,000
Seventh Day Adventists 55,001 266
Latter-day Saints 8,967 33
Jehovah’s Witnesses 3,964 116
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Religion

Most ethnic Malays are Muslims and live in West Malaysia; very few are Christian. One Christian group 
estimates that there are 30,000 Malay Christian converts in the country.1381 Chinese adhere primarily to 
Buddhism or traditional Chinese religions. Most of the tribal peoples in East Malaysia are Christian, particu-
larly in the province of Sarawak.

Religious Freedom

Persecution Index: 42nd
As Muslims constitute a slight majority of the population, Malaysia continues to struggle over whether to define 
itself as an Islamic state; some Muslim-majority provinces have adopted portions of Sharia law. Malaysian law 
forbids the proselytism of Muslims, which comprise 60% of the population. If Malays are interested in joining 
the Church and wish to denounce Islam beforehand, they must appeal for public apostasy in order to have 
their Muslim status revoked. Proselytism laws vary among provinces, with the most liberal provinces in East 
Malaysia.

Major Cities

Urban: 70%
Kuala Lumpur, Johor Bahru, Klang, Ipoh, Ampang Jaya, Subang Jaya, Petaling Jaya, Kuching, Shah Alam, 
Kota Kinabalu, Seremban, Kuantan, Sandakan, Kuala Terengganu, Kota Bharu, Tawau, Kajang, Taiping, 
Alor Setar, George Town, Sungai Petani, Selayang Baru, Batu, Miri, Sibu, Bukit Mertajam, Melaka, 
Kluang, Batu Pahat, Kulim, Sungai Ara, Bintulu, Muar, Butterworth, Gelugor.
Cities listed in bold have no LDS congregations.
Fourteen of the thirty-five cities over 100,000 inhabitants have a Church presence. Forty-five percent (45%) 
of the national population resides in the thirty-five most populous cities.

LDS History

The LDS Church experienced little growth for the first thirty years that missionaries served in Malaysia. The 
first missionaries arrived in 1972 and served in Kuala Lumpur. Malaysia has been a part of the Singapore 
Mission since its reorganization in 1974.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 8,967 (2012)
There were 300 Latter-day Saints in 1987. LDS membership reached 600 in 1993, 800 in 1997, and 1,309 
in 2000. During the 2000s, rapid membership growth occurred as membership increased to 1,922 in 2002, 
2,456 in 2004, 3,633 in 2006, 5,646 in 2008, and 7,314 in 2010. Annual membership growth rates in the 
2000s ranged from a high of 27% in 2007 to a low of 10% in 2004 and generally varied from 15%–25%. 
Membership has generally increased by 1,000 a year. It is not uncommon for some missionaries in East 
Malaysia to have over 20 investigators at Church on a Sunday. Many branches in East Malaysia commonly 
have several baptisms a week. In 2010, one in 3,928 was LDS.

Congregational Growth

Branches: 33 Groups: 2+ (April 2013)

1381 “Apostasy in Malaysia,” Little Speck, retrieved 26 March 2010. http://www.littlespeck.com/region/CForeign-My-041228.
htm
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There were three branches in 1987. The number of LDS congregations increased to four in 1993, nine in 1997, 
and fifteen in 2000. Slow congregational growth occurred between 2000 and 2008 as the number of branches 
increased from fifteen to seventeen. There were twenty-four branches in 2009 and twenty-eight branches in 
2010. One Chinese-speaking group functioned in Miri in 2011. In early 2012, additional language-specific 
groups were organized in Sitiawan and Kuching.

The first district was created in 1980 in Kuala Lumpur. Provided with the year of organization and the number 
of congregations in mid-2011, additional districts were organized in Kota Kinabalu (1997) [3], Ipoh (2003) 
[4], Kuching (2003) [5], Miri (2008) [5], Sibu (2009) [5], and Bintulu (2011) [3]. The district in Miri 
also includes two groups operating in Brunei. In mid-2011, there were five branches in the Kuala Lumpur 
Malaysia District. The strongest congregational growth has occurred in the Sarawak Province, where many 
of the Iban tribe have joined the Church. In 2001 only three branches existed in the province in the cities of 
Kuching, Miri and Sibu. As of August 2009, there were ten branches in the province, with Kuching, Sibu and 
Bintulu each having three branches.

Activity and Retention

Most branches are reported by missionaries to consist of 50–150 active members. The number of congrega-
tions grew only from fifteen to nineteen between 2000 and 2008, while membership increased from 1,309 
to 5,646. Nominal membership growth has far outstripped the increase in church units, reflecting challenges 
of member retention and local leadership. The number of converts retained every year in Malaysia may be as 
low as 200–300, considering that few new congregations have been created until recently. Nationwide active 
membership is estimated at 3,000, or 35%–40% of total church membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Chinese, English.
Simple English and some Chinese are used most in Church services in West Malaysia, whereas Malay, Iban, or 
Chinese are most used in East Malaysia. Very few Church materials and no LDS scriptures have been trans-
lated into indigenous languages in Malaysia. Only two Church publications are available in Malay: Gospel 
Fundamentals and the Testimony of the Prophet Joseph Smith. Local members report that in 2009, the Church 
authorized the translation of the Book of Mormon into Bahasa Malaysian. Scripture translations take several 
years to complete. The only Church publication available in Iban, one of the most widely spoken languages 
among LDS members in the country, is The Articles of Faith. Among languages spoken in Malaysia, Cantonese 
and Mandarin have the largest body of translated church materials and scripture.

Meetinghouses

The first Church built chapel in Malaysia was dedicated in 2006 in Miri, East Malaysia.1382 A second chapel 
constructed by the Church began construction in Kota Kinabalu, East Malaysia a month after the dedication 
of the first meetinghouse in the country in Miri. Although each of these cities currently have meetinghouses, 
both only have one independent branch.

Humanitarian and Development Work

The Church is involved in humanitarian projects, particularly in East Malaysia. Fifteen villages in Sarawak 
now benefit from a clean water project funded by the Church in 2007.1383 In 2010, senior missionaries were 

1382 “Meetinghouse for Malaysia,” LDS Church News, 15 April 2006. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/48834/
Meetinghouse-for-Malaysia.html

1383 “A reliable supply of clean water,” LDS Church News, 12 May 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/50564/A-
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conducting clean water projects in many regions of East Malaysia. Other humanitarian projects senior couples 
participate in include wheelchair donations by the Church in conjunction with the Rotary Club.

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

Missionaries serving in Malaysia have to leave the country frequently to renew their visas and comply with 
visa laws. This results in periodic hiatuses from missionary work and expenses in taking missionaries tempo-
rarily out of the country, usually to Singapore. This is a particularly time-consuming and difficult journey for 
missionaries in East Malaysia, who travel by plane to get their visas renewed. Missionaries in Malaysia avoid 
the title “Elder” on mail due to potential threats from radical Islamic groups.

Cultural Issues

High receptivity to Christianity among indigenous East Malaysian peoples has favored LDS Church growth 
over the past decade. The strong ethno-religious ties of Malays to Islam prevent any LDS missionary activity 
among Malays, resulting in half of the Malaysian population being unreached by the LDS Church. Mission 
and area leaders have directed full-time missionaries to avoid any proselytism activity with Muslims due to 
the sensitive nature of Christian proselytism among Muslims. Many branches in West Malaysia have diverse 
demography and provide opportunities for outreach among a wide range of ethnic groups. Some cultural 
practices interfere with LDS teachings in Malaysia, such as the drinking of alcohol at the funeral of a loved 
one among the Iban tribe.

National Outreach

Twenty-six percent (26%) of the national population resides in cities with an LDS congregation. Six 
of Malaysia’s thirteen states do not have mission outreach (Kedah, Kelantan, Negeri Sembilan, Pahang, 
Perlis, and Terengganu). Thirty percent (30%) of the national population (7.7 million inhabitants) reside 
in unreached states. Every unreached city over 100,000 inhabitants without a Church presence is in West 
Malaysia. Currently, the Church does not have a presence in any cities of less than 100,000 people in West 
Malaysia. East Malaysia is subject to the most liberal proselytism laws and presents the greatest opportunity 
for church growth. Only half of the East Malaysian population lives in cities larger than 10,000 inhabitants.

There has been very little expansion of LDS mission outreach to additional cities since 2000. Between 2000 
and mid-2011, four cities had the first independent LDS congregations organized (Bintulu, Mukah, Sibu 
Jaya, and Sitiawan). The majority of progress in increasing LDS outreach in Malaysia has occurred in the 
largest cities of East Malaysia, as the number of congregations in several cities increased from one to as 
many as five between 2000 and 2010. Continued congregational growth in East Malaysia in both the largest 
cities and presently unreached cities will be required to significantly increase national outreach in areas that 
are most receptive and tolerant of Christian proselytism. Establishing groups and dependent branches in 
unreached cities over 100,000 inhabitants in West Malaysia is greatly needed. Many unreached large cities in 
West Malaysia have LDS members who attend church meetings in other cities. With approaching nearly 200 
active members in 2011, the Kuala Lumpur Branch could feasibly be realigned to organized several additional 
church units for members residing in locations far from the church meetinghouse. Continued delays in orga-
nizing additional congregations in West Malaysia may result in missed opportunities when local populations 
were most receptive. The ongoing debate over the representation of Islam in government may bar expansion 
of LDS outreach in West Malaysia if greater implementation of Shari’a law occurs in the future.

reliable-supply-of-clean-water.html
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There remains no LDS Internet site for Malaysia. Launching a website providing local news, information on 
church teachings, and contact information for full-time missionaries may facilitate national outreach expan-
sion. The use of social networking websites in member-missionary work in Malaysia provides for promising 
opportunities for accelerating growth.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

With approximately one-third of converts becoming long-term active members, convert retention and member 
activity remain key challenges for church growth in Malaysia. Activity problems are great in both East and 
West Malaysia. Factors hampering convert retention include missionary pressure to quickly baptize converts 
with limited understanding before meaningful Church activity becomes routine, lack of adequate church 
materials in indigenous languages, church services held in languages that members of diverse backgrounds 
may not understand, and limited local leadership to nurture converts joining the Church in large numbers.

West Malaysia may have a more severe inactivity and retention problem, likely linked to the large diversity 
in nationalities among members. A member in Kuala Lumpur estimated his branch to have about 100 of the 
approximately 300 members active in 2010. Growth in active membership appears to be relatively flat, with 
new converts merely replacing those lost to inactivity. A stronger emphasis seems to be placed on bringing new 
members into the Church rather than teaching and fellowshipping new or less active members.

Mission leadership and local leadership are working to address these problems with couple missionaries 
training and assisting local branches presidencies, as well as creating more congregations to meet the needs of 
many of the new converts. This is evident with the creation of a Chinese-speaking branch in Sibu in 2009.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

Very few, if any, ethnic Malays have joined the LDS Church. An increasing number of Chinese converts 
are helping grow membership in Malaysia. A single branch in West Malaysia may have up to fifty different 
nationalities. These converts from many different nations pose challenges in assimilating membership into 
congregations speaking the same language for Church meetings. The majority of the converts of the Church 
in Malaysia come from the poorer immigrant workers from Africa, India, Myanmar, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri 
Lanka, or from the native peoples of East Malaysia. Converts must often overcome differences in culture and 
language with other immigrant workers in the Church. Immigrant workers in the country often lack sufficient 
resources to lead congregations due to the transient nature of their employment and living accommodations. 
Future growth among immigrants and migrant workers in this area of Malaysia may continue to strain leader-
ship to meet the needs of those from unfamiliar cultures. Yet the Church has the great opportunity to reach 
many different people from countries in which the Church is not found or is under severe restrictions for 
sharing the gospel.

Language Issues

Church meetings in West Malaysia are conducted in English and Chinese, facilitating the assimilation of 
expatriates and other non-Malay members. As the languages spoken in the Church in Malaysia are often not 
the native languages of many church members, many converts may feel detached from members around them 
or may not fully understand the Gospel teachings presented to them. Malaysian and Iban are the primary 
languages used in church services in East Malaysia, notwithstanding very few church materials and no LDS 
scriptures in either language. Many converts speak languages with few or no Church materials translated. 
The lack of scriptures and adequate church materials in local languages limit the depth to which converts 
may learn doctrine and lessen the resources available for members to be more self-sufficient on maintaining 
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their testimonies in the Gospel. It is difficult for investigators to learn about the Church and pray to gain a 
testimony when the scriptures are unavailable and Church meetings may be conducted in a language that is 
unfamiliar or not spoken fluently. Prospects appear good for the translation of additional LDS materials and 
scriptures into Iban and Malaysian.

Leadership

LDS leadership is most developed in West Malaysia. Very few Malaysian members have been to the temple 
or received the Melchizedek Priesthood. One senior missionary couple in East Malaysia in 2009 reported 
that only one couple from their branch had been through the temple. Most branches have few Melchizedek 
Priesthood holders. This is likely the result of many converts not progressing after baptism to the point of 
receiving the Melchizedek Priesthood.

Temple

Malaysia is assigned to the Hong Kong China Temple district. If a future temple were constructed in Southeast 
Asia, Singapore may be a likely location that is much closer for members living in Malaysia. President Hinckley 
stated in Singapore in 2000: “I want to hold before you the challenge of promoting the growth of the Church 
in this area, and the faithfulness of the people to a point where some day we can have a Singapore Temple of 
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.”1384

Comparative Growth

The growth in raw membership the Church has experienced in Malaysia is comparable to nearby Cambodia 
and more distant Mongolia. Both Mongolia and Cambodia saw rapid growth in terms of membership, 
each increasing by about 1,000 members for a five year period of time between 2000 and 2005. Growth in 
these two nations has since decreased to membership increasing by about 300–600 members a year. Unlike 
Mongolia and Cambodia, Malaysia has seen its greatest success in missionary work among converts who 
were already Christian, whereas in Cambodia and Mongolia nearly all converts were Buddhist. However, the 
Church in Malaysia has lacked the higher rates of convert retention and native missionary service experienced 
in Mongolia. The LDS Church in Malaysia experienced the most rapid congregational growth rates in the late 
2000s and in 2010 in Southeast Asia.

Seventh Day Adventists, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and other Christian groups with strong member-missionary 
programs have experienced success in Malaysia, particularly in East Malaysia, indicating continued receptivity 
to a religious message. Both Adventists and Witnesses operate over one hundred congregations. These and 
many other missionary-minded Christians have carried out more coordinated, aggressive church planting 
strategies than the LDS Church over the past several decades.

Future Prospects

The large numbers of converts from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds present challenges for inte-
gration and retention. However, prospects remain favorable for continued church growth in the medium 
term, particularly in East Malaysia among foreign workers. If the pace at which the Church is growing in East 
Malaysia continues, the first stake may be organized in the country in the coming decade. Additional congre-
gations are likely to continue to be created in East Malaysia, primarily in Sarawak.

Due to its geographic isolation from the Malay Peninsula, East Malaysia could one day support its own 

1384 “Pres. Hinckley completes tour in Pacific Rim,” LDS Church News, 12 February 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/37174/Pres-Hinckley-completes-tour-in-Pacific-Rim.html
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mission. To the extent that laws in their home countries permit, foreign workers from countries like Myanmar 
and Nepal who join the Church in Malaysia may one day have the opportunity to build the Church in their 
native lands as they return home and share the gospel with friends and family.

Breakthroughs among the ethnic Malay population are still needed. Foreigners in West Malaysia can also help 
grow the Church and prepare for when Malays become more receptive to the Gospel. The Church may even-
tually experience greater success in missionary work among Malays who are already Christian.
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Mongolia

Geography

AREA: 1,564,116 square km. Mongolia is a large land-locked nation between Siberia and China. Much 
of Mongolia is semi-arid or arid, with the Gobi Desert occupying the southern portion of the country. 

Sporadic mountain ranges appear in the northern and western parts of Mongolia, many of which are forested. 
Large lakes dot western Mongolia, yet the rest of the country has limited water resources. Most of semi-arid 
Mongolia consists of grassy plains with few trees. Due to Mongolia’s continental location, it is subject to great 
extremes in temperature with warm or hot summers to very cold winters. Ulaanbaatar is the coldest capital 
city in the world. The current boundaries of Mongolia only contain what was historically known as Outer 
Mongolia. Inner Mongolia is one of the People’s Republic of China’s autonomous regions. Mongolia is the 
world’s least densely populated independent nation with one person per 4.4 square miles. Mongolia is divided 
into twenty-one administrative provinces.

Peoples

Mongol: 94.9%
Turkic: 5%
Other: 0.1%

Mongolia has a very homogeneous population. About 95% are Mongols, most of whom belong to the 
Khalkha subgroup. Turkic peoples, mainly Kazakhs, form most of the remaining 5%. Kazakhs are particularly 
concentrated in the far western province of Bayan-Olgii in which they constitute about 90% of the popula-
tion of about 100,000. Other nationalities, such as the Chinese and Russians, make up less than 1% of the 
population.

Population: 3,179,997 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.469% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 2.19 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 66.16 male, 71.23 female (2012)

Languages: Mongolian dialects (90%), other (10%). The Halh dialect of Mongolian is the official language. 
Mongols speak the Mongolian language, which has several different dialects; the most popular being Khalkha. 
Turkic peoples speak a variety of different Turkic languages, such as Kazakh and Uzbek; Kazakh being the 
most prevalent. Only Mongolian dialects have over one million speakers (2.7 million).
Literacy: 97.8% (2000)

History

Mongolia is known for its powerful empire conquered by Genghis Khan during the 1200s. With specially 
bred ponies, the Chinese stirrup, thumb-ring short bows, and skilled Mongol riders, the Mongolian hordes 
conquered vastly more populous nations. At its high point, the Mongol Empire stretched from Eastern Europe, 
Asia Minor and the Middle East to the west; Iran, Tibet and southern China to the south; and the Pacific 
Ocean to the east. Westward Mongol expansion was halted only by the death of Genghis Khan in 1227 AD. 
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The empire fragmented into smaller Mongol states. The Eastern portion came under Chinese control in the 
1600s, whereas the Russians eventually overcome their Golden Horde overlords in the West and the Mongol 
states in Central Asia eventually fell to Turkic tribes. Genghis and his direct descendants were exceptionally 
prolific due to many wives and widespread rape of conquered peoples; some 8% of men across a wide region 
of Asia carry a Y-chromosome lineage believed to go back to Genghis Khan.1385 Thus, a strong Mongol legacy, 
both genetically and culturally, persists in nations once under the Mongol yoke.

Mongolia became an independent nation in 1921 with help from the Soviet Union and had a communist 
government set up in 1924. Throughout the Soviet era, ties to Russia were closer in Mongolia than in many 
Eastern European nations, as Russia offered Mongolia a degree of independence and protection from absorp-
tion into China. The government in Mongolia transitioned like many Eastern European communist nations 
to democracy and capitalism in the early 1990s. The transition from communism to capitalism resulted in 
shortages of food and goods throughout the country in the early 1990s. Recently, Mongolia has suffered from 
periodic naturally disasters, such as prolonged droughts, flash flooding, and severe winters.

Culture

Buddhism, over six decades of communism, and a nomadic legacy and lifestyle influence Mongolian culture. 
Many Mongolians live in portable tent-like structures called gers (or yurts) made of felt and wood on the 
outskirts of cities or in the country. In Ulaanbaatar, many live in aging apartment buildings from the commu-
nist era or in gers just outside the city. Limited housing challenges young people to marry and live separate 
from their parents. Horse racing, archery, and wrestling competitions occur during Naadam, the largest annual 
festival celebrated in July. The Mongolian language was originally written in the Mongolian script developed 
in the thirteenth century and later adopted a modified Cyrillic script to increase functionality with the Russian 
language. Mongolia experienced little contact with the international community prior to the early 1990s and 
has had little exposure to Western culture until recently. Alcoholism and immorality have increased in recent 
years.

Economy

GDP per capita: $4,500 (2011) [9.36% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.653
Corruption Index: 2.7 (2011)
Mining and agriculture account for the majority of the economic activity in Mongolia. Large amounts of 
valuable minerals or fossil fuels are extracted, including gold, copper, tungsten, and coal. Many of the people 
subsist on agriculture, particularly herding. China is Mongolia’s biggest trade partner for both imports and 
exports. Mongolia also maintains close ties with Russia, on which it depends for energy needs. The small, 
predominantly rural population finds it difficult to compete and lags other larger, more developed econo-
mies. Nonetheless capitalism has taken hold in the country and has helped create many small businesses. 
Ulaanbaatar is also home to the world’s smallest stock exchange.

Environmental problems present long-term economic and health concerns. Overgrazing in the areas by the 
Gobi desert has led to some desertification as fragile vegetation is destroyed and unable to grow back after top 
soil is blown away. Roads connecting cities in the country are poorly maintained and oftentimes have long 
stretches where there is no defined road but instead a network of trails mingled together, a result of areas of 
roads being impassible due to periodic mud or water.

1385 Zerjal et al., “The Genetic Legacy of the Mongols” (PDF), American Journal of Human Genetics, 2003.
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Faiths

Buddhist: 50%
Shamanist and Christian: 6%
Muslim: 4%
None: 40%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Latter-day Saints 10,591 24
Catholic 415
Seventh Day Adventists 1,678 4
Jehovah’s Witnesses 306 4

Religion

About half of the population of Mongolia follows Buddhism and 40% consider themselves nonreligious, a 
result of decades of atheism fostered by the communist government. The remaining 10% consider themselves 
Christian or Shamanists. Most Turkic peoples are Muslim.

Religious Freedom

The constitution protects religious freedom, which is upheld by the government. Proselytism is limited by 
legislation. Religious visas are difficult to obtain. Law requires that a certain percentage of individuals affili-
ated with foreign organizations must be staffed by Mongolians. Government requires religious organizations 
to have Mongolians holding over half of the total number of clergy or employee positions. Between July 2008 
and October 2009 around seventy foreign religious workers were forced to leave Mongolia. Christians and 
Muslims in some areas report that local government refuses to register new congregations.

Largest Cities

Urban: 57%
Ulaanbaatar, Erdenet, Darkhan, Choibalsan, Moron, Ulaangom, Olgii, Khovd, Sukhbaatar, Bajanchongor.
Cities in bold do not have congregations.

Seven of the ten largest cities have a congregation. Forty-one percent (41%) of the national population lives 
in the eighteen largest cities.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 10,591 (2012)
It was once considered the most closed country in the world. In 1989, it was thought that there were only four 
Mongolian Christians—none of whom were Latter-day Saints. Today, Latter-day Saints make up approxi-
mately 25% of the 35,000 Christians in Mongolia.

The growth of the Church began when the Mongolian government requested Church assistance with the 
higher education institutions in the country. Six senior couple missionaries were called and arrived in Mongolia 
in September of 1992. Missionaries also came with the purpose of preaching the gospel, which was under-
stood by the Mongolian government. Mongolia faced large shortages of food and other necessities during the 
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transition from communism to capitalism. All six of the senior couples were assigned to serve in the capital 
of Ulaanbaatar and assisted Mongolia in its transition from communism to a free market economic system 
primarily in the country’s higher level institutions.1386

Mongolia was dedicated for the preaching of the Gospel by Elder Neal A. Maxwell on April 15, 1993. By this 
time, there were twenty people attending Church services, and five senior couples served in the country.1387 
The Church became legally registered with the government in 1994.

In 1996, there were about 400 members. Membership growth became more rapid, and by the beginning of 
1998 there were 1,100 members.

For the following five years, exceptional growth was achieved. Membership increased from 1,850 at the end of 
1999 to over 6,300 by the end of 2004.

In the mid-2000s, greater emphasis began to be placed on the establishment of a stake in Mongolia in 
Ulaanbaatar. Membership and congregation growth slowed dramatically after 2004 as attention was focused 
on reactivating less active members and training members for stake responsibilities. Membership growth rates 
slowed from 15%–32% a year from 2000 to 2004 to 5%–9% a year from 2005 to 2008.

Country membership was reported to be about 8,800 at the time of the stake creation.

Congregational Growth

Wards: 6 Branches: 17 Groups: 1+ (April 2013)
The Ulaanbaatar Branch was organized in 1993. The Mongolia Ulaanbaatar Mission was created in 1995. By 
1996, there were three branches in Ulaanbaatar, and a district was created. A fourth branch was created the 
following year. In 1999, at least seventy full-time elders served as missionaries in the mission, which covered 
six branches in Ulaanbaatar, one in Darkhan, and one in Erdenet.1388

The number of congregations increased from eight in 1999 to twenty in 2001. Mongolia’s second district was 
organized in Darkhan in 2000. New branches were created in additional cities, including Khovd, Choisbalsan, 
and Moron, as well as smaller towns like Nalaikh and Sukhbaatar, which are on the peripheries of Ulaanbaatar 
and Darkhan respectively.

Only one new congregation was organized between 2004 and the beginning of 2009 despite membership 
growth from 6,346 to 8,444. One of the obstacles for forming a stake was the small number of families 
and married members, as it was reported in December 2007 that about 70% of the 3,700 members in the 
Ulaanbaatar Mongolia District were single and that there were 600 students enrolled in institute and about 
700 students enrolled in seminary.1389 Although most of the converts were youth, full families were also joining 
the Church.

On June 7, 2009 the first stake was created in Mongolia. The Ulaanbaatar Mongolia West Stake was created 
from the Ulaanbaatar Mongolia District. There have been very few times in Church history when a stake was 

1386 “Six missionary couples to help with Mongolia’s higher education,” LDS Church News, 19 September 1992. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/22538/Six-missionary-couples-to-help-with-Mongolias-higher-education.html

1387 “Mongolia dedicated for preaching of the gospel,” LDS Church News, 19 June 1993. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/22900/Mongolia—dedicated-for-preaching-of-the-gospel.html

1388 Cook, Mary N. “Well-known building is first meetinghouse in Mongolia,” LDS Church News, 3 July 1999. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/35993/Well-known-building-is-first-meetinghouse-in-Mongolia.html

1389 Searle, Don L. “Mongolia: Steppes of Faith,” Liahona, Dec 2007, 18–23. 
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created only from a portion of a district instead of the entire district becoming a stake. The new stake consisted 
of the Enkhtaivan, Khan Uul, Sansar, Selbe, Songino, and Unur ward. The remaining branches stayed in 
the Ulaanbaatar Mongolia District, which covered just the east side of the city. Many of the branches in the 
district were not ready to become wards due to their smaller sizes and lower activity rates. Many hope that the 
district will become a stake in the coming years and help prepare the way for a temple in the country.

As of September 2009, there were three independent mission branches not a part of a stake or district in 
Khovd, Moron and Choibalsan. The Mongolia Ulaanbaatar Mission Branch included members living in 
remote areas unreached by independent branches. A small group of members lived in a mining camp in 
southern Mongolia became their own branch in 2010. A group also meets in Bulgan, the most recently opened 
city to missionary activity.

Finding

Most church growth has occurred among young men and women. Elder Lewis, a returned missionary, notes 
serving in one branch of over 200 members where only ten members were over the age of thirty. When asked 
whether the growth among young people was because of English-teaching programs, Elder Lewis replied: 
“Perhaps somewhat. But mostly, that’s the age that is receptive to the gospel.” Many older individuals, he 
notes, are less likely to join the Church because of old habits and the sway of traditional religion.
Tracting and street contacting are not allowed in Mongolia, and so almost all new converts are found through 
the efforts of existing members or through spontaneous inquiries of students in English classes taught at the 
high school and university levels. Getting referrals from members was never a problem, explained Elder Lewis, 
because members were enthusiastic to share the gospel. While most Mongolians are nominally Buddhists 
or Shamanists, he explained, many of the younger generation know little about their own Buddhist beliefs 
because of religious prohibitions during the communist era. Because of this, they were relatively easy to teach 
and had few hang-ups with gospel principles. While there are occasional problems with tobacco and alcohol 
use, these vices are much less prevalent in Mongolia than in surrounding nations. Even strict Buddhists, he 
states, were wonderful to teach because they did not use alcohol or tobacco excessively and generally observed 
high moral standards. One returned missionary noted that he was once assigned to teach a group of Buddhist 
monks. “They were some of the friendliest people I ever met,” he states. “They bore no animosity towards 
Christians. When people asked them how they could learn about Christianity, they would give them our 
church address and meeting time.”

Activity and Retention

Activity was approximately 50% in 1997, and is substantially less at present. Many Mongolians become 
Christians only for a year or two, and sometimes much less, before dropping out—a trend that has been 
noted with concern by non-LDS Christian groups as well. Training local priesthood leadership is also a chal-
lenge, and home teaching rates in Mongolia have always been poor. There are also far more active women 
than men, and—recognizing that the prospects of some female members of marrying within the Church are 
slim—special classes have even been organized by some senior couple missionaries to train female members 
to proselytize non-LDS boyfriends or acquaintances. The rural nature of Mongolia presents unique issues, as 
Ulaanbaatar is the only city in the country with more than 100,000 inhabitants. While it is easy to find indi-
viduals to teach in small towns, keeping track of people logistically after baptism can be a problem, especially 
when members move without notice. The ratio of membership to congregations has rapidly increased between 
2000 and 2008 from 157 to 402 respectively, as congregations only increased by four (24% increase) while 
membership tripled (316% increase). Active membership is likely around 3,000, or 35% of total membership.
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Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Mongolian, Russian.
All LDS scriptures are available in Mongolian and Russian. The Church has translated a large number of 
unit, temple, leadership, priesthood, relief society, Sunday School, young women, primary, missionary, audio/
visual, and family history materials in Mongolian and Russian. Church materials in Kazakh are limited to 
sacrament prayer translations, the Articles of Faith, and selected hymns and children’s songs.

Meetinghouses

The first chapel in Mongolia was dedicated in 1999 in a remodeled building colloquially known as the 
“Children’s Cinema” because it was used decades before to show films for children in Ulaanbaatar.1390 In early 
2010 several large Church-built chapels had been built in Ulaanbaatar and Choibalsan. Other meeting houses 
were typically remodeled buildings.

Humanitarian and Development Work

The Church has conducted many humanitarian activities in Mongolia. In 2000, members of the Church in 
Utah donated food and clothing to Mongolia following a harsh drought followed by a severe winter.1391 In 
2003, the Church provided relief after flooding in Ulaanbaatar. Supplies were sent from Salt Lake City and 
distributed by missionaries in Mongolia.1392 During the same year the Church News reported that humani-
tarian and welfare missionaries in the Mongolian Ulaanbaatar Mission were teaching skills such as knitting to 
help the Mongolian people.1393 In 2004, the Church provided medical training to Mongolia via video record-
ings of surgical procedures for surgeons in the country.1394 The Church News published a lengthy article about 
humanitarian work done by the Church in Mongolia in 2005. Examples of service provided included wheel-
chair donations, clean water projects, vision restoration programs, and neo-natal resuscitation programs.1395 
Humanitarian projects continue in Mongolia today, with many now currently carried out by local Church 
leaders instead of being aid sent from abroad to Mongolia. Examples of such projects include a local member 
quilt making activity in Ulaanbaatar for those in need and removing litter from city streets and public places.

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

Laws that restrict proselytism challenge the scope and freedom with which the Church may conduct missionary 
work, yet have also motivated members to assist in finding investigators for missionaries and increase outreach 
and Church growth. In 2009, significant challenges arose with the government regarding foreign missionary 
visas. No foreign missionaries were expelled from the country, but the government refused to issue visas 
to prospective new missionaries. Some portions of the visa issues were resolved in early 2010 when several 

1390 Cook, Mary N. “Well-known building is first meetinghouse in Mongolia,” LDS Church News, 3 July 1999. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/35993/Well-known-building-is-first-meetinghouse-in-Mongolia.html

1391 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Church responds to Mongolia’s appeal,” LDS Church News, 27 May 2000. http://www.ldschurch-
news.com/articles/37852/Church-responds-to-Mongolias-appeal.html

1392 “Church provides relief for Mongolian flood victims,” LDS Church News, 16 August 2003. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/44189/Church-provides-relief-for-Mongolian-flood-victims.html

1393 “10-year-olds knit loom hats for orphans,” LDS Church News, 18 October 2003. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/44574/10-year-olds-knit-loom-hats-for-orphans.html

1394 “Medical videos in Mongolia,” LDS Church News, 28 August 2004. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/46068/
Medical-videos-in-Mongolia.html

1395 “Worldwide welfare initiatives,” LDS Church News, 27 August 2005. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/47767/
Worldwide-welfare-initiatives.html
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senior couples were granted visas. In early 2010, many American missionaries were temporarily reassigned to 
missions in the United States while they waited for the Mongolian visas. Missionaries report that one of the 
reasons for the government refusing to issue additional visas was that government officials expressed concern 
about ecclesiastical activities of foreign missionaries in addition to humanitarian work and teaching English.

Cultural Issues

One of the great challenges for the growth of the Church in Mongolia is the difficulty couples face in getting 
married and finding a home to live in together. Housing in Mongolia is expensive and usually unaffordable by 
newly married couples, so many hesitate to marry until they are able to find a place to live. Other cultural and 
social issues including promiscuity, alcohol use, and some cultural practices, like the drinking of fermented 
milk, stand in the way of the Church’s teachings.

National Outreach

Currently, about one-third of the population lives in the capital, Ulaanbaatar. The Church has a strong pres-
ence in the city with six wards and five branches. However, there has been hardly any increase in the number of 
congregations in Ulaanbaatar since 2001 due to the focus on maturing branches into wards, as well as a general 
decline in growth rates and growing inactivity problems. With continued growth, additional congregations 
may be created within the boundaries of the new stake. Züünmod, a small town near Ulaanbaatar with about 
15,000 inhabitants, might open to missionary work in the coming years.

With the Church most established in the largest city of the country, it is able to influence the Mongolian 
people who visit the city from other outlying areas of Mongolia. The Church has a congregation in the next 
four largest cities of the country, which have populations ranging from 30,000 to 75,000. It is not until cities 
below 30,000 inhabitants do we see cities that as of yet have no congregations established in them. Many of 
these cities are in western or southern Mongolia and are very isolated from the rest of the country. Most of 
the twenty-one provinces have no Church presence, and each has about 100,000 people or less. It is most 
likely that the Church will grow the most in the larger cities in Mongolia due to their already existing Church 
presences and bigger populations. However, if the Church is to preach the Gospel to the entire population of 
Mongolia, greater progress is to be made in establishing branches in the smaller cities throughout the country 
and among those who reside on the steppes and live nomadic lives. This will also create challenges in estab-
lishing congregations in the future when many of the potential members in a rural area live far apart from each 
other and periodically move their homes as they tend their livestock. However, as over 90% of the population 
speaks Mongolian the Church will be able to penetrate many areas of the country without problems with a 
large number of different local languages.

The city of Khovd has provided missionaries serving in Mongolia with the unique experience of teaching the 
Gospel to some Muslims. With a strong branch numbering well over one hundred active members, mission-
aries are able to come into contact with more Turkic peoples than in any other regions with a Church presence. 
Just to the west of the city Khovd is the province of Bayan-Olgii, where the majority of the population is 
Kazakh. However, no missionaries currently serve in Bayan-Olgii.

The majority of Mongolians do not reside Mongolia but in neighboring countries, chiefly in China. The 
Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region in the People’s Republic of China contains about four million 
Mongolians. The Liaoning Province, which is between Inner Mongolia and North Korea, contains over 
600,000 Mongolians. An estimated one million Mongolians live in Russia. Because the Gospel has taken 
hold in Ulaanbaatar and larger regional cities in Mongolia, it has a greater chance to spread to these other 
areas among the Mongolian population as family members share the Gospel with relatives who many reside 
one of these locations. Mongolians living in Inner Mongolia may one day join the Church when Mongolian 
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members bring it to them. This could provide greater strength and opportunity for the Gospel to go forth to 
neighboring China.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Decreasing member activity over the past decade challenges Church growth in the future due to little increase 
in congregations. Although the small increase in congregations has partially resulted from branches growing 
in membership in preparation to become wards, convert retention and activity rates have declined. Some 
branches have grown so large that they are unmanageable for one branch presidency to administer. Additional 
branches may not have been organized due to a lack of able priesthood holders, difficulty in locating a meet-
inghouse, or the highly transitive nature of nomadic members in rural areas. Malaysia is the only country 
that experienced a greater increase in the ratio of members to congregations out of countries with over 1,000 
members.

Single adults and youth comprise the majority of converts. These groups carry greater needs for fellowshipping 
and teaching in order to remain active and marry within the Church. The missionary program has provided 
a valuable resource in the retention of youth and young adults, but many become inactive after serving 
their missions. Inactive and less active members provide finding opportunities for the Church, as they likely 
have more nonmember friends and associates who may want to learn about the Church compared to active 
members who tend to decrease their nonmember social interaction over time.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

Ethnic issues have not been a factor that has limited Church growth, as no organized outreach occurs in 
regions with significant non-Mongol populations. The Church may experience some issues in western prov-
inces between Mongols and Turkic peoples meeting in the same congregations.

Language Issues

Individuals in small towns and villages are often not as educated as those in Ulaanbaatar, and many lead 
simpler lives. Nonetheless, literacy is excellent. Elder Lewis states that he never met a Mongolian who could 
not read.

While senior couple missionaries made up almost 50% of the missionary force in 1995 and approximately 
one-third in 1997, the only ones to become proficient in Mongolian were the wives of the first two mission 
presidents. The first senior couple missionaries taught the gospel in English, while those serving more recently 
have largely limited their efforts to teaching English-language classes, mentoring local Mongolian leaders, and 
working with retention. Teaching the gospel to nonmembers is handled almost exclusively by young mission-
aries who are proficient in the local language. Mongolian is a challenging language for foreigners to learn, 
stated one missionary: “It takes about six months before you start to feel comfortable with the language.”

The Book of Mormon was published in Mongolian in 2001. Interestingly, there was no Book of Mormon and 
few church materials in Mongolian during the initial years of the most rapid growth.

Missionary Service

One of the greatest blessings Mongolia has provided the Church is the great number of local missionaries. In 
2001, a visiting General Authority at a fireside in Shanghai, China announced that 40% of missionaries from 
the Asia Area come from Mongolia. Mongolia also has consistently had the highest baptism rate per missionary 
in the Asia Area. All of this has grown out of one of the smallest missions in the church—growing from 
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sixteen young missionaries serving in Mongolia in 1995 to thirty-four in 1997. The one hundred-missionary 
mark was crossed in late 1999. As of June 2009 there were 155 Mongolian missionaries who were serving or 
who had received calls to serve; 115 were currently serving in the Mongolian Ulaanbaatar Mission.1396 200 
missionaries were serving in the Mongolia Ulaanbaatar Mission. In mid-2009, there were a total of 660 known 
returned Mongolian missionaries, 402 of which were living in Mongolia. At the end of 2009 the number of 
Mongolian missionaries in the mission field reached 226, more than half of which served in Mongolia. This 
represents a large increase from two and a half years before when only forty Mongolians were serving missions.

Only 59% were still active in the Church, an improvement from before senior missionaries were tasked to find 
and reactive them. There is likely no other nation in the Eastern hemisphere that has as high of a number of 
returned missionaries as Mongolia, where nearly 8% of members have served a mission, including those who 
emigrated. It is unclear whether native Mongolian missionaries serving in the Mongolia Ulaanbaatar Mission 
have facilitated the growth of the Church more than non-Mongolian missionaries in the mission. However, 
emigration accounts for some attrition, as 39% of returned missionaries were living outside of Mongolia.

The unique demographics of the Church in Mongolia—coupled with the high missionary enthusiasm of new 
members—have contributed significantly to the high rates of missionary service in Mongolia. Many serve one-
month local mini-missions before embarking on full-time missions. The number of Mongolians desiring to 
serve missions was so great at one time that prospective missionaries were required to serve at least six months 
in a significant local calling, often as a branch missionary or in a local leadership or teaching position. After 
serving missions, some returned missionaries marry other returned missionaries and start their own families. 
While economic challenges are a fact of life in Mongolia, Lewis remarks on the exceptional faith of many 
Mongolian members, who faithfully pay tithing and fast offerings even in the face of severe hardships.

Returned missionaries in Mongolia have greatly strengthened the congregations of the Church throughout the 
country. In Ulaanbaatar, all but one of the twelve members of the two stake or district presidencies and their 
wives have served a full-time mission.

Leadership

The large number of young men and women from Mongolia who have served or are serving missions is 
astounding as a proportion of total membership. Most nations with less than 10,000 members send out very 
few missionaries. With well over a one hundred missionaries serving full-time missions as of the summer of 
2009, Mongolia is a model to many nations with smaller LDS populations that struggle to send out native 
missionaries in appreciable numbers. Perhaps most importantly, Mongolia is one of few countries in the world 
that has become largely self-sufficient in meeting its own missionary needs and producing a surplus that can 
serve in other countries. Nations where the Church has been long-established in Latin America, Europe, and 
other regions of Asia remain highly dependent on North American missionary manpower.

Temple

Mongolia is assigned to the Hong Kong China Temple District. Members typically travel by train across 
China to attend the temple in groups. Members look forward the possibility of a temple in Ulaanbaatar once 
membership growth and activity require one.

Comparative Growth

Mongolia is the mainland Asian nation with the highest percentage of Church members, at 0.3% or one 

1396 Phillips, Elder James. “First stake in Mongolia is organized,” LDS Church News, 10 June 2009. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/57449/First-stake-in-Mongolia-is-organized.html
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member per 346 people. This is impressive, as the Church has only operated in Mongolia since 1992. The 
country in mainland Asia with the next highest percentage of members of the Church is South Korea, where 
the Church has functioned for over fifty years, with at about 0.17%, or one member per 606 people. To suggest 
that this is due to Mongolia having a smaller population than South Korea or other populous Asian countries 
is unsupported; Singapore has only 1.5 million more people than Mongolia, yet the ratio of LDS Church 
members to the population is one per 1,595. Mongolians have been uniquely receptive to the Church—due 
to a combination of factors including intrinsic receptivity from culture and circumstance, the Church estab-
lishing itself on a strong foundation, the willingness of youth to serve missions, and the great attention given to 
humanitarian relief. Missionaries serving in Mongolia also report that the Mongolian members of the Church 
feel a strong affinity for the Book of Mormon, perhaps because they relate very much with the peoples of the 
Book of Mormon. Perhaps one of the reasons for why Mongolia has been such a fertile land for the Gospel 
compared to many others is that there is a strong concentration of the tribes of Israel. Missionaries report that 
lineages of all of the tribes of Israel have been declared among Mongolian missionaries’ patriarchal blessings.

Protestant groups have utilized radio and television as a means of spreading Christianity in the country. Other 
strong missionary oriented Christians such as Seventh Day Adventists and Jehovah’s Witnesses have a small 
presence in Mongolia. Seventh Day Adventists claim about 1,300 members in four congregations, whereas 
Jehovah’s Witnesses claim about 200 members in three congregations.

Future Prospects

Recently membership growth has again begun to increase more rapidly. In 2008 membership increased from 
7,721 to 8,444. Missionaries reported that some months of 2009 were among the highest recorded baptizing 
months. Whether this small increase in membership growth is reflected in retention of new converts, or 
whether this increase in growth will be sustained, will be seen from future growth in congregations. This will 
be determined by whether more congregations are created in the country, particularly in areas where large 
numbers of Church members already reside. The large number of Mongolian missionaries serving in 2009 and 
2010 will provide significant leadership resources for the Church upon completing their missions, remaining 
active in the Church, and not immigrating to other countries. Additional congregations may be organized and 
remaining districts may become stakes.
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North Korea

Geography

AREA: 120,538 square km. Located in East Asia and officially known as the Democratic People’s Republic 
of Korea, North Korea occupies the northern half of the Korean Peninsula and borders South Korea, 

China, Russia, the Sea of Japan, and the Yellow Sea. Hills and mountains bisected by deep, narrow valleys 
comprise the terrain of the interior. A broad coastal plain occupies western areas. Climate consists of hot, 
humid summers and cold, dry winters. The majority of rainfall occurs during Changma—a brief, heavy 
monsoon. Periodic typhoons, drought, flooding, and hwangsa—harmful yellow dust mixed with pollution 
from China—are natural hazards. Environmental issues include water pollution, deforestation, inadequate 
fresh water supplies, soil erosion, and soil degradation. North Korea is administratively divided into nine 
provinces and two municipalities.

Peoples

Korean: 100%

With the exception of a few Chinese and ethnic Japanese inhabitants, the population is homogenously Korean.

Population: 24,589,122 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 0.535% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 2.01 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 65.34 male, 73.24 female (2012)

Languages: Korean (100%). The entire population speaks Korean.
Literacy: 99%

History

Indigenous states or empires have ruled the Korean peninsula from as early as several millennia BC. Due to its 
location between China and Japan, Korea has experienced many wars and conflicts with larger, more powerful 
empires and nation states. Korea became a unified nation starting in the seventh century. Christian mission-
aries began proselytism in the sixteenth century, and by the late nineteenth century, Pyongyang was the center 
of missionary activity in Korea. With minimal interaction with its neighbors and Western powers, Korea was 
nicknamed the “Hermit Kingdom” due to its isolative stance. Japan annexed Korean in the 1900s, making 
the peninsula a protectorate in 1905 and a Japanese colony in 1910. Korea did not regain independence from 
Japan until 1945. A Soviet-backed government in the north and an American-backed government in the south 
divided the peninsula in the late 1940s. North Korea attacked the south in 1950, initiating the Korean War. In 
1953, the two Koreas signed an armistice that divided the peninsula at the 38th parallel along a demilitarized 
zone. North Korea has maintained a highly centralized communist state for over half a century and is among 
the world’s most closed nations. Military skirmishes between the north and south have continued since the 
signing of the armistice in 1953 and remain largely unreported. There have been proposals from both North 
Korea and South Korea to reunify the peninsula as a single nation, but these efforts have not come to fruition 
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due to escalated hostility regarding North Korea’s nuclear weapons program, belligerent attitude with periodic 
military hostilities, and conflicting political and ideological systems.

Culture

Communism has been the primary influence on local culture since the mid-twentieth century, whereas 
Confucianism has shaped Korean culture and social attitudes for millennia. Many North Koreans follow 
authority and conform to the government and lack the expression of individualism. Koreans define their 
identity through their interpersonal relationships and grow strong emotional bonds with people and places 
with which they become familiar or share similarities. For Koreans, first impressions are very important 
in the development of lasting attitudes. Disappointment or pressure from others drives many Koreans to 
make personal decisions. Koreans are emotional, reserved, studious, and take great pride in their history 
and ethnicity. The Hangul script was created in 1444 by King Sejong. Commonly eaten foods include rice, 
vegetables, fruit, barley, potatoes, and corn. Due to poor standards of living, meat is not consumed regularly. 
Cigarette consumption rates are comparable to world averages.

Economy

GDP per capita: $1,800 (2011) [3.74% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: N/A
Corruption Index: 1.0 (2011)
North Korea faces many economic challenges due to its antiquated, highly centralized military-oriented 
economy, including excessive military spending, little domestic investment, stagnant economic growth, strict 
government control over farming and business activity, and stiff resistance to economic reform. Donations 
of food and medicine have been accepted from time to time to reduce hunger and malnutrition, but the 
government has restricted aid and generally only allows developmental assistance. A wide variety of precious 
and industrial metals and minerals are the primary natural resources. Services and industry employ 65% of 
the labor force and generate 32% and 47% of the GDP, respectively. Military products, machinery, electricity, 
chemicals, mining, clothing, food processing, and tourism are major industries. Agriculture employs 35% of 
the labor force and generates 21% of the GDP. Common agricultural products include rice, corn, potatoes, 
soybeans, cattle, pork, and eggs. China and South Korea are the primary trade partners.

The level of perceived corruption is difficult to ascertain, as the government heavily controls outsiders visiting 
the country. The centralized government is highly susceptible to corruption, as high-ranking government 
officials possess totalitarian powers.

Faiths

Nonreligious: 99%
Other: 1%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Protestant 12,000
Catholic 800

Religion

North Koreans were traditionally Buddhist, Confucian, and Christian prior to the Korean War. Most appear 
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to be nonreligious today. All reported religious activity appears to occur only in Pyongyang. Government 
officials estimated that there were 12,000 Protestants, 10,000 Buddhists, and 800 Catholics. With no reliable 
figures, estimates for the number of Christians number from 30,000 to the hundreds of thousands. A syncretic 
religious group known as Cheondogyo may have as many as 15,000 followers. There are four state churches 
in Pyongyang and up to sixty Buddhist temples nationwide. Religious institutions and buildings are perceived 
to offer the illusion of religious freedom to foreigners.1397

Religious Freedom

Persecution Index: 1
The constitution grants the freedom of religious belief, but the government severely restricts religious activity. 
Some religious groups are recognized by the government, but these groups maintain close ties with the 
government and are generally regarded as a government effort to create an illusion of religious freedom. The 
government sought to eliminate Christianity from society in the 1960s, replacing preexisting faiths with a 
personality cult for high-ranking government leaders. The ownership of religious materials is prohibited. The 
government has permitted some faith-based nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) to perform humani-
tarian work, but these groups are not allow to proselyte, must be accompanied by an escort at all times, and 
are restricted in their interaction with nationals. Due to the isolated stance of the regime, little is known about 
the everyday life of citizens who are religious. The status of societal abuse of religious freedom is unknown.1398

Largest Cities

Urban: 60%
Pyongyang, Hamhung, Chongjin, Sinuiju, Wonsan, Nampo, Sariwon, Kaechon, Kanggye, Sunchon, 
Haeju, Tanchon, Pyongsong, Tokchon, Kaesong, Hyesan, Anju, Rason, Kimchaek, Kusong, Huichon, 
Sinpo, Chongju.
Cities listed in bold have no LDS congregations.
None of the twenty-three cities with over 100,000 inhabitants have an LDS congregation. Thirty-four percent 
(34%) of the national population resides in the twenty-three most populous cities.

LDS History

As of 2011, there had never been an LDS presence in North Korea. In the 2000s and in 2010, LDS interna-
tional leaders visited North Korea and discussed possibilities of humanitarian work with government officials.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: less than five (2012)
There are no known Latter-day Saints in North Korea. North Korean Latter-day Saints consist of those who 
escaped the country and their descendants who have primarily joined the Church in South Korea.

Congregational Growth

Wards: 0 Branches: 0 (2012)
There are no LDS congregations.

1397 “Korea, Democratic People’s Republic of,” International Religious Freedom Report 2010, 17 November 2010. http://www.
state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2010/148874.htm

1398 “Korea, Democratic People’s Republic of,” International Religious Freedom Report 2010, 17 November 2010. http://www.
state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2010/148874.htm
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Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Korean.
All LDS scriptures and most church materials are available in Korean. The Liahona magazine has monthly 
issues in Korean.

Health and Safety

Standards of living are very poor. Waterborne diseases, malnutrition, and low quality medical care are major 
issues.

Humanitarian and Development Work

There had been no reported LDS humanitarian or development work as of early 2011. Missionaries in South 
Korea explored possibilities of holding English language classes for escapees in the Seoul area, but classes were 
never organized.

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

Any Latter-day Saint presence, whether official or unofficial, is currently unattainable in North Korea due 
to stringent government regulations and policies restricting religious freedom, especially for Christians. The 
Church may be able to perform some humanitarian and development work, but the government severely 
restricts the activities of NGOs, and such service would have no realistic prospects of attaining government 
recognition and establishing a church presence at present.

Cultural Issues

A highly centralized government and strict adherence to communist principles has generated a nonreligious 
society that conforms to government policies and regulations with little hesitation and room for individualism. 
Prospective LDS mission outreach would need to adjust proselytism approaches accordingly to teach those 
with no background in religious practice. Some North Koreans or the descendants of North Korean escapees 
have joined the LDS Church but appear to have a minimal understanding of their individual relationship 
with religion and how it influences their decisions and attitudes in everyday life. The disappearance of many 
non-Christian traditional beliefs and practices may reduce some cultural barriers toward LDS proselytism in 
the event that a church presence is established one day.

National Outreach

The entire population is unreached by LDS mission outreach. If government regulations prohibiting foreign 
missionary activity were lifted, Pyongyang and Kaesong would most likely be the first cities to open for 
missionary work, as Pyongyang has a large population, central location, and state-controlled religious groups 
in the city whereas Kaesong is near the South Korean border and past dialogue and economic agreements that 
have bridged the two countries have centered on Kaesong. LDS mission outreach centers in the two cities 
would reach 12% of the national population. Members in South Korea and Korean members in other nations 
will likely play a pivotal role in the establishment of the Church in North Korea due to greater familiarity with 
language and culture and close proximity to South Korea
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Member Activity and Convert Retention

No LDS baptisms have occurred. The lack of Latter-day Saints in North Korea challenges any future efforts to 
establish the Church among the indigenous population if government restrictions on religious freedom were 
removed.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

With one of the most homogenous populations in the world, ethnic integration issues will not be a challenge 
for Latter-day Saints if a church presence is established one day. Conformity with the nonreligious population 
will likely be a challenge for North Koreans who join the Church.

Language Issues

All LDS scriptures and a wide selection of church materials are translated into Korean, providing outreach 
potential for the entire population if missionary activity were permitted. Language differences between North 
Korea and South Korea do not present a major obstacle, as most vocabulary differences are for technology and 
products from the West.

Missionary Service

No LDS missionaries have been assigned to North Korea. There are no known North Koreans who have 
served a full-time mission.

Leadership

No North Korean church leadership has been developed. Initial church leadership will most likely rely upon 
South Koreans or North Korean converts who return to their home country in event that the political situa-
tion improves and religious freedom is granted.

Temple

North Korea is assigned to the Seoul South Korea Temple district.

Comparative Growth

North Korea and Timor-Leste (East Timor) are the only Asian nations that appear to have never had past 
gatherings or meetings of Latter-day Saints. Other Asian nations with restrictions on religious freedom and 
without an official LDS presence, such as China, Vietnam, and Brunei, have LDS congregations that meet in 
private. In 2011, North Korea, Iran, and a few nations in West Africa were likely the only sovereign nations 
without a single Latter-day Saint. Along with some nations in North Africa and the Middle East, North Korea 
will likely be one of the last nations to have an official LDS presence unless a dramatic change in government 
occurs. Missionary-oriented Christian groups report no presence in North Korea, although there are some 
reports that underground churches operate in secret.

Future Prospects

Unless a dramatic change in government policy regarding religion and international relations occurs, North 
Korea will likely be among the last nations to have an LDS presence, as freedom of religious practice is not 
permitted, the government severely restricts and monitors any foreigners, and tense political relations with 
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other nations and internal government policies prohibit the travel and communication of North Koreans. 
Conducting development work and providing humanitarian assistance appears to be the only realistic oppor-
tunity toward establishing any LDS presence in North Korea in the coming years.
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Philippines

Geography

AREA: 300,000 square km. Located in Southeast Asia between Taiwan and Indonesia, the Philippines are 
an archipelago of 7,100 islands that borders the Philippine, Celebes, and South China Seas. The archi-

pelago is divided into three main island groups: Luzon, Visayas, and Mindanao. The largest islands include 
Luzon, Mindanao, Negros, Samar, Palawan, Panay, Mindoro, Leyte, Cebu, and Bohol. Most islands consist 
of mountains and valleys formed by past and ongoing volcanism with some coastal lowlands. Tropical climate 
modified by monsoons prevails in most areas. Rainforest or farmland occupy most areas. Typhoons, land-
slides, volcanoes, earthquakes, and tsunamis are natural hazards. Environmental issues include deforestation, 
soil erosion, pollution in large cities, and damage and degradation to coral reefs and mangrove swamps. The 
Philippines are administratively divided into eighty provinces and 120 chartered cities.

Peoples

Tagalog: 28.1%
Cebuano: 13.1%
Ilocano: 9%
Bisaya/Binisaya: 7.6%
Hiligaynon Ilonggo: 7.5%
Bikol: 6%
Waray: 3.4%
Other: 25.3%

Tagalog reside in central Luzon and Mindoro. Cebuano populate eastern Negros, Cebu, western Leyte, and 
northwestern Mindanao. Ilocano live in northern Luzon. Bisaya/Binisaya reside in areas of Leyte and eastern 
Mindanao. Hiligaynon Illonggo are found in Negros and Panay. Bikol live in southern Luzon and Waray 
reside in Waray and eastern Leyte.

Population: 103,775,002 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.873% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 3.15 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 68.99 male, 75.03 female (2012)

Languages: Filipino [based on Tagalog] (26%), Tagalog (22%), Cebuano (16%), Ilokano (7%), Hiligaynon 
(6%), Bikolano (5%), English (3%), Waray-Waray (3%), Pampango [Pampangan] (2%), Pangsinan (1%), 
Maguindanao (1%), other (8%). Filipino and English are the official languages. Over half the population 
speaks English; most speak Filipino, Tagalog, or Cebuano as a second language. One hundred seventy-one 
native languages are spoken in the Philippines. Languages with over one million speakers include Filipino (25 
million), Tagalog (21.5 million), Cebuano (15.8 million), Ilocano (6.92 million), Hiligaynon (5.77 million), 
Bicolano dialects (4.6 million), English (3.4 million), Waray-Waray (2.57 million), Pampangan (1.9 million), 
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Pangasinan (1.16 million), and Maguindanao (1 million). The Philippines boasts one of the highest literacy 
rates among developing nations.1399

Literacy: 92.6% (2000)

History

Indonesians and Malays migrated to the Philippines in several waves over thousands of years prior to recorded 
history. Arab traders visited the southern islands and introduced Islam between the twelfth and fourteenth 
centuries. In 1521, Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan claimed the Philippines for Spain. Christianity 
spread throughout the archipelago during the following several centuries. Filipino intellectuals aspired for 
independence in the late nineteenth century, which was interrupted by the United States annexing the islands 
during the Spanish-American War in 1898. Civil conflict and resentment of American rule continued into 
the 1900s, especially in Muslim-dominant areas of Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago. The United States 
facilitated the formation of self-governing institutions to prepare for Filipino independence. In 1935, the 
Philippines became a self-governing commonwealth. Japan invaded the islands in World War II resulting in 
the surrender of U.S. forces in 1942. General Douglas MacArthur began to liberate the Philippines in late 1944 
and retook the islands by late 1945. In 1946, the Philippines became independent from the United States but 
continued to receive American post-war reconstruction assistance. The government worked to diversify the 
economy and strengthen ties with neighboring Asian nations during the first two decades following indepen-
dence. President Ferdinand E. Marcos ruled from 1965 to 1986, declared martial law, and limited democratic 
freedoms. Corruption worsened during this period and economic growth was poor. President Marcos was 
forced into exile in 1986. Instability persistent in several areas controlled by communist insurgencies and 
Muslim separatists improved in the mid-1990s by government signed agreements with militant groups in the 
highlands of northern Luzon and granting autonomous status in predominantly Muslim areas in Mindanao. 
In the 2000s, the Philippines continued to face serious challenges with corruption in all areas of society and 
sporadic fighting in Mindanao with Muslim insurgencies.1400

Culture

Philippine culture generally consists of a blend of indigenous, Spanish, American, and Asian customs and 
practices. Some areas retain a greater degree of native cultural characteristics, such as the Solo Archipelago. 
Over three centuries of Spanish rule heavily influenced local languages, art, dance, names, and religion. 
American control of the islands familiarized most the population with English. Cuisine consists of pork, fruit, 
vegetables, rice, seafood, egg dishes (such as Balut), noodles, and many dishes and foods common in China. 
Cigarette consumption rates compare to the United States whereas alcohol consumption rates are lower than 
most nations. Prostitution is illegal but widespread. Homosexuality among males is common in many areas 
and is tolerated by most of the population.

Economy

GDP per capita: $4,100 (2011) [8.52% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.644
Corruption Index: 2.6 (2011)
Corruption, instability, and inefficient government have limited economic growth for decades, during which 
time nearby Asian nations have experienced rapid development and modernization. Poverty is a major issue, 
as a third of the population lives below the poverty line. Underemployment contributes to poor standards of 

1399 “Background Note: Philippines,” Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, 19 April 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/
bgn/2794.htm

1400 “Background Note: Philippines,” Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, 19 April 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/
bgn/2794.htm
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living. Remittances from the nearly five million Filipinos abroad constitute an important part of the economy. 
Services employ 51% of the workforce and generate 55% of the GDP, whereas industry employs 15% of the 
workforce and generates 30% of the GDP. Electronics, clothing, pharmaceuticals, wood products, petroleum 
refining, and fishing are major industries. Timber, petroleum, salt, and valuable minerals/metals are abundant 
natural resources. Agriculture employs a third of the labor force and accounts for 15% of the GDP. Primary 
agricultural products include sugarcane, coconuts, rice, corn, fruit, pork, eggs, beef, and fish. Primary trade 
partners include the United States, Japan, China, and Singapore.

The Philippines is perceived as one of the most corrupt nations in Asia. Corruption is perceived as widespread 
and present in all areas of society. Past efforts to address corruption have been unsuccessful and inconsistent. 
Many face significant challenges finding work and attaining suitable living standards due to corrupt practices 
in business and local government. Poor economic freedom and living conditions drive many Filipinos abroad 
in search of employment. The expatriate Filipino community may number as many as ten million and consists 
primarily of migrant workers.

Faiths

Christian: 93%
Muslim: 7%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 73,800,000
United Methodist 1,000,000 1,371
Iglesia ni Cristo 970,000 5,600
Seventh Day Adventists 734,929 4480
Latter-day Saints 675,166 1,134
Jehovah’s Witnesses 176,001 3,091
Episcopal Church in the Philippines 125,000

Religion

Catholics constitute between 80% and 85% of the population. Muslims are the largest minority group and are 
estimate to account between 5% and 9% of the population. Filipino Muslims, also known as Moros, primarily 
populate Mindanao, the Solo Archipelago. Primary non-Catholic Christian denominations include Seventh 
Day Adventists, the United Church of Christ, United Methodist, the Episcopal Church in the Philippines, 
Assemblies of God, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Southern Baptists, Philippine Independent 
Church, and the Iglesia ni Cristo. Some Christians incorporate indigenous beliefs into their religious practice. 
Many Christian Filipino workers in the Middle East convert to Islam for economic and social benefits and 
return to the Philippines as Muslims known as Balik Islam (Islam returnees).1401

Religious Freedom

The constitution protects religious freedom, which is generally upheld by the government. The government 
requests religious groups to register with the government but does not limit the religious freedom of nonreg-
istered religious groups. Registration grants tax-exempt status to religious groups. Religious instruction occurs 
in public schools, but students must have their parents’ written consent to attend classes. The dissemination 

1401 “Philippines,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127285.htm
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of religious literature may occur in public schools. The government has respected religious freedom for all 
religious groups, but there has been ongoing religious conflict in Mindanao between Christians and Muslims. 
There is some persecution of the Muslim minority in Mindanao by the Christian majority, which is also fueled 
by socio-economic differences. There are no proselytism bans in Muslim-populated areas, but the Muslim 
minority has resented Christian proselytizing efforts, as they are viewed as an attack on their identity and 
homeland. Muslim separatist groups control some areas of Mindanao.1402

Largest Cities

Urban: 65%
Quezon City, Manila, Kalookan, Cebu, Davao, Antipolo, Pasig, Taguig, Valenzuela, Dasmariñas, Cagayan 
de Oro, Parañaque, Las Piñas, Makati, Bacolod, Muntinlupa, General Santos, Bacoor, San Jose del Monte, 
Marikina, Iloilo, Pasay, Zamboanga, Malabon, Calamba, Mandaue, Angeles, Mandaluyong, Baguio, 
Lapu-Lapu, Cainta, San Pedro, San Fernando, Santa Rosa, Biñan, Taytay, Lipa, Cotabato, Imus, Navotas, 
Cabanatuan, Binangonan, San Pablo, Lucena, Olongapo, Malolos, General Trias, Tacloban, Cabuyao, Santa 
Maria, Tarlac, Mabalacat, Meycauayan, Montalban , Batangas, San Mateo, Legazpi, Talisay, Marawi, Tanza, 
Naga, Marilao, Dagupan,, Roxas, Tanauan, Jolo, Baliuag, General Mariano Alvarez, Hagonoy, San Juan del 
Monte, Urdaneta, Tagum, Dumaguete, Iligan, Ozamis, Cavite, Guagua, Santa Cruz, Minglanilla.
Cities listed in bold have no LDS congregation.

Seventy-seven of the seventy-nine cities with over 100,000 inhabitants have an LDS congregation. Twenty-
eight percent (28%) of the national population resides in the seventy-nine largest cities.

LDS History

Church President Joseph Fielding Smith dedicated the Philippines for missionary work in 1955.1403 Latter-day 
Saint servicemen from the United States established an informal church presence toward the end of World 
War II. In 1961, Elder Gordon B. Hinckley visited and initiated full-time missionary efforts, which occurred 
under the Southern Far East Mission headquartered in Hong Kong. At the time, there were only around 
one hundred members.1404 Both seminary and institute were operating by 1972. Church President Spencer 
W. Kimball visited Philippine President Marcos in 1975 and met local members.1405 In 1981, the Church 
announced the first Philippine temple in Manila, which was dedicated in 1984. Missionary work began on 
Masbate in 19871406 and on Mindoro in 1988.1407 Tagalog became the first Philippine language with Book of 
Mormon translation of select passages published in 1988, followed by select passages of the Book of Mormon 
translated into Ilokano and Cebuano in the early 1990s.1408 In 1998, Micronesia became part of the Pacific 

1402 “Philippines,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127285.htm

1403 “Growth ‘just amazing,’” LDS Church News, 14 May 1988. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/18028/Growth-just-
amazing.html

1404 Britsch, R. Lanier. “‘Faithful, Good, Virtuous, True’: Pioneers in the Philippines,” Liahona, Feb 1998, 41.

1405 “Conference in the Philippines,” Ensign, Oct. 1975, 90–91.

1406 “From around the world,” LDS Church News, 9 January 1988. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/17636/From-
around-the-world.html

1407 “Growth ‘just amazing,’” LDS Church News, 14 May 1988. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/18028/Growth-just-
amazing.html

1408 “Translations in Philippine languages moving forward,” LDS Church News, 30 November 1991. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/21565/Translations-in-Philippine-languages-moving-forward.html
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Area, and the Philippines became its own area.1409 The Philippines became one of the first nations in which 
the Perpetual Education Fund was implemented, in the early 2000s.1410

Between 2002 and 2004, the Church assigned Elder Dallin H. Oaks to serve as president of the Philippines 
Area as a result of poor convert retention, low member activity, low temple attendance, and challenges training 
local leadership, marking the first time an apostle was assigned abroad in half a century.1411 A missionary in the 
Philippines Bacolod Mission died from a car accident in 2008.1412 The first temple in the southern Philippines 
was dedicated in 2010 in Cebu City.

Missions
The LDS Church organized the Philippine Mission in 1967, later renamed the Philippines Manila Mission in 
1974. A second mission was headquartered in Cebu City (1974) [relocated to Bacolod in 1988], and a third in 
Davao (1977). The Church created additional missions in Quezon City (1979) [relocated to Baguio in 1981], 
Quezon City (1986), Cebu East (1987) [renamed Cebu in 1988], Cagayan de Oro (1988), Quezon City West 
(1988) [relocated to San Fernando in 1991 and later to Olongapo in 1994), Naga (1989), San Pablo (1990), 
Tacloban (1990), Ilagan (1990), Cabanatuan (1992) [relocated to Angeles], Laoag (2004), Butuan (2006), 
Iloilo (2010), Quezon City North (2011), Cavite (2013), Cebu East (2013), Legaspi (2013), and Urdaneta 
(2013). The number of missions increased from two in 1975 to four in 1980, twelve in 1990, thirteen in 
2000, sixteen in 2010, and twenty-one in 2013.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 675,166 (2012)
Membership totaled 20,000 in 1975. Between July 1973 and June 1974, 2,000 converts joined the Church, 
most of which were entire families.1413 Membership stood at 55,000 in 1982,1414 75,000 in 1984,1415 and 
127,000 in 1988.1416 22,000 converts were baptized in 1987 alone.1417 There were 22,500 convert baptisms 
in 1990 and 250,000 members.1418 Membership reached 300,000 in 1992.1419 By year-end 2000, Philippine 
Church membership totaled 470,486.

Membership growth rates slowed dramatically in the 2000s due to efforts to reduce poor convert retention 
by increasing standards for convert baptisms, which resulted in fewer convert baptisms. There were 517,374 
Latter-day Saints in 2002, 537,014 in 2004, 572,619 in 2006, and 614,585 in 2008. Annual membership 
growth rates ranged from a high of 5.4% in 2000 to a low of 1.7% in 2003. Most years experienced annual 
membership growth rates around 3 to 4%.

1409 “5 new areas announced worldwide,” LDS Church News, 4 July 1998. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/31389/5-
new-areas-announced-worldwide.html

1410 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Perpetual Education Fund helps 5,360,” LDS Church News, 26 October 2002. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/42702/Perpetual-Education-Fund-helps-5360.html

1411 “Elder Oaks, Holland assigned abroad,” LDS Church News, 13 April 2002. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/41659/
Elders-Oaks-Holland-assigned-abroad.html

1412 Stahle, Shaun D. “Missionary killed in Philippines,” LDS Church News, 8 March 2008. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/51712/Missionary-killed-in-Philippines.html

1413 “Philippines: The Land of Joyous Service,” Ensign, Aug 1975, 58.

1414 Romney, Richard M. “Land of Sunshine, Land of Rain,” New Era, Jun 1983, 21.

1415 Britsch, R. Lanier. “‘Faithful, Good, Virtuous, True’: Pioneers in the Philippines,” Liahona, Feb 1998, 41.

1416 “News of the Church,” Ensign, Mar 1988, 75–79.

1417 “Growth ‘just amazing,’” LDS Church News, 14 May 1988. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/18028/Growth-just-
amazing.html

1418 “The Church in the Philippines,” LDS Church News, 11 May 1991. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/21021/
The-Church-in-the-Philippines.html

1419 Lim, Augusto A. “Missionary Work in the Philippines,” Ensign, Nov 1992, 82.
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Membership growth occurred later in the southern Philippines, as missionary work did not commence until 
the late 1960s. In 2006, Mindanao had 70,000 members,1420 and in 2010, there were over 200,000 Latter-day 
Saints in the Visayas and Mindanao.1421 In 2010, the bulk of LDS membership resided on Luzon, numbering 
around 400,000. In 2009, one in 155 was nominally LDS.

Congregational Growth

Wards: 537 Branches: 600 Groups: 10+ (April 2013)
The Church created its first stake in Manila in 1973. In 1975, there was one stake and four districts in the 
Philippines Manila Mission and four districts in the Philippines Cebu City Mission.1422 In the late 1970s, 
additional stakes were created in Makati and Quezon City. There were fifteen stakes by 1984,1423 most of 
which were organized in the Manila area. During the first half of the 1980s, the first stakes were created in 
the Visayas and Mindanao in Cebu City, Bacolod, and Davao. There were thirty-two stakes and thirty-four 
districts by April 1988.1424 During the late 1980s and early 1990s, the number of districts increased rapidly, as 
over thirty-five new districts were created during this period throughout the Philippines.

There were forty-two stakes and fifty-two districts in May 1990,1425 and by late 1992, there were forty-eight 
stakes and sixty-five districts.1426 Between 1996 and 2001, over a dozen new stakes were created from districts. 
At year-end 2000, the Church operated seventy-seven stakes and seventy-three districts.

During the first half of the 2000s, districts increased by fourteen, primarily due to the Church discontinuing 
six stakes and creating multiple districts from congregations once part of discontinued stakes. Five years later, 
there were seventy-six stakes and eighty-seven districts. Since 2006, three new districts were created in Baler, 
Roxas Isabela, and Sogod, and three stakes were created from districts in Tacloban, Catarman, and Sagay. 
In late 2010, there were seventy-nine stakes and eighty-six districts and in early 2013, there were eighty-five 
stakes and eighty-four districts.

The Church has discontinued ten stakes in Munoz (1992), Olongapo (1993), Ozamiz (1993), Kidapawan 
(1995), Bauang (2003), Camiling (2003), Mangaldan (2003), Agoo (2004), La Carlota (2004), and Burgos 
(2005). Primary reasons for the Church discontinuing these stakes include inadequate numbers of active 
priesthood holders, slowing growth, poor retention among new converts, and transportation challenges. The 
eruption of Mount Pinatubo in 1991 damaged 80% of members’ homes in the Olongapo Philippines Stake, 
leading to relocations that likely contributed to the discontinuation of the stake.1427

In 1975, there were five wards, fifty-two branches, and twenty-five groups.1428 By year-end 1989, there were 
596 congregations (including 186 wards). Rapid congregational growth occurred in the first half of the 1990s 

1420 Stahle, Shaun D. “New missions created in Brazil, Philippines, Pacific,” LDS Church News, 15 July 2006. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/49194/New-missions-created-in-Brazil-Philippines-Pacific.html

1421 “Cebu City Philippines Temple: Information nuggets,” LDS Church News, 7 June 2010. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/59440/Cebu-City-Philippines-Temple-Information-nuggets.html

1422 “Philippines: The Land of Joyous Service,” Ensign, Aug 1975, 58.

1423 Britsch, R. Lanier. “‘Faithful, Good, Virtuous, True’: Pioneers in the Philippines,” Liahona, Feb 1998, 41.

1424 “Growth ‘just amazing,’” LDS Church News, 14 May 1988. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/18028/Growth-just-
amazing.html

1425 “The Church in the Philippines,” LDS Church News, 11 May 1991. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/21021/
The-Church-in-the-Philippines.html

1426 Lim, Augusto A. “Missionary Work in the Philippines,” Ensign, Nov 1992, 82.

1427 http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/21641/Members-in-Guam-aid-volcano-victims-from-the-Philippines.html

1428 “Philippines: The Land of Joyous Service,” Ensign, Aug 1975, 58.
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as total congregations increased by 401, reaching 769 in 1991 and 995 in 1995. There were over 1,000 
congregations in 1998.1429

By year-end 2000, the Church operated 1,157 congregations, (including 490 wards. The number of congre-
gations increased to a high of 1,234 in 2002, including 525 wards. Over the next three years, 159 wards and 
branches were consolidated, resulting in 1,075 congregations in 2006 (469 wards). The number of congrega-
tions has slowly increased since 2006, numbering 1,087 in 2008 and 1,100 in late 2010.

Activity and Retention

The average number of members per congregation increased substantially during the 2000s from 407 in 2000 
to 577 in 2009, indicating poor retention of new converts and low member activity. Most of this increase 
occurred between 2003 and 2007 as a result of congregation consolidations. Elder Dallin H. Oaks reported in 
2004 that convert retention, member reactivation, tithing payments, and church magazine subscriptions had 
increased during his tenure over the Philippines.1430

The Church initially experienced moderate to high member activity rates as in 1975, 18,000 attended a 
nationwide church conference when there were only 20,000 members at the time,1431 although an unknown 
number of nonmember acquaintances and investigators were present There were 2,000 seminary and institute 
students in 1975.1432 In the late 1980s, convert retention rates improved from 18% to 75% over a two-
and-a-half-year period in the Philippines Baguio Mission.1433 In 1988, there were over 1,000 enrolled in the 
Institute of Religion in Manila.1434 That same year, institute and seminary enrollment were expected to reach 
11,000,1435 and convert retention rates were over 50% in every mission.1436

In 1988, President Hinckley met more than 23,000 members throughout the country in member meetings, 
one of which in Bacolod had 7,000 in attendance.1437 In 1990, 74% of converts baptized in the Philippines 
Naga Mission were retained, according to church leaders.1438 Convert retention rates appeared to decline 
throughout the remainder of the 1990s. In 2004, 41,000 members in seventy-two stakes attended a nation-
wide satellite broadcast.1439

In 2006, 70% of church members in the Camaligan Branch attended a handcart trek.1440 During the first 

1429 Britsch, R. Lanier. “‘Faithful, Good, Virtuous, True’: Pioneers in the Philippines,” Liahona, Feb 1998, 41.
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1432 “Philippines: The Land of Joyous Service,” Ensign, Aug 1975, 58.

1433 “From around the world,” LDS Church News, 23 January 1988. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/17634/From-
around-the-world.html
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cles/48353/Philippines-branch-treks-for-pioneers.html
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half of 2006, over 29,200 youth attended fifty-five regional youth conferences.1441 In 2007, 400 attended 
the groundbreaking for the temple in Cebu, and 3,000 attended a special devotional with Elder Dallin H. 
Oaks.1442 33,229 were enrolled in seminary or institute during the 2008–2009 school year. In 2010, 45,103 
attended the Cebu City Philippines Temple open house.1443 10,000 attended a cultural celebration the night 
prior to the temple dedication, including 2,000 youth performers.1444 In 2005, Elder Oaks noted that around 
100,000 members attend church at least once a month,1445 although average weekly church attendance is 
somewhat lower.

Some branches have over one hundred active members, whereas others have fewer than fifty. Most wards 
appear to have between 70 and 120 active members. Nationwide, active membership is estimated at no greater 
than 120,000, or 20% of total membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Tagalog, Cebuano, Ilokano, Hiligaynon, Bikolano, English, Waray-Waray, 
Pampango, Pangsinan, Chinese.
All LDS scriptures are translated into Tagalog, Cebuano, Ilokano, Pangasinan, and Chinese. Translations 
of the Book of Mormon are available in Hiligaynon, Bikolano, Waray-Waray, and Pampango. The 2009 
revised Gospel Principles is translated in Tagalog, Cebuano, and Chinese (simplified and traditional characters), 
whereas the original version is available in Bikolano, Hiligaynon, Ilokano, Pampango, Pangasinan, and Waray-
Waray. The missionary instruction manual, Preach My Gospel, is translated in Cebuano, Tagalog, and Chinese 
(traditional characters, Mandarin Romanized, Cantonese Romanized). The Restoration DVD is available in 
Cebuano. The Liahona magazine has twelve Cebuano, Chinese, and Tagalog issues a year.

Meetinghouses

In 1992, a new building housing church administration offices was dedicated in Manila.1446

Health and Safety

The LDS missionary department has not sent nonnatives to Mindanao for over a decade due to political 
instability and threats against Americans from Muslim separatist groups. Traffic safety is a challenge due to 
poorly maintained roads and inconsistent observance of traffic laws. Some tropical and subtropical diseases are 
endemic. Health care infrastructure is limited outside of large urban centers.

Humanitarian and Development Work

In 1988, the Philippines Manila Mission organized a health fair providing free medical check-ups and 
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1443 Avant, Gerry. “Cebu temple open house concludes, area readies for upcoming dedication activities,” LDS Church News, 7 
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mini-lessons on health related issues in Binan.1447 In the 1980s, a group of LDS sister missionaries called the 
Mormon Christian Services taught English and prepared Filipino refugees for immigration to other countries 
in Moron, Batan.1448 In the early 1990s, Church leaders assisted local members become more self-reliant 
through assigning family garden plots on meetinghouse land and teaching employment skills.1449 In 1992, the 
Philippines/Micronesia Area Presidency met with Philippines President Fidel Ramos and presented a check 
for $41,000 to assist those displaced by the eruption of Mount Pinatubo.1450 In 2006, the Church provided 
humanitarian aid to mudslide victims in Guinsaugon.1451 Later that year, Latter-day Saints in nineteen stakes 
and districts in the Metro Manila area donated clothing and toys for children to aid typhoon victims in 
southeast Luzon. Six members perished from the disaster, and the Church also donated humanitarian aid.1452 
Additional humanitarian activities in recent years include clean water projects, vision care, wheelchair dona-
tions, and emergency relief for victims of natural disasters.1453

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

Latter-day Saints worship openly, and full-time missionaries proselyte in most areas. Foreign missionaries 
have served regularly without government restrictions. Missionary activity encounters some restrictions in 
Mindanao among the Muslim population. Full-time missionaries avoid proselytizing Muslims out of respect 
for local customs and due to ongoing conflict with Christians in Mindanao.

Cultural Issues

Unemployment and underemployment have been major challenges that deter church growth and the self-
sustainability of local congregations. In 1988, as many as half of Latter-day Saints were unemployed, and 30% 
of employed members were underemployed.1454 In the early 1990s, Latter-day Saints were less wealthy on 
average compared to the general Filipino population.1455 The Church has begun to address some of these issues 
through the establishment of the Perpetual Education Fund in order for members to gain needed education 
for future employment.

Most have a Christian background as a result of centuries of missionary activity headed by the Catholic 
Church. Many Filipino Catholics do not appear to be as traditionally entrenched in their faith as their coun-
terparts in many other nations, which has contributed to high receptivity of the population to Protestant 
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groups and Latter-day Saints. Strong missionary activity among non-Catholic Christians today creates compe-
tition for prospective converts among Catholics.

LDS apostle Elder Dallin H. Oaks noted in 2005 that modesty was a cultural value in the Philippines that 
stands in line with Latter-day Saint teachings. Elder Oaks further noted that separation of spouses for extended 
periods of time for employment purposes, a common practice in the Philippines, should be avoided.1456

National Outreach

Thirty-nine percent (39%) of the national population resides in cities with LDS congregations and at 
least 20,000 inhabitants. Many wards, branches, and groups operate in smaller cities or in rural areas. The 
percentage of Filipinos residing in areas with a mission outreach center is estimated at 50%, it but is difficult 
to ascertain, as the Church does not report the number of groups operating, and population estimates for 
many villages or small cities in less populated areas are only approximate. Forty-seven of the 284 cities with 
over 20,000 inhabitants do not have mission outreach centers, amounting to 2% of the national population. 
Conditions are favorable to open many of these larger unreached cities to missionary work outside of Muslim 
majority areas in Mindanao.

Sixty-eight of eighty provinces (85%) have a mission outreach center and account for 95% of the national 
population. Twelve provinces have no known LDS mission outreach centers and include, in order of 
descending population, Lanao del Sur, Sulu, Zamboanga Sibugay, Shariff Kabunsuan, Basilan, Tawi-Tawi, 
Romblon, Mountain Province, Dinagat Islands, Apayao, Siquijor, and Batanes. Areas predominantly popu-
lated by Muslims account for the most populous unreached provinces, whereas isolated, mountainous areas 
or small islands account for the majority of the least populated unreached provinces. Over the past several 
decades, separatist movements occurred in many of the currently unreached provinces. Among currently 
unreached provinces, prospects appear highest for missionary work commencing in Romblon due to its size-
able population over 260,000, relative stability, and mission outreach centers operating on nearby Mindoro 
island. The population on Romblon and other unreached provinces often speak indigenous languages without 
LDS language materials translated, which may delay the commencement mission outreach in these areas and 
create language barriers between full-time missionaries and the local population.

Several islands are within the boundaries of provinces with an official Church presence but have no known 
LDS congregations. Most have fewer than 100,000 inhabitants. Islands with comparably small populations 
still provide meaningful mission outreach prospects. With 150,000 inhabitants, the small island of Biliran had 
a district organized in 2001 and in late 2010 had five branches. Prospects may be favorable for commencing 
missionary activity on islands like Biliran with smaller populations, such as Lubang, Polillo, Cuyo, Busuanga, 
Culion, and Siargao.

Poorly developed transportation infrastructure and the high travel expenses have facilitated the creation of 
additional congregations in closer proximity to small LDS population centers. Prospects remain high for accel-
erated national outreach expansion in villages with multiple Latter-day Saint families who travel inordinate 
distances to church on Sundays but requires proper vision from local church leaders and mission presidents. 
Groups appear to be readily created in many of these locations, but few have grown into branches in recent 
years.

Humanitarian service and development work provide valuable opportunities to expand national outreach. 
Sister missionaries conducting humanitarian service in refugee camps have brought converts into the church 

1456 “Notable progress in the Philippines,” LDS Church News, 30 April 2005. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/47240/
Notable-progress-in-the-Philippines.html
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through their efforts.1457 The Church has the needed resources to instigate development projects greatly needed 
in many areas but has not undertaken large-scale clean water projects or other work seen in other areas like 
Africa. Opportunities to solidify church membership and attract additional converts through employment 
workshops, medical care, and roadway improvement projects have yet to be carefully explored.

Filipino Latter-day Saints living abroad have in the past brought large numbers of converts into the Church 
through their efforts with friends and relatives. In 2007, a member visited family in Leyte and forty convert 
baptisms followed from her efforts to share the gospel with her relatives.1458 Reaching out to the Filipino 
community outside their home country can also provide benefits within the Philippines, but few missions 
conduct specific outreach to Filipinos in other countries, such as the United States and the Middle East.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Notwithstanding a few bright spots, low LDS convert retention and member activity rates have occurred 
for decades in the LDS Church in the Philippines, compromising rapid membership growth rates in the 
1980s and 1990s. Over a decade after formal missionary activity commenced, church activity rates among 
Latter-day Saints appeared to be among the highest in Asia.1459 However, the more than a dozen missions 
in the Philippines were subsequently inconsistent in implementing and enforcing the standards for church 
attendance and other indicators ostensibly necessary for converts to be baptized. Member activity and convert 
retention rates plummeted in the 1980s as a result of converts being rushed into baptism by full-time mission-
aries without developing habitual church attendance, inadequate pre-baptismal and post-baptismal teaching, 
and deficient local congregational infrastructure to fellowship and integrate new members.

Elder L. Lionel Kendrick of the Seventy served as President of the Philippines/Micronesia Area in 1990 and 
noted that Church leaders were anticipating church membership to double within five years from 250,000 to 
500,000. At the time, the greatest challenge toward developing self-sustaining growth was baptizing those who 
could serve as church leaders and providing them training despite their recent conversions and lack of church 
experience.1460 Membership did not reach 500,000 until early 2002. High transportation costs and distance 
from the nearest meetinghouse also contributed to low member activity rates as noted by Elder Kendrick.1461

Low congregational growth rates in the late 2000s following the nearly 200 congregation consolidations that 
occurred in the mid-2000s indicate that convert retention rates appear to be uncoupled from the number of 
converts baptized by full-time missionaries in the Philippines. The strongest congregational growth previously 
occurred during periods of the strongest membership growth.

The large number of districts, very few of which have matured into stakes over the past decade despite reported 
national church membership increasing by 160,000, also evidences low member activity rates and insufficient 
numbers of priesthood holders, as most districts have enough branches and members on record to become 
stakes but do not meet the criteria of member activity and tithing faithfulness necessary for stakes to be 
organized.
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Member activity rates as indicated by seminary and institute enrollment demonstrate that activity rates have 
likely declined slightly over the past two decades. Church membership nearly quadrupled from 164,214 to 
631,885 between 1988 and 2009, whereas seminary/institute attendance tripled from 11,000 to 33,000. The 
number of congregations has increased by only a few congregations per year since the mid-2000s.

The Church has struggled to baptize and retain male converts capable of serving in leadership positions. A 
large number of male converts in the 1980s and 1990s became branch presidents and other local church 
leaders within the first year of their baptism due to a lack of priesthood holders. Leadership in many areas 
has had little experience and training from mission or area leaders as a result of island isolation. Continued 
challenges in developing local leadership sufficient in numbers and activity delays many of the eighty-six 
districts from becoming stakes. Elder Dallin H. Oaks noted in 2004 that developing local leadership capable 
of meeting the administrative and ecclesiastical needs of new converts and less active members was still a major 
challenge in the Philippines to achieve self-sustaining, long-term growth.1462

Conditions became so problematic that LDS Apostle Dallin H. Oaks was assigned as the Area President from 
2002 to 2004. Prior to the end of his tenure, Elder Oaks stressed the need for missionaries to provide more 
thorough teaching to investigators and reiterated the need for local leaders to assign new converts callings and 
provide fellowshipping to improve convert retention and member activity rates.1463 Standards were raised for 
prospective converts prior to baptism. Missions that implemented the standards of attending church regularly 
and developing other gospel habits before baptism experienced substantial improvements in convert retention, 
although the standards were not consistently implemented or enforced in all missions. Elder Oaks reported in 
2005 that tithe-paying membership increased significantly during the previous few years, but he urged more 
members to pay their tithes faithfully.1464

Reactivation and convert retention efforts have been mixed, as mission and local church leaders have been 
unable to sustain rapid membership growth and local leadership development. Mission presidents and local 
church leaders have struggled for decades to improve convert retention and member activity rates and have 
shared ideas on methods to address these issues. In 1988, the Philippines Cebu Mission adopted a reactivation 
and retention program implemented in the Philippines Baguio Mission that stressed greater involvement of 
local leaders in the fellowshipping and teaching of new converts and tracked their progress over six months.1465 
This and similar programs have the potential to improve activity and retention rates as long as they are consis-
tently implemented and local members are actively involved.

The Philippines continue to lack consistent convert retention and member reactivation programs among its 
sixteen missions. Past efforts to increase convert retention rates have seen sporadic success but have not been 
sustained for more than a few years’ time. The benefit of these periods of contemplative and thoughtful lead-
ership emphasizing convert retention has often been offset or undone by a recurrent emphasis on baptismal 
numbers as the primary focus of missionary work. Encouraging trends toward greater convert retention have 
repeatedly been wiped out when standards set by previous mission presidents were reversed by new leaders. 
The need for consistent, long-term standards for baptism to be maintained and enforced over time is just as 
important as the training of local leaders and member fellowshipping to the long-term prospects for improved 
convert retention and member activity in the Philippines.
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Receptivity to the LDS Church remains high in many areas. In 2010, 1,500 Cebu City Philippines Temple 
open house attendees requested missionary visits.1466 Large numbers of converts continue to be baptized in 
many missions, although convert retention continues to be a major challenge.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

High demographic diversity occurs with few ethnically based conflicts, which promotes the integration of 
various ethnic groups into the same congregations. Some ethnic groups have few or no known Latter-day 
Saints, due to low receptivity or the lack of a Church presence in areas populated by these groups. Muslim 
peoples in Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago are among the least reached and pose integration challenges. 
Wards and branches in Mindanao consist primarily of Filipinos who formerly belonged to other Christian 
denominations. The lack of language materials also reduces mission outreach among some ethnic groups.

Language Issues

Government campaigns to standardize English and Filipino/Tagalog have facilitated growth in many areas 
where indigenous languages without LDS materials are spoken. Latter-day Saint mission outreach materials 
are now available in the ten most commonly spoken local languages. Rapid membership growth necessitated 
the translation of LDS scriptures into various Filipino languages, which in turn has reinforced rapid member-
ship growth and expansion of national outreach.

There are 26 languages with over 100,000 speakers without LDS proselytism materials, which, listed in 
descending order by number of speakers, include Maguindanao, Tausug, Maranao, Capiznon, Bontoc, 
Ibanag, Inakeanon, Kinaray-a, Masbatenyo, Surigaonon, Chavacano, Sorsogon dialects, Blaan dialects, Sama 
dialects, Kankanaey, Bantoanon, Romblomanon, Manobo dialects, Subanen, Davawenyo, Itawit, Cuyonon, 
Ibaloi, Kalagan dialects, Yakan, Binukid. Prospects for translations of Latter-day Saint materials in these 
languages will depend on the number and fluency of church members speaking these respective languages 
and whether scripture or proselytism material translations in these languages would meet a significant need. 
Six hundred thousand speak Min Nan Chinese, but in late 2010, there were no designated Chinese-speaking 
LDS congregations.

Missionary Service

Local members constitute the majority of full-time missionaries assigned to the Philippines, but as few as 10% 
of Filipino LDS youth serve full-time missions. A missionary training center opened in Manila in 1983.1467 
82% of the 1,100 full-time missionaries in the country were native Filipinos.1468 In 1988, 80% of the full-
time missionary force in the Philippines Baguio Mission were native Filipinos.1469 60 to 70% of the more than 
2,000 full-time missionaries in 1992 were local members.1470 Emphasis on seminary and institute attendance 
in many areas can help increase the number of members who serve missions by providing missionary prepa-
ration classes, offering opportunities for social interaction with LDS youth, and strengthening gospel study 
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habits and testimonies.  In 2012, the Church dedicated a new missionary training center in Manila with 
capacity to house up to 144 missionaries.1471

Leadership

All local congregations appear to have been led by native Filipino members since 1980, but the LDS Church 
has struggled for decades to develop adequate local leadership to administer the needs of the large number of 
converts and less active members. In 1988, training leadership was a major focus for church growth and also a 
major challenge, according to Elder Cannon, President of the Philippines/Micronesia Area at the time.1472 In 
the 2000s, the LDS Church has begun to better address leadership training issues through period priesthood 
leadership training broadcasts.1473

In 1990, five of the twelve mission presidents were Filipino.1474 In 1992, five of the thirteen mission presidents, 
all eight regional representatives, and all stake and district presidents were Filipino.1475 Elder Lim from Manila 
was called to the Second Quorum of the Seventy in 1992.1476 Following the discontinuation of regional repre-
sentatives in the mid-1990s, three Filipino Area Authorities were called: Ambrosio C. Collado, Ruben G. 
Gapiz, and Remus G. Villarete.1477 In 1996, Elder Lim became the first Filipino member to serve as president 
of the Manila Philippines Temple.1478

In 2000, Edison M. Cabrito (Baguio City), Reynaldo L. Cuyong (Cagayan de Oro City), Fred C. Dimaya 
(Laguna), and Carlos C. Revillo Sr. (General Santos City) were called as Area Authority Seventies.1479 In 2003, 
Julio G. Gaviola (Manila) was called as an Area Authority Seventy.1480 In 2004, Michael J. Teh (Angono) was 
called as an Area Authority Seventy.1481 In 2005, Federico F. Costales (Baguio City), Fabian L. Sinamban 
(General Santos City), and Miguel R. Valdez (Santa Rosa) were called as Area Seventies.1482 In 2007, Elder 
Teh was called to the First Quorum of the Seventy,1483 and Jovencio A. Guanzon (Manila) and Benson E. 
Misalucha (Cagayan de Oro City) were called as Area Seventies.1484
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1483 “5 general authorities called to serve full time,” LDS Church News, 31 March 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/50362/5-general-authorities-called-to-serve-full-time.html

1484 “26 Area Seventies called; 29 released,” LDS Church News, 7 April 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/50423/46-Area-Seventies-called-29-released.html
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Temple

LDS members attended temples in Japan and Taiwan before the completion of the temple in Manila in 1984. 
Until the dedication of the Cebu City Philippines Temple, members across the entire country attended the 
Manila Philippines Temple. The Manila Philippines Temple has been well-used by active membership. In late 
2010, the temple had endowment sessions scheduled hourly Tuesdays through Fridays and every half hour 
Saturday mornings. During the first months of operation in 2010, the Cebu City Philippines Temple experi-
enced moderate use and scheduled six endowment sessions on weekdays and five on Saturdays.

Prior to the announcement of the Cebu City Philippines Temple in April 2005, President Hinckley noted 
that the Church had not built a temple in the southern Philippines due to concerns of inadequate numbers 
of potential temple-going Latter-day Saints, as evidenced by low numbers of temple recommend holders. 
President Hinckley challenged members to hold a temple recommend so that a temple could be built in the 
region one day.1485 A year following the challenge, the Church announced a temple for Cebu, which was 
dedicated in 2010. In 2010, the Church announced a third temple, the Urdaneta Philippines Temple, in 
Pangasinan Province, Luzon. The lack of additional LDS temples reflects low member activity rates and few 
temple recommend holders in many areas. Prospects for the construction of additional temples appear high 
over the medium term and will depend on the increase of temple recommend holders. Cities in which the 
Church may construct additional temples include Bacolod, Cagayan de Oro, and Naga.

Comparative Growth

The LDS Church in the Philippines has the fourth largest church membership, the most districts, the fifth most 
stakes, the fourth most congregations, and the fourth most missions in the world, although the Philippines 
rank twelfth in the world by total population. The dedication of the Cebu City Philippines Temple reduced 
the number of stakes and districts originally assigned to the Manila Philippines Temple district, the district 
still had the most districts and the fourteenth most stakes of any temple district in the world. The Cebu City 
Philippines Temple district has the second most districts. In the Philippines, Latter-day Saints constitute the 
highest percentage of the population in Asia at one LDS member per 155 Filipinos, yet active Latter-day 
Saints may be as few as one in 800. The Philippines appear to have the largest full-time missionary forces 
outside of the United States and Latin America.

Other missionary-oriented Christian churches experience strong church growth but have achieved higher 
member activity and convert retention rates as a result of greater emphasis on pre-baptismal preparation 
and stronger member involvement in proselytism. Seventh Day Adventists have nearly the same number of 
members as the LDS Church but far more active members and four times as many congregations. Iglesia di 
Cristo has several hundred thousand more adherents, but five times as many congregations.

Future Prospects

The Philippines offer abundant opportunities for establishing additional mission outreach centers, strength-
ening districts to prepare to become stakes, and increasing the number of local full-time missionaries to reduce 
reliance on North Americans. Low member activity and convert retention rates and inconsistent mission 
policies that have vacillated between a focus on quick baptisms with little attention to quality and subsequent 
clean-up efforts emphasizing higher standards that are often not maintained, frustrate greater real church 
growth. There remains a great need for widespread implementation and enforcement of the principles taught 
in the missionary handbook Preach My Gospel. The creation of additional stakes continues to be delayed as a 
result of the lack of adequate numbers of active Melchizedek Priesthood holders, but positive developments 

1485 “Notable progress in the Philippines,” LDS Church News, 30 April 2005. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/47240/
Notable-progress-in-the-Philippines.html
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regarding increasing numbers of full-tithe payers and active membership in some areas led to the announce-
ment of additional temples in Cebu City and Urdaneta since 2006. Dozens of districts appear close to 
becoming stakes. Latter-day Saints have yet to establish self-sustaining institutions that help buttress active 
membership and discourage emigration, such as a church university, church-operated schools or medical 
facilities, and greater development work in poverty-stricken areas.
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Singapore

Geography

AREA: 697 square km. One of the smallest countries in the world, Singapore comprises a city that rests 
on the equator on a main island and several smaller islands off the coast of the tip of the Malay Peninsula. 

The geography is flat and the climate is tropical. Nature preserves protect remaining areas of tropical rainforest 
left over after widespread urbanization following independence. Due to limited space for development, land 
reclamation projects in the surrounding ocean have increased the size of Singapore.

Peoples

Chinese: 76.8%
Malay: 13.9%
Indian: 7.9%
Other: 1.4%

The Chinese are the largest ethnic group in Singapore. Chinese primarily arrived before independence or after 
1990. Malays were among the original inhabitants, and Indians were brought by the British.

Population: 5,353,494 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.993% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 0.78 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 81.47 male, 86.2 female (2012)

Languages: Twenty-one languages are spoken in Singapore. Mandarin (35%), English (23%), Malay (14.1%), 
and Tamil (3.2%) are all official languages. The rest of Singaporeans speak Hokkein (11.4%), Cantonese 
(5.7%), Teochew (4.9%), other Chinese languages (1.8%), and other languages (0.9%). English literacy has 
steadily increased over the past couple decades and the government reported that 80% of the population over 
age fifteen were literate in English. In 2010, 52% of Chinese youth, 50% of Indian youth, and 26% of Malay 
youth spoke English as their home language.1486 Languages with over one million native speakers include 
Mandarin (1.63 million) and English (1.07 million).
Literacy: 96% (2010)

History

Malay sultans controlled Singapore when in 1819 the British received permission to build a trading post on 
the island. The entire island came under British control in 1824. During World War II, the island was invaded 
and held by Japanese forces. An independence movement began in the 1950s. Independence was declared in 
1963, and the country joined the Federation of Malaysia. In 1965, Singapore seceded from Malaysia. Due to 
its geographic location, free-market economy, and small population compared to other nations, the country 
was transformed into one of the world’s wealthiest.

1486 “Singapore Department of Statistics—Press Release,” Singapore Department of Statistics, 12 January 2011. http://www.
singstat.gov.sg/news/news/press12012011.pdf
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Culture

Singapore is known for its strict laws, cleanliness, urban and family planning, and ethnic and religious diver-
sity. Many crimes follow severe penalties, such as caning, imprisonment, and heavy fines. A chewing gum ban 
was in effect for over a decade in the 1990s and 2000s. Due to limited space and natural resources, govern-
ment pressured families to have few children in order to reduce the high birth rate following independence. A 
large portion of the inhabitants are not permanent residents. In order to reduce religious and ethnic tensions, 
strict laws are enforced banning persecution or harassment based on religion. Military service is mandatory at 
twenty-one.

Economy

GDP per capita: $59,900 (2011) [125% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.866
Corruption Index: 9.2 (2011)
Singapore ranked as the country with the fifth highest GDP per capita in 2010 and is among the least perceived 
corrupt countries in the world. Consumer electronics, pharmaceuticals, information technology products, 
and tourism are the major industries in the economy. Singapore has an insignificant agriculture sector and a 
weakening industry sector. Economic growth continues, with GDP rates increasing by 7% in the mid-2000s, 
which have sharply declined due to the global financial crisis. Singapore has one of the lowest unemployment 
rates, at 2.2% in 2008. Import and export partners are well distributed around Asia and developed nations. 
Perceived corruption ranks among the lowest worldwide.

Faiths

Buddhist: 33%
Christian: 18%
Unaffiliated: 17%
Muslim: 15%
Taoist: 11%
Hindu: 5.1%
Other/unknown: 0.9%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 223,562
Latter-day Saints 3,573 11
Seventh Day Adventists 2,781 7
Jehovah’s Witnesses 2,000

Religion

Singapore has a blend of diverse religious traditions that interact regularly. Buddhists form the majority due 
most Singaporeans claiming Chinese ancestry. Muslims are mainly limited to Malays. Taoists are Chinese and 
Hindus are Indians. In 2010, 57% of Chinese were Buddhist or Taoist, 59% of Indians were Hindu, 22% of 
Indians were Muslim, and 99% of Malays were Muslim. Christians comprise the largest percentage among 
Chinese (20%).1487

1487 “Singapore Department of Statistics—Press Release,” Singapore Department of Statistics, 12. January 2011. http://www.
singstat.gov.sg/news/news/press12012011.pdf
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Religious Freedom

The constitution allows religious freedom, which is limited by the government to promote racial and religious 
harmony. Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Unification Church are banned and are fined for distributing literature, 
as they are seen to disrupt social order. Foreign Christian missionaries are allowed to proselyte. Government 
closely monitors religious communities to maintain social order.1488

Major Cities

Urban: 100%

LDS History

The earliest LDS presence in Singapore was established in 1960 when four members resided in the country. 
In 1963, the first LDS meetings were held with British military and members from Hong Kong. The first 
LDS missionaries were assigned in 1968. In 1969, Elder Ezra Taft Benson dedicated Singapore for missionary 
work1489 and the Southern Asia Mission was organized with headquarters in Singapore. In 1970, the govern-
ment restricted missionary visas and proselytism resulting in local membership taking responsibility for 
missionary work. The Singapore Mission was reestablished in 1980. In 2003, the Singapore Mission Branch 
was created and headquartered in Singapore for members of the Church living in remote areas of the mission. 
At the time, the Singapore Mission included Bangladesh, Brunei, Diego Garcia, Malaysia, Maldives, Nepal, 
Singapore, and Sri Lanka. In late 2007 the Singapore Mission was divided and to create the India New Delhi 
Mission. In late 2009, the Singapore Mission also administered to Malaysia and Brunei.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 3,573 (2012)
By 1970 there were around one hundred members and by 1976 membership tripled to 309. Growth acceler-
ated, with membership reaching 960 in 1985 and 1,300 in 1990. In mid-1993 there were 1,750 members.1490 
Church membership reached 2,000 in 1997, 2,162 in 2000, 2,265 in 2002, 2,385 in 2004, 2,612 in 2006, 
2,890 in 2008, and 3,337 in 2010. Annual membership growth rates between 2000 and 2010 ranged from 
a high of 13.6% in 2010 to a low of 1.7% in 2002 and 2009 but generally varied from 2% to 6%. Rapid 
membership growth in 2010 may have been attributed to an influx in convert baptisms in groups operating 
in Brunei and Malaysia under the Singapore Mission Branch rather than in Singapore. In 2010, one in 1,421 
was LDS.

Congregational Growth

Wards: 10 Branches: 1 (April 2013)
The first branch was created 1968 when the first missionaries arrived from the Southern Far East Mission. A 
second branch was also created in 1970.1491 By 1990, there were five branches and one district. By the middle 
of 1993, there were seven branches in Singapore.1492 The first stake was organized in 1995 and included the 
Bedok, Clementi, Singapore 1st, and Toa Payoh Wards, and the Singapore 2nd and 3rd Branches.1493 By 

1488 “Singapore,” International Religious Freedom Report 2005, retrieved 27 June 2011. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2005/51529.htm

1489 Tice, Richard. “Singapore Saints,” Liahona, December 1990. http://lds.org/liahona/1990/12/singapore-saints?lang=eng

1490 “Singapore,” Country Profile, 2 April 2011. http://newsroom.lds.org/country/singapore

1491 Tice, Richard. “Singapore Saints,” Liahona, December 1990. http://lds.org/liahona/1990/12/singapore-saints?lang=eng

1492 “Singapore,” Country Profile, 2 April 2011. http://newsroom.lds.org/country/singapore

1493 “New stake presidencies,” LDS Church News, 22 April 1995. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/26764/
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2000, there were six wards and two branches in Singapore. The following year, both branches, which were not 
English speaking, were made into wards. The Singapore Stake also included the Johor Bahru Branch in neigh-
boring Malaysia. Of the eight wards in the Singapore Stake in 2010, six were designated as English-speaking, 
one as Chinese-speaking, and one as Tagalog-speaking. In 2011, two new wards were organized: the Singapore 
4th (English) and the Chao Chu Kang Wards. That same year, the two branches in neighboring Johor Bahru, 
Malaysia were reassigned from the Singapore Stake and made into their own district.

Activity and Retention

High retention and activity existed in the late 1960s when church attendance was greater than reported 
membership.1494 Focus has been placed on teaching and fellowshipping youth through conferences and 
musical performances with hundreds in attendance.1495 Inactivity and retention issues have presented chal-
lenges that have been addressed through active members inviting less active members for an open house of the 
newly completed Singapore Stake center in 2007. Four hundred active and less active members attended the 
event. Six hundred attended the dedication of the building. Most wards in 2010 appeared to have between 
75 and 150 active members. Active membership for Singapore is estimated at 1,200, or 35% of total church 
membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: English, Chinese (traditional and simplified characters), Tamil.
All LDS scriptures and most church materials are available in simplified and traditional Chinese characters. 
The Book of Mormon is the only LDS scripture translated into Tamil. Gospel Fundamentals, the Testimony of 
the Prophet Joseph Smith, and a few missionary resources for teaching investigators are the only church mate-
rials translated into Malay.

Meetinghouses

In 1990, a new meetinghouse was dedicated by Elder Dallin H. Oaks to serve three of the five branches in 
the Singapore District.1496 The Singapore Stake center was dedicated in early 2007 and housed six wards. Two 
additional meetinghouses service wards in Singapore, one of which was completed in 2011.

Humanitarian and Development Work

Church members in Singapore have conducted humanitarian and charity work for their own country and 
other less prosperous nations. In 2004, LDS women donated quilts to an orphanage.1497 Tsunami relief aid 
was assembled by members in early 2005.1498 Eighty youth cleaned a beach in Singapore as part of a youth 

New-stake-presidencies.html

1494 “Friends in Singapore,” Friend, September 1975, 14. 

1495 “Musical youth are singing in Singapore,” LDS Church News, 22 May 2004. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/45604/Musical-youth-are-singing-in-Singapore.html

1496 “Asia area: Elder Oaks visits Singapore,” LDS Church News, 11 March 1989. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/18481/
Asia-area—Elder-Oaks-visits-Singapore.html

1497 “Making quilts for orphanage,” LDS Church News, 18 September 2004. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/46163/
Making-quilts-for-orphanage.html

1498 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Emergency response is appropriate, immediate,” LDS Church News, 15 January 2005. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/46735/Emergency-response-is-appropriate-immediate.html
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conference in 2006.1499 In 2007, LDS women knitted 1,700 hats for newborns, which were distributed to 
hospitals around Asia.1500

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

The Church has maintained positive relations with the government, resulting in no obstructions to missionary 
work. Many Christian churches in Singapore condemn the Church as un-Christian, intimidate converts and 
investigators, and send hateful letters to missionaries. Opposition from other Christian groups poses chal-
lenges for the Church when conducting missionary work and public affairs.

Cultural Issues

The Church has the challenge of assimilating different ethnic groups into the same congregation due to 
differing religious and cultural backgrounds. As greater numbers of Singaporeans joined the Church, non-
English speaking congregations have been established. The Church appears to have gained converts among 
many of the ethnic groups in Singapore and integrated them into English-speaking congregations due to 
the widespread use of English as a language of interethnic communication. Challenges exist in retaining 
converts into the Church when large diversity exists in religious and cultural background. Singapore’s wealth 
has increased materialism, likely resulting in Singaporeans being less receptive to the Church than many other 
southeastern Asian countries. High cost of living and mediocre receptivity have limited the number of full-
time missionaries assigned and have likely prevented the construction or renting of additional meetinghouses.

National Outreach

Singapore is one of the only countries where the Church is not restrained by geography, resulting in the oppor-
tunity of reaching the entire population with few outreach centers. Outreach is limited due to the diversity in 
the culture, language, and religious background of the population. Although 58.8% of the population speaks 
a Chinese language, only one of the eight congregations in Singapore is Chinese speaking, as many Chinese 
Latter-day Saints speak English and attend English-speaking wards. Some areas of Singapore are less reached 
by Latter-day Saints due to distance to meetinghouses. Several planning areas have over 100,000 inhabitants 
and no LDS congregations, such as Jurong West, Tampines, Hougang, Yishun, Sengkang, Bukit Merah, Bukit 
Batok, Pasir Ris, Bukit Panjang, and Serangoon. Establishing additional meetinghouses to reduce travel times 
may enhance national outreach if feasible.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Member activity was strong enough to fill the needed callings to support a stake, even though membership was 
smaller than most stakes when the Church created the Singapore stake. Member activity rates are moderate 
for East Asia. Higher convert retention rates than other industrialized Asian nations appear possible due to 
the active role of members in referring and fellowshipping investigators and new converts. The operation 
of a stake despite few members and activity rates estimated at 35% indicate the devotion and quality active 
membership. Convert retention appears moderate due to counter-proselytism efforts from other Christian 
groups and the influence of materialism and secularism on society. Many converts in the Church come from 
nations that have a small presence in Singapore and an even smaller or no Church presence in their home 

1499 “Singapore youth serve,” LDS Church News, 29 July 2006. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/49250/Singapore-
youth-serve.html

1500 “Singapore sisters knit beany hats for babies,” LDS Church News, 30 December 2006. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/49965/Singapore-sisters-knit-beany-hats-for-babies.html
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country. This provides a great opportunity for converts from nations in which the Church is not established 
to return home and conduct missionary work among family and friends in preparation of the Church’s arrival.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

The cosmopolitan atmosphere of Singapore and government policies aimed at maintaining ethnic harmony 
reduces ethnic integration challenges for the LDS Church. Most countries in Asia have some permanent or 
temporary residents in Singapore. Even the largest ethnic group, the Chinese, is an agglomeration of peoples 
throughout China who have arrived at different times. The sole Chinese-speaking ward did not become a 
ward until 2001 and likely serves members who are not proficient in English. Some new converts consist of 
temporary residents from lesser-reached nations including India, Indonesia, and Myanmar.

Language Issues

Widespread fluency in English among Singaporean residents simplifies LDS outreach. Notwithstanding this 
advantage, few immigrants and migrant workers speak English with enough competence to learn the gospel 
and have meaningful church attendance. Misunderstandings and lack of communication between migrant 
workers and permanent residents has likely contributed to modest member activity and retention rates.

Leadership

Singapore has built strong local leadership over the past several decades, resulting in the creation of a stake in 
the mid-1990s despite few congregations and a small church membership. Oftentimes, the first stake created 
in a country has leaders who also work for the Church, yet the first Singapore Stake presidency revealed the 
strength of active male membership, with neither the president nor his counselors working for the Church.1501 
The stake presidency was reorganization in 20031502 and 2008. The latter reorganization resulted with the new 
president also working for the Church as the CES country director. The new counselors did not work for the 
Church.1503 Leadership is challenged to serve the needs of the ethnic diversity in membership and developing 
leadership among ethnic minorities. The organization of two additional wards in 2011 indicates increasing 
numbers of leadership manpower.

Temple

Singapore is assigned to the Hong Kong China Temple district. Temple trips occur regularly but require plan-
ning due to travel costs and times. President Hinckley stated in 2000 that members should continue growing 
the Church in Singapore so that a temple could be built.1504 In 2009, the Singapore Stake President reported 
to members in stake conference that they had the numbers needed to support a temple, but members needed 
to learn to be more charitable and forgiving before a temple would be announced. A potential temple in 
Singapore could serve Latter-day Saints throughout Southeast Asia.

1501 “New stake presidencies,” LDS Church News, 22 April 1995. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/26764/New-stake-
presidencies.html

1502 “New stake presidents,” LDS Church News, 17 May 2003. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/43772/New-stake-
presidents.html

1503 “New stake presidents,” LDS Church News, 5 April 2008. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/51796/New-stake-
presidents.html

1504 “Pres. Hinckley completes tour in Pacific Rim,” LDS Church News, 12 February 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/37174/Pres-Hinckley-completes-tour-in-Pacific-Rim.html
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Comparative Growth

Slow to modest membership growth has occurred in Singapore in the past fifty years compared to other East 
Asian nations. Greater membership and congregation growth in the Church occurred in Hong Kong during 
the first fifty years, after which there were 20,700 members, thirty-nine congregations and a temple. Singapore 
experiences substantially higher member activity rates compared to Hong Kong despite many cultural simi-
larities, and today Singapore is one of the countries with the fewest Latter-day Saints with a stake. Differences 
in member activity and convert retention rates appear due to differing mission policies and convert baptismal 
standards. The LDS Church in Singapore experienced one of the highest membership growth rates among 
industrialized nations in the 2000s and early 2010s.

Other Christian groups have had difficulty establishing themselves in Singapore. Jehovah’s Witnesses were 
banned by the government, yet meet privately in homes and manage to have an estimated 2,000 members. 
Seventh Day Adventists have also seen growth comparable to the LDS Church, indicating that Singaporeans 
are cautious about joining Christian religions seen as untraditional. Slow growth in Singapore is likely related 
to the rise of secularism and the complex religious and ethnic demography. Other Christian denominations 
may have hurt the LDS Church’s image.

Future Prospects

Slow, steady growth will likely continue for the LDS Church in Singapore. A second stake may be organized in 
Singapore if additional congregations are created. Additional language-specific congregations may be created, 
such as for Tamil and Indonesian speakers. A young single adult unit or differentiated Chinese-speaking 
congregations (Mandarin, Cantonese, Hokkein, etc.) seem likely possibilities. However additional congre-
gations will likely only be created as membership is strong enough to provide leadership and if functioning 
congregations are operating at capacity. As hinted by President Hinckley and a Singapore Stake President, 
Singapore is a likely location for a future temple.
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Geography

AREA: 99,720 square km. South Korea, officially known as the Republic of Korea, occupies the southern 
half of the Korean Peninsula in East Asia and borders North Korea, the Sea of Japan, and the Yellow Sea. 

South Korea controls many islands along the western and southern coast—the largest being Jeju Island. Most 
of the terrain is hilly to mountainous. Two mountain ranges run down the eastern coast and through the south 
central portions of the peninsula. Many large rivers empty into the surrounding ocean, such as the Han River, 
which flows through Seoul. South Korea experiences hot, humid summers and cold, dry winters. The majority 
of rainfall occurs during July and August during Changma—a brief, heavy monsoon. Periodic typhoons and 
hwangsa—harmful yellow dust mixed with pollution from China—are natural hazards. Air pollution, water 
pollution, and acid rain are environmental issues. South Korea is administratively divided into nine provinces 
and seven metropolitan cities.

Peoples

Korean: 98%
Other: 2%

With the exception of non-Koreans temporarily living in South Korea for employment or military purposes 
and approximately 20,000 Chinese, the entire population is Korean. Foreigners temporarily working in the 
country or without Korean citizenship number around one million, about half of whom are North Koreans or 
Chinese Koreans. South Korea has one of the lowest fertility rates worldwide.

Population: 48,860,500 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 0.204% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 1.23 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 76.12 male, 82.7 female (2012)

Languages: Korean (98%), other (2%). Korean is the official language. Commonly spoken languages by 
foreign workers and military include English, Filipino languages, and languages from Southeast and South 
Asia. Only Korean has over one million native speakers (47.6 million).
Literacy: 97.9% (2002)

History

Indigenous states or empires have ruled the Korean peninsula from as early as several millennia BC. Due to its 
location between China and Japan, Korea has experienced many wars and conflicts with larger, more powerful 
empires and nation states. Korea became a unified nation starting in the seventh century until becoming a 
protectorate of Japan in 1905 and a Japanese colony in 1910. Korea did not regain independence until 1945. 
A Soviet-backed government in the north and an American-backed government in the south divided the 
peninsula in the late 1940s. North Korea attacked the south in 1950, initiating the Korean War. In 1953, 
the two Koreas signed an armistice that divided the peninsula at the 38th parallel along a demilitarized zone. 
Military-oriented administrations controlled the South Korean government between 1961 and 1993. During 
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this period, rapid economic growth and modernization turned the south into one of the most powerful econo-
mies in East Asia. Severe economic recession in the late 1990s resulting from the Asian Financial Crisis was 
brief. Military skirmishes between the north and south have continued since the signing of the armistice in 
1953 and remain largely unreported.

Culture

Education takes the forefront of social issues and everyday life. Confucian thought dominates cultural prac-
tices and attitudes. Koreans define their identity through their interpersonal relationships and grow strong 
emotional bonds with people and places with which they become familiar or share similarities. For Koreans, 
first impressions are very important in the development of lasting attitudes. Disappointment or pressure from 
others drives many Koreans to make personal decisions.

Children and teenagers usually attend public school during the daytime and private school classes in the 
evenings. Many families spend much of their disposable income on private school tuition for their children. 
Most high school students do not return home until late in the evening and leave early in the morning. Those 
who have full-time jobs tend to work over twelve hours a day six days a week and many sleep less than six hours 
a night. Koreans are emotional, reserved, studious, and take great pride in their history and ethnicity. The 
Hangul script was created in 1444 by King Sejong. Smoking rates are high, especially for men. It is socially 
unacceptable for women to smoke in public, leading to many women to smoke in secret. Alcohol is a major 
social pressure as friends, family and coworkers will regularly drink together. Refusing to participate can result 
in losing one’s job or being ostracized from a peer group. Abortion is common and socially acceptable as many 
women—whether married or single—have had an abortion.

Economy

GDP per capita: $31,700 (2011) [65.9% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.897
Corruption Index: 5.4 (2011)
South Korea achieved rapid, sustained economic growth and development between 1960 and 2000 to become 
one of the world’s twenty largest economies. Close government ties with the financial sector resulted in import 
and credit restrictions and encouraged manufacturing exports throughout this period. The Asian financial 
crisis in the late 1990s resulted in the government carrying out economic reforms that allowed for greater trade 
and integration into the international community. Today, South Korea has a high-tech industrialized economy 
that specializes in superconductors, electronics, car manufacturing, shipbuilding, and telecommunications. 
The aging population and reliance on manufacturing exports are economic concerns. Korea’s location near 
China and Japan allows for abundant trade opportunities. Services employ two-thirds of the workforce and 
produce 58% of the GDP, whereas industry accounts for a quarter of the workforce and produces 39% of the 
GDP. Agriculture accounts for less than 10% of the GDP and workforce; important crops include rice, roots, 
barley, vegetables, fruit, livestock, and fish. Primary trade partners include China, Japan, the United States, 
and Saudi Arabia.

Corruption is found on many levels of society. Many minor laws are not enforced by local police. Many Korean 
laws are passed to appease a subset of the population but in reality are not widely enforced. Bribery occurs 
frequently and is a means to exert influence on others. The influence of Confucianism on Korean society has 
resulted in a strong sense of community and respect for others, resulting in low crime rates. Prostitution and 
sexual crimes are the most common law offenses.
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Faiths

Christian: 29.2%
Buddhist: 22.8%
Other: 1.3%
None: 46.7%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 5,301,331
Seventh Day Adventists 224,450 713
Jehovah’s Witnesses 99,933 1,396
Latter-day Saints 85,628 128

Religion

Christians are the most active religious group and continue to grow in numbers. Buddhism now has fewer 
followers than Christianity, and most Buddhists are not religiously active in their faith. Many Christians 
continue some practices originating from Buddhism and Shamanism that are regarded as cultural traditions, 
such as ancestor veneration. A 2004 Gallup Korea survey found that 46.6% of those who were religious 
attended worship services at least once a month. Among those who attend religious meetings more than once 
a week, Protestants had the highest attendance rate at 71%. Attending worship services more than once a 
week were 42.9% of Catholics and 3.5% of Buddhists. .1505 Many Koreans actively participate in their faith 
for social interaction. In the 2000s, South Korea was the country that sent the second most Christian mission-
aries worldwide after the United States, and one of the nations with the most church congregations. Many 
Christians worship in small churches of fewer than fifty members. These churches meet in rented spaces near 
the homes of members and have strong family and social ties. The largest single congregation in the world—
the Yoido Full Gospel Church—has over 800,000 adherents. Korean Buddhists often feel defensive about 
their beliefs and practices around Christian groups.

Religious Freedom

The constitution protects religious freedom, which is upheld by the government. There is no state religion, 
and the government maintains a clear separation between church and state. Christmas and Buddha’s birthday 
are recognized national holidays. Korean law mandates all males to serve for at least two years in the military. 
Members of groups opposed to military service, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses, usually receive jail sentences for 
fourteen months for refusing to comply with the law. Greater tolerance has occurred in recent years, as some 
Jehovah’s Witnesses have found alternative nonmilitary service. Religious groups do not need to register with 
the government, and foreign missionaries may proselyte freely.1506

Largest Cities

Urban: 81%
Seoul, Pusan, Taegu, Daejeon, Kwangju, Suweon, Seongnam, Ulsan, Puch’eon, Cheonju, Ansan, Ch’eongju, 
Anyang, Ch’angweon, Ueijeongbu, Ch’eonan, Kwangmyeong, Kimhae, Masan, Yeosu, Cheju, Chinju, Kumi, 

1505 “Korea, Republic of,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127275.htm

1506 “Korea, Republic of,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127275.htm
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Iksan, Mokp’o, Kunsan, Weonju, Sunch’eon, Ch’unch’eon, Kuri, Kangneong, Osan, Kyeongju, Hanam, 
Chinhae, Kyeongsan, Andong, Hwado, Tonghae.
Cities in bold do not have congregations.

Thirty-eight of the thirty-nine cities with over 100,000 inhabitants have an LDS congregation. Sixty-eight 
percent (68%) of the national population lives in the thirty-nine largest cities. The Seoul Metropolitan Area 
accounts for 50% of the national population.

LDS History

Members of the Church serving in the United States military during the Korean War first brought the Church 
to the peninsula. The first Korean members joined the Church abroad and facilitated the introduction of 
missionaries and a formal Church presence. Missionaries first arrived in 1954. At this time Korea belonged 
to the Northern Far East Mission based in Japan. By 1962, the Church created the Korean Mission, which 
was later renamed the Korea Seoul Mission. At the time, there were seven branches.1507 Seminary and insti-
tute began in the early 1970s. Additional missions were organized in Pusan (1975), Seoul West (1979), and 
Taejeon (1986). In 2010, the Church discontinued the Korea Seoul West Mission, which was consolidated 
with the Korea Seoul Mission and Korea Daegeon Mission.  In 2013, the second mission in Seoul (Korea 
Seoul South) was reestablished.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 85,628 (2012)
In the early 1960s, there were 1,600 members.1508 By 1975, there were 9,000 members, increasing in to 
29,000 by 1983.1509 Rapid membership growth continued in the 1980s and early 1990s, as there were 50,000 
members by 1989 and 65,000 members by 1993. Growth slowed dramatically after 1993. Membership 
surpassed the 70,000 mark in the late 1990s and reached 72,445 by 2000.

During the 2000s, membership grew slowly, typically adding between 1,000 and 2,000 members a year. There 
were 75,149 members in 2003 and 79,652 members in 2006. Annual membership growth rates have generally 
ranged from 1% to 2% over the past 15 years.

In 2009, the Korea Seoul West Mission reported one of the highest baptizing years in the past decade, baptizing 
over 350 converts.

Congregational Growth

Wards: 83 Branches: 45 (April 2013)
The first stake was organized in Seoul in 1973. By 1975, the Church had one stake, six districts, eight wards, 
and twenty-six branches.1510 Three additional states were added in Seoul, and the first stake in Busan was 
created before 1980. In the 1980s, Gwangju, Incheon, Masan, Cheongju, Daegu, and Jeonju received their 
first stakes. The Church organized three additional Seoul stakes. In the 1990s, three new stakes were created 
in Suwon, Anyang, and Daejeon. In 2010, six districts functioned in the country in Gangneung (1987), 

1507 “South Korea,” Country Profiles, retrieved 8 July 2010. http://newsroom.lds.org/ldsnewsroom/eng/contact-us/
south-korea

1508 “Friends in Korea,” Friend, Aug 1975, 33, 48, inside back cover.

1509 “South Korea,” Country Profiles, retrieved 8 July 2010. http://newsroom.lds.org/ldsnewsroom/eng/contact-us/
south-korea

1510 “Friends in Korea,” Friend, Aug 1975, 33, 48, inside back cover.
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Hongseong (1988), Suncheon (1996), Jeju (2001), Ulsan (2007), and for the United States military and 
English-only speakers (1970).

The number of congregations grew to 146 by 1989, including sixty-eight wards. In 1999, the Church had the 
most congregations ever functioning in Korea with 175. The number of congregations steadily fell during the 
2000s to 164 in 2001, 150 in 2004, 143 in 2007, and 139 in 2009. Both the number of wards and branches 
were in decline during this period.

Activity and Retention

Most wards have between fifty and one hundred active members, whereas branches usually have fewer than 
fifty active members. Member activity rates vary from congregation to congregation. Most congregations 
have between 25% and 50% of their members consistently attending church meetings. Ten thousand from 
throughout the country assembled in 2005 for the fiftieth anniversary of the Church in Korea. Elder Yoshihiko 
Kikuchi announced at the anniversary that sacrament meeting attendance for the first crossed the 10,000 
mark. Three thousand three hundred were enrolled in seminary and institute during the 2008–2009 school 
year. Most military branches have few members. The Seoul (English) Branch had over 250 active members in 
2010—almost twice as large as the largest Korean wards in the country.

The Church has lost contact with the majority of Korean members. Koreans frequently move and provide 
little notice, leading to a loss of contact with many less active or inactive members. The government appears 
to not permit the finding of lost members through their resident registration number. Nationwide active 
membership appears to be around 10,000, or 12% of total membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Korean, Chinese, English.
All LDS scriptures are available in Korean and Chinese. Most Church materials are translated into Korean 
and Chinese. Most South Asian and Filipino languages spoken by migrant workers have translated Church 
materials.

Meetinghouses

Nearly all congregations meet in Church-built meetinghouses. A few small branches meet in rented spaces.

Humanitarian and Development Work

Few humanitarian projects have been conducted by the Church in recent years due to the level of economic 
prosperity and government welfare programs that minister to the needy. The Church has donated time and 
resources to charitable organizations, orphanages, and the disabled.

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

The Church enjoys full religious freedom in South Korea. Missionaries may serve from outside the country on 
missionary visas, which have been easily obtained. Street contacting and the distribution of church literature 
occur without restrictions. Open proselytism on subways and visiting door to door in apartment buildings 
occurs, but is often discouraged by local administration, as it is seen as intrusive and bothersome.
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Cultural Issues

Christians boast of a proud religious history and tradition. Early persecution from the Buddhist majority 
did not reverse the initial efforts of Protestant and Catholic missionaries. Today Catholic, Presbyterian, and 
Methodist churches are powerful social institutions. Church activity for many Koreans is more social than 
spiritual, as congregations often grow closely knit yet retain a sense of welcoming to outsiders. Consequently 
these and other Protestant denominations have experienced steady, strong growth in their membership over the 
past century. The LDS Church has developed a strong foundation of members, but their numbers remain too 
few, and resources for accommodating culture challenges often experienced by Koreans—whether Latter-day 
Saints or not—do not compare to the church infrastructure of more established Christian groups. Outreach 
to church-going Koreans has seen some success, but heavy social involvement in their respective churches 
has made this group largely unreceptive to even brief and basic LDS proselyting approaches. Misconceptions 
about the LDS Church are widespread and lead most Koreans to dismiss the church as a socially unaccept-
able institution or to confuse it with other unaccepted denominations, such as Jehovah’s Witnesses and the 
Unification Church.

The Church has experienced the greatest success among Koreans with a Christian background who are not 
active churchgoers. Missionaries and local leaders often struggle to keep these individuals active, as they 
usually do not develop a pattern of regular church attendance. Few Latter-day Saints converts come from a 
Buddhist background, as most are highly secular and have actively avoided Christianity due to strong Christian 
missionary activity over the past two centuries.

Widespread substance abuse is a major deterrent to joining the Church and remaining active, especially among 
Korean men who experience a high prevalence of these behaviors. Many Korean men who regularly drink and 
smoke have had no interest in meeting with missionaries and learning about the Church. Those who drink 
and smoke only occasionally or not at all tend to be most receptive. For this and other reasons, there are fewer 
active men than women in the Church. Some congregations have only a few or no active adult males sitting 
with the congregation during sacrament meetings, as most sit on the stand to bless the sacrament or because 
they are in a leadership position. The drinking of green tea is a cultural practice contrary to LDS teachings 
and can be source of tension between members and the general public as well as a testimony building issue for 
investigators, new converts, and less active members.

National Outreach

Mission outreach is primarily limited to cities with over 100,000 inhabitants. Seventy percent (70%) of 
the national population resides in cities with an LDS presence. Most rural areas and cities with fewer than 
100,000 inhabitants have no mission outreach centers. Some cities such as Hanam once had mission outreach 
centers but no longer do. Opportunities for increasing national outreach appear most favorable in currently 
unreached large- to medium-sized cities near Seoul and other large cities. Examples of cities in the Seoul/
Gyeonggi Province area include Pyeongnae/Hopyeong, Gwacheon, Uiwang, and Dongtan

In the recent past, Korean Church leadership has expressed little interest in opening additional cities for 
missionary work and creating additional congregations in cities where members travel long distances to attend 
Church meetings. Southeast of Seoul, Gwangju has 80,000 inhabitants but has LDS congregation or mission 
presence, although dozens of members live in the city. Members attend several different congregations nearby, 
but must travel longer distances and are more prone to becoming less active due to issues of distance, acces-
sibility, and limited fellowshipping opportunities. Church members often dismiss missionary opportunities 
in cities like Gwangju due to the availability of established congregations in nearby cities, but this policy has 
reduced national outreach capabilities and has contributed to the declining number of congregations over 
the past decade. Many areas within the city boundaries of Seoul have almost no LDS presence and no nearby 
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congregations, such as the Guro region. Past efforts to open new branches in these locations that did not come 
to fruition may have contributed to the lack of interest by local leaders to organize groups or small branches 
in lesser-reached areas.

The declining number of missionaries has further contributed to the declining national outreach of the Church 
in South Korea. Missions can barely staff the needs of current congregations. Missionaries have been called 
in fewer numbers due to the declining receptivity of the general population and stretched mission resources 
worldwide.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Low member activity rates have been primarily the result of the large number of youth baptized in the 1970s 
and 1980s who did not remain active into adulthood, as well as long-standing quick-baptize practices that 
focused on baptismal numbers but placed little emphasis on prebaptismal preparation, gospel habits, and 
convert retention. Many congregations at this time had most members consisting of youth and young adults, 
whereas today middle aged members form the majority of most congregations. Many of these youth did not 
develop habitual church attendance, and today many nominal members cannot recall joining the Church. 
Part-member families have been more vulnerable to stop attending Church regularly due to family pressures 
and opposition. This has been particularly apparent in families with a nonmember father.

Immigration of Korean members to the United States, Australia, China, and New Zealand has stunted church 
growth over the past two decades. Many of the strongest active Korean families in the Church left the country 
and have not returned. Reasons for high levels of emigration include attempts to escape cultural pressures 
that challenge LDS standards, efforts to obtain inexpensive, high quality education, and desires for a higher 
standard of living. In November 2009, the Asia North Area presidency and Elder Jeffrey R. Holland strongly 
admonished remaining members in a nationwide satellite broadcast to not leave the country except tempo-
rarily for educational purposes. The Area Presidency also issued a promise that once members remained in 
Korea, greater growth will occur. However, in a highly Americentric church, it is unlikely that emigration of 
strong Latter-day Saints from Korea will decline until the underlying dynamics change with greater commit-
ment, not only to missions and congregations, but to the long-term social and educational institutions of the 
indigenous church. It is likely that the creation of a BYU-Seoul or BYU-Tokyo could help to reinforce local or 
regional Mormon identity and decrease the attraction of the West. However, the recent closure of the Korean 
MTC suggests that LDS infrastructure in Korea will rely on the American church more and not less in coming 
years.

New move-ins have been a source of member inactivity when members do not integrate into their new 
congregations. Some units, particularly small wards or branches, are prone to extremes of failing to fellowship 
or giving excessive attention to investigators or new move-ins to the point where they feel uncomfortable. 
Congregation consolidations in the past decade have aimed at increasing the size of active membership per 
congregation but at times have led to declines in active membership due to increased travel times and social 
disruptions when old congregations are closed and members must travel to more distant locations to worship 
with others they do not know well.

All of these factors, combined with low LDS birthrates and the paucity of new converts, have resulted in sacra-
ment attendance nationwide remaining relatively unchanged over the past two decades.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

One of the most demographically homogenous nations in the world, South Korea only experiences ethnic 
integration issues between native Koreans and foreigners temporarily working in the country. Those who 
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cannot speak Korean are often poorly integrated into congregations even if they attend church meetings 
weekly. Outreach among non-Koreans has seen some success, as converts in recent years have included North 
Americans, Europeans, Filipinos, and Iranians. South Asians have also demonstrated interest in the Church. 
Little has been done to actively reach non-Koreans, whereas mainstream Christian denominations have devel-
oped outreach capabilities for each ethnic group. At times, missionary work among non-Koreans has been 
discouraged by local Church leaders due to the complexities they bring in being integrated into established 
congregations. The LDS Church only has specific outreach for English speakers in the United States military. 
Outreach among nonmilitary foreigners has been sporadic and tailored to Westerners.

Language Issues

Language issues have only been encountered among non-Koreans who reside far from English-speaking congre-
gations. All major minority groups have LDS materials translated in their respective languages. Missionary 
outreach has occurred among many of these groups but has been sporadic and unorganized. Potential for 
future language-specific outreach appears highest for English, Mandarin Chinese, and Tagalog speakers. The 
Seoul (English) Branch had as many as thirty Filipino members in 2010. A Tagalog Sunday School class has 
functioned for a number of years to meet their language needs. Many Filipino members speak English with 
enough proficiency to understand English Church services and interact with non-Filipino members, thereby 
reducing the need for a separate Tagalog-speaking congregation.

Missionary Service

In 1975, the full-time missionary force for Korea grew to 320.1511 The Church established the Korea MTC 
next to the Seoul Korea Temple in the 1980s. In the late 2000s, the Korea MTC closed and native mission-
aries traveled to the United States to receive training. At its peak in the 1980s and 1990s, the native Korean 
missionary force may have grown as large as 200–250 just in South Korea. In November 2009, there were 
114 South Koreans serving missions worldwide. In mid-2010, the full-time missionary force appeared around 
1975 levels.  The 2013 decision to reestablish a second mission in Seoul appeared to be sparked by the large 
administrative burden of a single mission for the Seoul area and increasing numbers of North Americans 
serving missions. 

Although South Korea is the top missionary-sending country outside of the United States for Protestant 
missions, rates of LDS missionary service from Korea have been mediocre, due in large part to low member 
activity, especially among men. The national requirement for young men to serve fourteen months in the 
military and intense university schedules that allow little allowance for an extended hiatus make it difficult 
for young men to fit in missionary service without compromising education and career. Many Protestants 
serving missions are older individuals and women. Paths for nontraditional missionaries, extended youth 
mini-missions, and a greater emphasis on member-missionary work may help to increase missionary activity 
among Korean Latter-day Saints.

Finding

Missionaries usually find most of their investigators through teaching English in weekly English classes offered 
in church meetinghouses or by private lessons. The private lesson English program teaches English for thirty 
minutes and about the Church in Korean for thirty minutes. The program has been effective in finding 
many interested individuals through a passive proselytism approach. However, the program has also tended 
to propagate large pools of investigators who are not committed to actively learn about the Church or to 
follow through on commitments extended by missionaries. Some Koreans exploit non-Korean missionaries 

1511 “Friends in Korea,” Friend, Aug 1975, 33, 48, inside back cover.



830	 REACHING THE NATIONS

for English language opportunities. Street contacting experiences little success. In the mid-2000s, missionaries 
in most missions were advised not to ask members for referrals, as they were counseled to first to gain the trust 
of members who would automatically become motivated to willingly supply missionaries with references of 
interested family and friends. In recent years, members have become increasingly involved in missionary work 
on a congregational level, which missionaries in the Korea Seoul West Mission in 2010 reported had led to an 
increase in convert baptisms in the past year.

The Korea Pusan Mission undertook a massive reformation in missionary activity and finding skills in 2004. 
Missionaries were counseled to never walk from appointment to appointment as to appear to be busy to 
simply walk, and to hurry investigators to baptism with little pre-baptismal teaching and preparation. In 
2004, the mission baptized almost 1,000 converts, many of whom were young adult women. However, there 
was no increase in sacrament meeting attendance over this period due to failure to develop habits of regular 
church attendance in investigators and converts. In 2005, regional Church leaders visited the mission, chas-
tised the mission leadership and missionaries, and corrected these practices.

Leadership

The majority of wards can staff bishoprics, presidencies, and auxiliaries. The lack of sufficient leadership in 
areas not nearby already established congregations has contributed to declining national outreach. Branches 
often struggle to fill their branch presidency with native members and oftentimes rely on priesthood holders 
in nearby congregations to assist in administrative affairs.

Temple

South Korea pertains to the Seoul Korea Temple district. The Church announced the temple in 1981 and 
dedicated it in 1985. Many Koreans can trace their genealogies back several millennia and have an ample 
supply of family file names to perform temple ordinances on behalf of. Endowment sessions are offered at least 
six times a day Tuesday through Saturday. Korean members utilized the temple most often late in the evenings 
and on Saturdays due to demanding work schedules and long travel times. Senior missionary couples have 
been assigned regularly as ordinance workers.

Comparative Growth

South Korea has the third largest Church membership and third most stakes in Asia following the Philippines 
and Japan. Member activity rates rank among the lowest worldwide. Church growth patterns share many 
similarities with Japan as both nations experienced the most rapid membership growth during the 1970s and 
1980s, low growth rates today, and declining numbers of congregations.

Future Prospects

South Korea offers a paradox of thriving, highly active Christian communities that are the second largest 
sender of Protestant missionaries in the world and a stable but stagnant LDS community that suffers from 
much lower activity rates. It has shown no measurable increase in church attendance in twenty years in spite 
of nominal membership increases and remains highly dependent on the U.S. Church for funds and missionary 
manpower.

Continued immigration of full-member families and low numbers of convert baptisms continue to hurt pros-
pects for long-term church growth. In 2009 and 2010, the Church achieved the same numbers of convert 
baptisms with about half to two-thirds the missionary force from just five years earlier, indicating either greater 
missionary productivity, or that conversion rates are less dependent on missionary numbers. Greater member 
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involvement in missionary work has improved convert retention in many areas. The Church has yet to reach 
a critical mass of active membership to spur expansion of national outreach and raise public awareness. The 
effect of past low-commitment, quick-baptized practices generating large lists of disengaged inactives but few 
active members continues to burden local congregations and absorb missionary resources. Greater growth and 
self-sustainability will only occur once the Church reaches new breakthroughs with youth and young adult 
proselytism, increasing the numbers of active full member families, and improves convert retention rates. No 
stakes are close to dividing, and no districts are close to becoming stakes. Several stakes appear close to consoli-
dating—especially in northern Seoul—unless reactivation efforts or new move-ins increase active membership 
and reverse the trend of congregation consolidations and declining activity.

Although years of intensive reactivation work demonstrate that prospects for activating most inactive and 
never-active members are dim, improvements in convert retention that will eventually reflect on member 
activity are possible with forward-looking programs. Future prospects of the LDS Church in Korea depend 
heavily on the consistent implementation of scriptural standards of baptismal preparation requiring devel-
opment of gospel habits and integration into local congregations through regular church attendance and 
member fellowshipping before baptism. Greater vision and long-term investment not only in congregations 
and missions, but in LDS educational and social institutions such as a regional church university for East Asia, 
may be necessary to develop a strong indigenous church identity and to stem the flow of many of the most 
active Korean Latter-day Saints to the West.



Taiwan

Geography

AREA: 35,980 square km. Taiwan, formerly known as Formosa, consists of the main island of Taiwan 
and the small island groups of Kinmen, Matsu, and Penghu. Located off the coast of mainland China, 

Taiwan’s geography is dominated by tall, mountainous topography on the eastern two-thirds of the island. 
The far western portion of the island consists of plains where the majority of the population resides. Most of 
Taiwan enjoys a tropical climate that is strongly affected by the surrounding ocean. Large coal deposits exist, 
but most natural resources have been heavily exploited. Taiwan consists of eighteen counties, five municipali-
ties, and two special municipalities.

Peoples

Taiwanese: 84%
Mainland Chinese: 14%
Indigenous: 2%

Ninety-eight percent (98%) of the population has Han Chinese ancestry. Taiwanese form the largest ethnic 
group, arriving when China colonized the island prior to the Japanese occupation. Similar Chinese ethnic 
groups such as Hakka are combined in this statistic. Mainland Chinese, who fled China during the civil war, 
constitute 14% of the population. The remaining 2% of the population belongs to aboriginal tribes who first 
colonized the island. These tribes have their roots in Polynesia and the Philippines and speak their own tribal 
languages.

Population: 23,113,901 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 0.171% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 1.16 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 75.66 male, 81.53 female (2012)

Languages: Min Nan Chinese (66%), Mandarin (19%), Hakka (10%), other (15%)
Most of the population speaks Min Nan Chinese, which is found in southern China. Mandarin Chinese is 
the official language. A sizeable minority (10%) speak Hakka dialects. Due to the Japanese occupation, some 
older Taiwanese speak Japanese. English education is provided during schooling. The most widely spoken 
indigenous languages are Amis and Atayal. Languages with over one million speakers include Min Nan (15 
million), Mandarin (4.32 million), and Hakka (2.37 million).
Literacy: 96.1% (2003)

History

Polynesian settlers first arrived and colonized the island of Taiwan before the arrival of Chinese from main-
land China. China did not begin to settle Taiwan until after 1500 AD. Europeans arrived and established a 
short-lived presence in the seventeenth century, particularly the Dutch. For most of the time between the 
seventeenth and twentieth centuries, China ruled Taiwan. The Japanese attempted to take the island periodi-
cally throughout this time and succeeded in 1895. Taiwan did not return to China’s control until the end of 
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World War II. In 1949, Chinese nationals fleeing from mainland China established themselves in Taiwan and 
formed a republic named the Republic of China. Economic growth began in the 1960s, turning Taiwan into 
one of the “Four Tigers” of Asia. Taiwan became a single party system under military rule until the past couple 
of decades. Rapid industrialization continued into the 1990s and brought Taiwan to the status of a developed 
country. Taiwan has not declared independence from China; issues relating to independence versus reintegra-
tion with mainland China continue to be debated.

Culture

The Chinese most greatly influence Taiwanese culture. Other influences come from the Japanese occupa-
tion and indigenous peoples. Many Buddhist and Taoist temples dot the landscape. Taiwan is one of the 
most densely population countries in the world. Ancestor worship continues in most families today. Most 
Taiwanese drink tea daily. Alcohol and cigarette consumption rates appear higher than the world average.

Economy

GDP per capita: $37,900 (2011) [78.8% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.882
Corruption Index: 6.1 (2011)
One of the strongest, most developed economies in Asia, Taiwan experienced rapid economic growth under 
government controlled capitalism. Today the most dominant sectors of the economy are services and industry. 
Dominant industries include electronics, textiles, chemicals, and pharmaceuticals. Due to strong economic 
growth, the average person has nearly the same buying power as those who live in the European Union. Trade 
relations between the People’s Republic of China and Taiwan continue to improve. The largest exporter is 
China, and the largest importer is Japan. Other nations that receive exports or send imports to Taiwan include 
the United States, South Korea, and Saudi Arabia. Taiwan has few natural resources.

Corruption is perceived as less prevalent in Taiwan than in most of East Asia. Taiwan is a regional transship-
ment point for illicit drugs.

Faiths

Buddhist and Taoist mix: 93%
Christian: 4.5%
Other: 2.5%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 300,000
Latter-day Saints 55,805 100
Jehovah’s Witnesses 8,079 120
Seventh Day Adventist 6,111 54

Religion

Most of the population of Taiwan follows Buddhist and Taoist traditions. Confucian and indigenous beliefs 
also influence culture and religious groups. Christians form 4.5% of the population and other religions, such 
as Islam among Muslim immigrants, make up the remaining 2.5%. There are around 600,000 Protestants and 
300,000 Catholics. The majority of the aboriginal Taiwanese follow Christianity.
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Religious Freedom

Religious freedom is protected by the constitution and upheld by the government. Missionaries are allowed to 
proselyte, and government does not tolerate religious discrimination by individuals or groups.1512

Largest Cities

Urban: 81%
Taipei, Kaohsiung, Taichung, Tainan, Panchiao, Chunghe, Hsinchu, Hsinchuang, Taoyuan,Chilung, 
Sanchung, Chungli, Fengshan, Hsintien, Chiai, Tucheng, Changhua, Yunghe, Pingtung, Yungkang, Pingchen, 
Luchou, Tali, Hsichih, Pate, Taiping, Shulin, Fengyuen, Yangmei, Luchu, Tanshui, Kueishan, Chupei, 
Yuenlin, Lungtan, Hualien, Taitung, Taliao, Touliu, Nantou, Tsaotun.
Cities listed in bold have no LDS congregations.
Thirty-nine of the forty-one cities with over 100,000 inhabitants have an LDS congregation. Sixty-two percent 
(62%) of the national population resides in the forty-one largest cities.

LDS History

The first members of the Church were American military who met as a group when the first four missionaries 
were assigned to Taiwan. Four missionaries arrived from Hong Kong in June 1956 and studied Mandarin 
Chinese for nine months before serving in Taiwan. Some anti-American demonstrations slowed progress in 
missionary work during this time period. Missionary work progressed slowly and steadily, with fifty converts 
baptized by the end of 1957. Elder Mark E. Peterson dedicated Taiwan for missionary work in June 1959.1513 
The Taiwan Taipei Mission was created from the Hong Kong Mission in January 1971 and consisted of the 
island of Taiwan. A second mission was created in Kaohsiung in 1976 and relocated to Taichung in 1983. 
Taiwan remained in the Asia Area when it was divided in 1991 to create the Asia North Area. In the 1990s, 
Asia Area President Monte J. Brough noted that Church membership in Taiwan had grown much in strength 
and described leadership as very mature. At the time the only temple in the Asia Area was located in Taipei.1514 
In 1996 Taiwan celebrated the forty years of the preaching of the Gospel in Taiwan. In 1998, a third mission 
was organized in Kaohsiung but was discontinued in 2009.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 55,805 (2012)
There were over 200 Latter-day Saints in 1958. By 1975, membership in Taiwan grew to 7,000 members. By 
1984, there were 13,000 members increasing to 20,300 in 1993 and 22,000 in 1997. When the Kaohsiung 
Mission was created in 1998, there were 4,700 members in the Taiwan Kaohsiung Mission, 3,400 members 
in the Taiwan Taichung Mission, and 6,100 members in the Taiwan Taipei Mission.1515 By the end of 2000, 
there were nearly 29,827 members. LDS membership nearly doubled in the 2000s as membership increased to 
36,598 in 2002, 40,855 in 2004, 45,086 in 2006, 49,054 in 2008, and 53,111 in 2010. Annual membership 
growth rates have fallen since 2000 from over 10% to slightly over 4% in 2007 and 2008. Instead of increasing 
by around 3,000 members a year, membership increases currently around 2,000 members a year. Yet a rate of 
growth for membership of over 4% a year is unusual for an industrialized country with over 50,000 Church 

1512 “Taiwan,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127269.htm

1513 “Taiwan,” Country Profile, 2 April 2011. http://newsroom.lds.org/country/taiwan

1514 Sheffield, Sheridan R. “Asia area: Welcome mat is out in several countries,” LDS Church News, 19 June 1993. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/22920/Asia-area—Welcome-mat-is-out-in-several-countries.html

1515 “New missions created; total now 331,” LDS Church News, 10 January 1998. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/31386/New-missions-created-total-now-331.html



Taiwan	 835

members. Growth has been sporadic in Taiwan, with some years experiencing little growth and other years 
experiencing rapid growth. In the fall of 2009, there was marked growth in the Taiwan Taichung Mission, 
with 219 baptisms reported during a six week missionary transfer period. In 2010, one in 434 was nominally 
LDS.

Congregational Growth

Wards: 80 Branches: 21 (April 2013)
In 1959, there were eight LDS branches. In 1975, thirty branches met in three districts. The number of LDS 
congregations increased to forty-seven in 1987, forty-eight in 1993, sixty-two in 1997, seventy-six in 2000, 
eighty-five in 2002, ninety-one in 2004, ninety-four in 2006, and 102 in 2009. By mid-2011, there were one 
hundred congregations.

The first stake was organized in Taipei in 1976. Additional stakes were organized in Kaohsiung (1981), Taipei 
East (1982), Taichung (1994), Tainan (1997), Taipei Central (1998), Tao Yuan (2001), Hsin Chu (2003), 
Chung Hsing (2004), Taichung North (2007), and Kaohsiung East (2010). The number of stakes increased 
from one in 1980 to three in 1990, six in 2000, and eleven in 2010. During the mid-1990s the first branch 
was organized in one of the small, offshore islands of Taiwan in Penghu. The missionary force in Taiwan rose 
to over 300 in 1996. A young single adult unit was organized in Taichung in the late 2000s. Three English-
speaking congregations function in Taiwan: one ward in Taipei, and branches in Hsin Chu and Taichung. 
There are several Chinese-speaking congregations in Australia, Canada and the United States. There were five 
districts in 2000, and by 2010 all but one had become stakes. In 2011, the Hua Lien Taiwan District (1990) 
was the only remaining district.

Activity and Retention

President Hinckley visited Taiwan in the summer of 2005 to meet with members and dedicate the Church 
Administration Building for Taiwan. Over 1,200 members attended the dedication for the building, which, 
in addition to serving for Church administration, also housed five wards.1516 A celebration was held for the 
fiftieth anniversary of the Church’s establishment in Taiwan in 2006.1517 Other events were held to commemo-
rate the anniversary, including a bike ride from one side of the island to the other and a youth handcart trek 
in which more than 1,000 youth attended.1518 A special meeting was held in 2009 commemorating the fiftieth 
anniversary for the dedication of Taiwan for the preaching of the Gospel.1519

The average number of members per congregation in Taiwan increased from 414 in 2000 to 531 in 2010. 
During the 2009–2010 school year, 2,098 were enrolled in seminary and institute. The average number 
of active members per congregation in Taiwan is likely no more than one hundred, indicating that active 
membership for Taiwan numbers around 10,000 or 20% of total membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Chinese (traditional and simplified characters), English.
The Book of Mormon was translated into Chinese in 1965 in Hong Kong. All LDS scriptures are available 

1516 Chien, Emily. “Ties to Taiwan,” LDS Church News, 6 August 2005. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/47650/Ties-to-
Taiwan.html

1517 Morehead, Elder James R.; Morehead, Sister Joyce U. “Great blessings celebrated in Taiwan,” LDS Church News, 17 June 
2006. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/49078/Great-blessings-celebrated-in-Taiwan.html

1518 “Handcart trek for youth of Taiwan,” LDS Church News, 14 October 2006. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/49621/
Handcart-trek-for-youth-of-Taiwan.html

1519 Phillips, Elder James; Phillips, Sister Judith. “Celebrating 50 years of the gospel in Taiwan,” LDS Church News, 27 June 
2009. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/57513/Celebrating-50-years-of-the-gospel-in-Taiwan.html
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in traditional and simplified characters. Most LDS materials are available in traditional characters, whereas 
limited numbers of church materials are available in simplified characters.

Meetinghouses

There were approximately 66 LDS meetinghouses in mid-2011. During the 1960s two Church-built meet-
inghouses were constructed in Taipei and Kaohsiung. The majority of congregations meet in Church-built 
meetinghouses. Some smaller congregations meet in renovated buildings or rented spaces.

Humanitarian and Development Work

The Church has maintained positive relations with the Taiwanese government. Taiwanese officials visited 
Church headquarters in Salt Lake City in 1990 as part of a nation-wide visit to various religious organiza-
tions requesting assistance in promoting moral and social well-being in Taiwan1520. Possibly the first Church 
member to serve in government, Jein-Nein Chen was elected governor of Taitung County in 1993.1521 In 
2007 the Church held a family week in conjunction with local city and family organizations.1522 Missionaries 
also provided service in helping provide accurate English translations of Chinese signs in many of the cities 
throughout the country.

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

The church has taken advantage of no government restrictions on missionary work. Local members still 
struggle to conduct member missionary work and rely heavily on missionaries for convert baptisms.

Cultural Issues

Despite rapid industrialization and increasing wealth among Taiwanese, many have remained receptive to the 
Gospel of Jesus Christ. Very few industrialized nations experience membership and congregational growth as 
rapid as Taiwan. The emphasis placed on the family by Taiwanese allows for greater receptivity of the Church’s 
doctrines pertaining to family. Many Confucian teachings also fall in line with Church teachings, including 
contributing to society and strong work ethic. The widespread use of tea creates obstacles between culture and 
Church teachings. Ancestor worship can also lead to misunderstandings of Church doctrine, but members 
typically transform the worshipping and veneration of ancestors to respect and appreciation. The lack of 
Christians and weekly participation in attending religious services has likely contributed to low member 
activity and convert retention rates in the LDS Church.

National Outreach

The Church has established congregations in nearly all cities over 100,000 inhabitants. Sixty percent (60%) of 
the population lives in a city with a congregation. Every county, municipality, and special municipality on the 
island of Taiwan has at least one LDS congregation. Although the Church has established itself in nearly all the 
major population centers in Taiwan, some areas have seen greater success than others. Since 2000, the Church 

1520 Ricks, Kellene. “Official visits the Church in Taiwan,” LDS Church News, 2 June 1990. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/19601/Official-visits-the-Church-in-Taiwan.html

1521 “LDS governor serves in Taiwan,” LDS Church News, 9 July 1994. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/24730/
LDS-governor-serves-in-Taiwan.html

1522 Morehead, Elder James; Morehead, Sister Joyce. “Taipei family week,” LDS Church News, 25 August 2007. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/50986/Taipei-family-week.html
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has seen marked progress in establishing itself outside of Taipei by districts maturing into stakes and estab-
lished stakes greatly growing in the number of congregations. The number of congregations increased from six 
wards and one branch in the Taichung Taiwan Stake to thirteen wards and two branches within the boundaries 
of the two stakes in Taichung in 2009. The number of wards has also grown in the stakes in Kaohsiung and 
Tainan, increasing from six wards in each stake to ten wards and two branches in the Kaohsiung Taiwan Stake 
and nine wards and two branches in the Tainan Taiwan Stake. Some areas of Taiwan with multiple small or 
middle-sized cities do not have congregations close by, such as the coastline between Taichung and Tainan and 
areas along the northeastern and eastern coasts of the country.

One of the reasons for why the Taiwan Kaohsiung Mission was discontinued was that two missions could 
provide nearly the same amount of outreach that the three missions were producing. The Taiwan Kaohsiung 
Mission was one of the least productive areas for missionary work in Taiwan during the last decade, as no new 
stakes were organized within its boundaries. The other Taiwanese missions saw an increase in stakes during 
this time, most notably the Taiwan Taichung Mission. Taiwan had one of the lowest population-per-mission 
ratios in Asia of less than eight million people per mission. Other industrialized Asian countries like Japan and 
South Korea have much higher population-per-mission ratios of over ten million people per mission. With the 
mission realignment, each of Taiwan’s missions serve eleven million to twelve million people.

Establishing dependent branches and groups headed by local leaders will be crucial towards expanding 
national outreach into the dozens of unreached medium-sized cities. Holding cottage meetings in these cities 
offers opportunities for church leaders and missionaries to gauge receptivity and growth prospects. Stressing 
member-missionary activity will be required to efficiently utilize limited full-time missionary resources.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Member activity is comparable to other industrialized East Asian nations. The maturity of membership in 
Taiwan can be observed by the increase in the number of stakes and wards. Between 1996 and 2006, stakes 
increased from four to nine, wards increased from twenty-two to seventy-four, branches decreased from thirty-
six to twenty, and districts decreased from four to two. The large increase in the number of wards during this 
ten-year period is a 236% increase; one of the most rapid the Church saw during this period in the world. 
The decrease in districts and branches indicates the Church’s emphasis on establishing larger congregations so 
that more stakes could be organized. In order for branches to become wards, membership had to meet criteria 
provided by stake and area presidencies. The transition of many branches into wards suggests great strength-
ening and maturation of membership as well as continued growth between the mid-1990s and mid-2000s.

Despite the rapid increase in membership and wards since the mid-1990s, inactivity has become a growing 
problem, evidenced by large increases in the average number of members per congregation. Inactivity partly 
results from converts joining quickly and becoming inactive after only short periods of activity or sometimes 
without being active in the Church at all. Although many branches becoming wards, which include more 
active members, at least partially explains this trend, many new converts were not retained during periods of 
rapid growth. Several returned missionaries who served in Taiwan have estimated that 20%–25% of converts 
are retained. Retention does not appear to have increased significantly in the past decade.

Elder Bednar visited Taiwan in the spring of 2009 and spoke to over 5,000 members and missionaries. Elder 
Bednar emphasized Taiwanese members’ responsibility to find investigators for missionaries to teach.1523 The 
falling rate of membership growth is troubling, as the Church is better mobilized than ever before to teach 
and fellowship new converts.

1523 Phillips, Elder James L.; Phillips, Sister Judith L. “Taiwan welcomes Elder Bednar,” LDS Church News, 25 April 2009. 
http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/57194/Taiwan-welcomes-Elder-Bednar.html
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Ethnic Issues and Integration

Integration of Taiwanese and Mainland Chinese into the Church does not appear to challenge growth or 
activity. The marginalization of indigenous groups by Taiwanese society and government may carry over into 
the attitudes of some members, making the fellowshipping of potential members and converts from indig-
enous tribes difficult in smaller congregations.

Language Issues

Church meetings and most members use Min Nan Chinese and Mandarin Chinese. Congregations do not 
appear segregated according to different Chinese languages. Missionaries are able to proficiently learn Chinese 
languages for Gospel teaching but often struggle with reading and writing. Outreach among the English-
speaking expatriate population is possible through the three English congregations. Immigrant workers from 
other Asian countries receive little outreach. Filipinos may be the group most receptive to missionary work 
but often struggle to join the Church and stay active as most do not speak Chinese and are unable to attend 
an English speaking congregation due to distance.

Missionary Service

By the end of 1958 there were thirty-one missionaries serving in eight cities.1524 The missionary force in 
Taiwan rose to over 300 in 1996. The number of missionaries serving in Taiwan likely reached a high of 400 in 
the mid-2000s and today possibly number around 250. Local members regularly serve full-time missions but 
remain unable to staff Taiwan’s two full-time missions. Youth-oriented outreach and emphasis on missionary 
preparation by regular attendance in seminary and institute may improve the self-sufficiency of the Taiwanese 
LDS missionary force over the medium term.

Leadership

Leadership has continued to increase in strength and numbers, as reflected by the increase of new stakes and 
congregations in the past decade. A lack of qualified leaders and active male members in many locations 
appears to prevent the formation of additional congregations. Taiwan has provided leadership to the world-
wide Church. Several Taiwanese members have been called to serve as Area Seventies, including Elder Yang 
Tzung-Ting and Elder Ho Yu-Chen.

Temple

Taiwan is assigned to the Taipei Taiwan Temple district. The Taipei Taiwan Temple was announced in 1982 
and dedicated in 1984. A second temple for the Asia area was dedicated in Hong Kong in 1996. An additional 
temple will likely not be announced for Taiwan in the near future due to the small geographic size of Taiwan, 
well-developed national transportation systems, and the temple functioning at a fraction of its capacity. In 
2010, endowment sessions were only held three times a day during most weekdays. On Saturday the temple 
held an expanded schedule with sessions occurring every half or as needed. A high-speed rail system facilitates 
travel, lessening the likelihood of additional temples until the Taipei temple is working at capacity.

Comparative Growth

Taiwan is a pillar of strength for the church in Asia. The Church has grown into one of the larger Christian 
denominations in Taiwan during the past fifty years in a nation with few Christians. With the exception of 
Singapore and Hong Kong, the Church may be more available to the overall population of Taiwan than in any 

1524 “Taiwan,” Country Profile, 2 April 2011. http://newsroom.lds.org/country/taiwan
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other Asian country close to the mainland. This membership and leadership base allows for greater growth 
for the Church, increasing the number of full families belonging to the Church and providing more social 
opportunities for fellowshipping. Taiwan is one of the only nations in the world to have a young single adult 
congregation with meetings not conducted in English.

Other Christian churches that strongly stress missionary work have historically seen limited success in Taiwan. 
Jehovah’s Witnesses numbered around 6,700 in 2008 in ninety-one congregations. The Seventh Day Adventist 
Church claimed 5,400 members in 2008 in fifty-two churches. Christianity in Taiwan has seen few conver-
sions compared to nearby South Korea, where the largest religion is Christianity. It is unclear as to why other 
Christian groups have seen little growth, but it may be in part due to greater focus from these groups on estab-
lishing their congregations in more populous Asian countries with greater humanitarian needs.

Future Prospects

Tremendous opportunity awaits the Church in Taiwan due to a strong membership base and experienced 
leadership. In coming years, the Church will likely expand and open new congregations in middle-sized cities 
between 50,000 and 100,000 people as members of the Church move to these cities or as converts join the 
Church.

Missionary work and Church growth in Taiwan have impacted the potential growth of the Church in main-
land China. Mandarin Chinese, which is also the official language of the People’s Republic of China, is taught 
and spoken by missionaries serving in Taiwan. Once China opens for missionary work, Hong Kong and 
Taiwan will likely play a significant role in supplying missionaries already fluent in Chinese languages that 
have experienced living where the Church has functioned for many decades.

Future stakes will likely be organized in the largest cities that currently only have one stake. The Chung Hsing 
Taiwan and Tainan Taiwan Stakes could be divided to create a third stake based in Chai Yi. Taipei appears 
unlikely to have additional stakes created until more wards are organized. The district in Hua Lien is unlikely 
to become a stake in the near future, as it spans almost the entire eastern coast, which is less populated than 
other areas.



Thailand

Geography

AREA: 513,120 square km. One of the largest Southeast Asian nations, Thailand borders Laos, Cambodia, 
Malaysia, and Burma. Most areas are subject to a warm, tropical climate with frequent rain. A southwest 

monsoon occurs from May to September, whereas a northeast monsoon with drier and cooler weather occurs 
from November to March. Southern Thailand always experiences a hot, humid climate. Northern Thailand 
is the most mountainous, whereas the middle of the country consists of low-lying plains suited for agricul-
ture. The Khorat Plateau is northeastern Thailand’s most dominant feature. In southern Thailand the Kra 
Isthmus straddles the Gulf of Thailand to the east and the Andaman Sea to the west. Rivers play an impor-
tant part of the economy and agriculture, the foremost being the Chao Phraya and Mekong Rivers. Natural 
hazards include a falling water table around Bangkok and droughts. Pollution, deforestation, soil erosion, and 
poaching are environmental issues. Thailand is divided into seventy-six administrative provinces.

Peoples

Thai: 75%
Chinese: 14%
Other: 11%

The Thai people are divided into the Central Thai, Northeastern Thai, Northern Thai, and Southern Thai 
subgroups. The second largest ethnic group in Thailand is the Chinese, who form 14% of the population. 
Other people groups make up the remaining 11% of the population and mainly include Malay and Cambodian 
peoples. There are also a small number of mountain-dwelling tribes in the north, such as the Hmong and 
Karen. One hundred thirty thousand Burmese lived in refugee camps in 2007.

Population: 67,091,089 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 0.543% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 1.66 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 71.45 male, 76.33 female (2012)

Languages: Thai dialects (74%), Northern Khmer (2%), Min Nan Chinese (1.5%), Malay (1.5%), other 
(21%). Thai is the official language. Seventy-four native languages are spoken in Thailand. Languages with 
over one million speakers include Thai dialects (Northern Khmer (1.4 million), Min Nan Chinese (1.08 
million), and Malay (1.0 million).
Literacy: 92.6% (2001)

History

Thailand, known as Siam until 1939, became a unified kingdom in the 1300s and was the only Southeast 
Asian nation to never come under foreign rule. A constitutional monarchy was established in 1932. Thailand 
allied with Japan in World War II and later with the United States following the war. The military intermit-
tently ruled until the 1990s but has since reduced its influence on government. Civil unrest and political 
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instability in the late 2000s threatened the integrity of the nation. In recent years, thousands have died from 
violence caused by Malay separatist movements in southern Thailand.

Culture

In addition to native influences, Thai culture has been influenced by China, India and other Southeast Asian 
nations. Buddhism strongly influences daily life. Greeting others is highly regarded and based on a complex 
system of respect. Rice is the most important food staple. Media use is widespread even in less developed areas. 
Alcohol consumption is comparable to industrialized Asian nations, and cigarette consumption is similar to 
surrounding Southeast Asian nations. Soccer is the most popular sport. Marriage ceremonies often draw upon 
Buddhist practices. Prostitution, human trafficking, and the sex industry are widespread.

Economy

GDP per capita: $9,700 (2011) [20.2% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.682
Corruption Index: 3.4 (2011)
Thailand has a developed economy that has seen rapid growth over the past several decades. In 2006, less than 
10% of the population lived below the poverty line. Agriculture employs 42% of the workforce and produces 
12% of the GDP, whereas industry employs 20% of the workforce and produces 44% of the GDP. Services 
account for 38% of the workforce and 44% of the GDP. Thailand experiences one of the lowest unemploy-
ment rates worldwide at 1.6% in 2009. However, underemployment is high. Primary agriculture products 
include rice, cassava and rubber. Tourism, textiles, and agricultural processing are the largest industries. Tin, 
rubber, natural gas, and tungsten are the most common natural resources. Primary trade partners include 
Japan, China, the United States, and Malaysia.

Thailand serves as a center for many illegal activities in Southeast Asia, such as human trafficking, prostitu-
tion, illegal drugs distribution, and poaching.

Faiths

Buddhist: 94.6%
Muslim: 4.6%
Christian: 0.7%
Other: 0.1%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 292,000
Latter-day Saints 17,424 38
Seventh Day Adventists 13,796 45
Jehovah’s Witnesses 3,423 85

Religion

The population in Thailand is overwhelmingly Buddhist (94.6%). Muslims account for the second largest reli-
gious group (4.6%) and are concentrated in the south mainly among the Malay. There are also smaller Muslim 
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groups such as the Cham people from Cambodia. Some Thais are also Muslims in the south. Christians make 
up only 0.7% of the population and numbered 438,600 in 2000.1525

Religious Freedom

The constitution protects religious freedom, which is upheld by the government. There is no state religion, 
but Buddhism receives greater favoritism and government funding. Both registered and unregistered religious 
groups function without opposition from government. Government limits the number of foreign mission-
aries, but the quota on foreign missionaries has increased in recent years. Many missionaries for unregistered 
groups proselyte freely without government interference. Registered missionaries do have additional benefits, 
such as obtaining a visa of longer duration. No laws restrict proselytism. Religious education is required in 
schools. Laws restrict freedom of speech, as it is illegal to insult Buddhism.1526

Largest Cities

Urban: 33%
Bangkok, Samut Prakan, Nonthaburi, Udon Thani, Chon Buri, Nakhon Ratchasima, Chiang Mai, Hat Yai, 
Pakkret, Phra Pradaeng, Si Racha, Lampang, Khon Kaen, Thanyaburi, Surat Thani, Nakhon si Thammarat, 
Ubon Ratchathani, Nakhon Pathom, Rayong, Khlong Luang, Phitsanulok.
Cities in bold have no LDS congregation.

Twelve of the twenty-one cities with over 100,000 inhabitants have a congregation. Fourteen percent (14%) 
of the national population lives in the twenty-one largest cities.

LDS History

The first missionaries to serve in Thailand arrived in 1854. Elder Elam Luddington served by himself for 
four month during which he was able to baptize the captain of a ship along with his wife. Informal Church 
meetings were held periodically in the 1950s and early 1960s until an English branch was organized in 1961. 
Elder Gordon B. Hinckley dedicated Thailand for missionary work in November 1966.1527 Missionary work 
was restarted in Thailand in 1968 when six missionaries were sent to the country from the Southern Far 
East Mission, which covered Hong Kong, Taiwan, and most southeastern Asia. Thailand was included in the 
Singapore Mission (then referred to as the Southeast Asia Mission) when it was created the following year. 
The first missionaries called to Thailand began to learn the Thai language in the Language Training Mission 
in Laie, Hawaii. Thailand was organized into its own mission, the Thailand Bangkok Mission, on August 1, 
1973. The country’s first meetinghouse was built and dedicated the following year. The Thai translation of the 
Book of Mormon was completed in the mid-1970s. Thailand is currently assigned to the Asia Area.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 17,424 (2012)
By 1976 there were 779 members, increasing to 2,800 by 1988. Membership steadily grew to 3,600 in 1990 
to 5,300 in 1994. Convert baptisms numbered 599 in 1997, 547 in 1998, 586 in 2000, and approximately 
600 in 2000. At year-end 1999 there were 10,808 members. Membership reached 12,338 in 2001, 13,887 in 

1525 “Thailand,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, retrieved 15 March 2010. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127289.htm

1526 “Thailand,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, retrieved 15 March 2010. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127289.htm

1527 “Thailand,” Country Profiles, retrieved 13 March 2010. http://newsroom.lds.org/ldsnewsroom/eng/contact-us/thailand
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2004, and 15,108 in 2006. Membership growth rates steadily fell during the 2000s from a high of 8.2% in 
2001 to a low of 2.3% in 2007. Growth rates typically ranged from 2% to 5%.

Most members live in and around Bangkok or in the northeast. In 2007, 875 of Thailand’s 15,000 members 
lived within the Chiang Mai Thailand District’s boundaries.1528 In 2010, one in 4,085 was nominally LDS.

Congregational Growth

Wards: 6 Branches: 32 Groups: 1+ (April 2013)
The Thailand District was organized in 1966.1529 By 1975, there were four districts and nine branches.1530 
Many of the cities outside of Bangkok, such as Chiang Mai and Ubon, were opened to missionary work in 
the late 1970s and early 1980s. The Chiang Mai Thailand District was created in 1979. By 1988 there were 
seventeen branches in Thailand and 2,800 members of the Church. More districts were created in Khon Kaen 
in 1989 and Ubon in 1991. In late 1989, a goal was set to have the first stake created in Thailand in Bangkok 
within five years. The number of branches increased from sixteen to twenty-three between 1990 and 1994.

In June 1995, the first stake in Thailand was created in Bangkok. The Bangkok Thailand Stake was created 
from the Bangkok Thailand District and consisted of the Asoke, Bangkapi, Bangkhen, Bangnaa, and Thonburi 
Wards and the Bangkok (English), Chonburi, and Lopburi Branches. Another district was created in Thailand 
the following month in Udorn. The Pakkret Thailand District was created in 1999 and is the most recently 
created. At year-end 1999 there were five wards and twenty-four branches.

Between 2000 and 2009 the number of congregations increased from twenty-eight to thirty-nine, most of 
which were branches. Most branches were created in the Bangkok area and in the northeast. Just across the 
river from Laos in northeastern Thailand, Nong Khai was reopened to missionary work around 2005. One of 
the branches in the Bangkok Thailand Stake became a ward in 2001. In 2007, the English-speaking branch 
became a ward. There were seven wards and six branches in the stake in 2009. A group meets in southern 
Thailand in Phuket only for sacrament meetings.

Activity and Retention

Inactivity problems occur in all areas the Church is established but appear most severe in Bangkok and the 
northeast. A large portion of the converts were not retained prior to 1997, and in 1997 approximately 17% 
of converts baptized were still attending church on at least a monthly basis. The average number of members 
per congregation increased from 407 in 2000 to 441 in 2010. Branches typically have fifty to one hundred 
active members, whereas most wards likely have around one hundred active members. The Nong Khai Branch 
was one of the smaller branches and had around forty attending meetings on Sundays in early 2010. President 
Hinckley spoke to around 2,000 people in 2000. In 2006, sacrament attendance was approximately 3,000.1531 
964 were enrolled in seminary or institute during the 2007–2008 school year, or 6.1% of total membership. 
Active membership likely constitutes 17%–20% of total membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Thai, Khmer, Chinese.

1528 Stahle, Shaun. “Few, but faithful,” LDS Church News, 22 September 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/51061/
Few-but-faithful.html

1529 “ Thailand,” Country Profiles, retrieved 13 March 2010. http://newsroom.lds.org/ldsnewsroom/eng/contact-us/thailand

1530 “The Church in Thailand,” Friend, Apr 1975, 42.

1531 “Thailand anniversary,” LDS Church News, 11 November 2006. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/49749/Thailand-
anniversary.html
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All LDS scripture are available in Thai, Khmer, and Chinese. A large number of unit, temple, leadership, 
priesthood, Relief Society, Sunday School, teaching, young women, primary, missionary, audio/visual, family 
history, and institute manuals are available in Thai and Chinese. A fewer number of these materials are avail-
able in Khmer. Both Thai and Chinese have twelve issues a year of the Liahona whereas Khmer has six. Only 
Gospel Principles Simplified and The Prophet Joseph Smith’s Testimony are translated into Malay.

Meetinghouses

In early 2010, congregations met in nineteen meetinghouses owned by the Church and eighteen rented 
buildings. At this time construction began on what is to be the largest chapel constructed by the Church in 
Thailand to serve as the headquarters for the Pakkret Thailand District.1532

Health and Safety

The percentage of those infected with HIV/AIDS is the highest in Asia at 1.4%. In Thailand, the spread of 
the disease has been propagated by illicit sexual relations and drug use. Other methods of infection include 
contaminated needles and HIV-positive mothers. Methamphetamine use has rapidly increased despite govern-
ment opposition.

Humanitarian and Development Work

Twenty missionaries trained English teachers from 429 Bangkok-area schools how to more effectively teach 
the English language in 1997.1533 In 2000, youth from the Bangkok Thailand Stake gathered toys, clothing 
and other needed items for children in a needy neighborhood.1534 In 2001, humanitarian service mission-
aries worked on nearly two dozen projects aimed at reducing malnutrition among children. The missionaries 
helped schools become self-sufficient in feeding their students by planting gardens with nutritious foods.1535 
Immediately following the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, the Church donated food, water and body bags to 
southern Thailand.1536 Local members in Bangkok assembled aid relief to those affected.1537 Thirty mission-
aries served as translators for stranded tourists following the tsunami.1538 LDS Charities donated one hundred 
wheelchairs in 2010.1539

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

1532 Hardy, Annette. “Construction begins on largest Latter-day Saint meetinghouse in Thailand,” LDS Church News, 
2 February 2010. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/58684/Construction-begins-on-largest-Latter-day-Saint-
meetinghouse-in-Thailand.html

1533 “Missionaries assist English teachers in Bangkok,” LDS Church News, 26 July 1997. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/29004/Missionaries-assist-English-teachers-in-Bangkok.html

1534 “Member youth in Bangkok provide truckload of goods,” LDS Church News, 21 October 2000. http://www.ldschurch-
news.com/articles/38753/Member-youth-in-Bangkok-provide-truckload-of-goods.html

1535 Peacock, Bryon. “Humanitarian project helps alleviate hunger,” LDS Church News, 24 February 2001. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/39399/Humanitarian-project-helps-alleviate-hunger.html

1536 Swensen, Jason. “Tsunami disaster: More than 100,000 dead,” LDS Church News, 1 January 2005. http://www.ldschurch-
news.com/articles/46682/Tsunami-disaster-More-than-100000-dead.html

1537 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Emergency response is appropriate, immediate,” LDS Church News, 15 January 2005. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/46735/Emergency-response-is-appropriate-immediate.html

1538 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Help in devastation,” LDS Church News, 8 January 2005. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/46697/Help-in-devastation.html

1539 Hardy, Annette and Keith. “Thailand: Wheelchairs are presented to 100 individuals,” LDS Church News, 10 February 2010. 
http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/58774/Thailand-Wheelchairs-are-presented-to-100-individuals.html
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Religious Freedom

The Church faces few legal challenges that restrict its activities in Thailand. Missionaries from outside the 
country have served regularly with few restrictions.

Cultural Issues

As missionaries were trained primarily to teach those with a Christian background, early missionaries found 
little success, as few Thais have a Christian background. Much of the early success was reported among the 
small Christian population. Buddhist families often oppose family members who desire to join the Church. 
Unlike many Buddhist countries where non-Christian faiths predominate, Thailand has overall demonstrated 
tolerance and cooperation with Christian groups. There is a pressing need for LDS teaching approaches that 
are tailored to the religious background of Buddhists. The rise in drug trafficking and the sex industry chal-
lenges the Church’s growth and influence in areas where these activities are prominent.

National Outreach

Fourteen percent (14%) of the national population resides in cities with LDS congregations. The Church has 
operated inside Thailand continuously since the late 1960s, yet membership (both numerical and active) is 
very small compared to the national population. With the exception of the Phuket Group, the Church has no 
presence in any of the cities or fifteen provinces south of Bangkok. Of the seventy-six administrative provinces, 
around twenty-five have an LDS congregation. Areas with the highest population density unreached by the 
Church include southern Thailand, coastal areas between Bangkok and Cambodia, and provinces between 
Bangkok and Phitsanulok.

Almost all mission outreach occurs in urban areas, which account for a third of the national population, 
yet slightly more than half of cities with over 100,000 inhabitants have no congregation. Rural areas and 
smaller cities and towns are unlikely to be reached by full-time missionaries until additional large cities are 
assigned missionaries. Cottage meetings may be instrumental in not only introducing the Church to larger 
cities without a congregation with only a few members but also to small communities on the outskirts of cities 
with established congregations.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Problems with member activity have been apparent since the Church’s early history in Thailand. However, 
these issues appear to have worsened during the years of the most rapid membership growth. Low convert 
retention likely occurred from missionaries rushing investigators into baptism prior to developing a habit of 
weekly Church attendance. The Church experienced a jump in convert retention in the late 1990s under 
President Goodman from as low as 17% in 1997 to 72% in 2000. Progress in convert retention numbers 
were achieved due to emphasis on concentrating outreach on families and adults rather than individual chil-
dren, as the percentage of family convert and adult baptisms was less than 10% in 1996 and 93% in 2000. 
Church attendance increased by 32% throughout Thailand between 1997 and 2000 due to a change in 
finding and teaching approaches. Convert comprehension of church doctrines and devotion to the LDS 
Church are ongoing challenges due to past challenges providing adequate pre-baptismal teaching and cultural 
misunderstandings.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

The Church’s establishment in areas with a large Thai majority has resulted in few ethnic integration prob-
lems. The English and Khmer-speaking congregations were organized to address differing language needs of 
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members. The Church may experience challenges in southern Thailand with Malay and Thai ethnic tensions, 
although to date little proselytism has occurred in predominately Muslim Malay regions, as in neighboring 
Malaysia.

Language Issues

The widespread use of the Thai language and high literacy simplifies the Church’s mission outreach. A wide 
range of ecclesiastical materials are available for distribution, resulting in 75% of the population able to 
obtain literature or scriptures in their native language. The Church has also recently begun greater outreach 
among the Khmer minority as indicated by the organization of a Khmer-speaking branch in Bangkok in the 
mid-2000s.

The hill tribes use languages with few speakers and reside in remote locations. These communities will continue 
to be lesser-reached or unreached until members join the Church in cities with congregations and take the 
gospel message to their homes. Additional language materials in for languages spoken by less than one million 
speakers appear unlikely for the foreseeable future.

Leadership

Thailand is one of two countries in Southeast Asia with a stake. Furthermore, the first stake in Thailand was 
created when Church membership was approximately 6,000. Other Southeast Asian nations, like Cambodia, 
Indonesia, and Malaysia, had more members in 2010 yet did not have stakes organized. Missionaries reported 
that the Bangkok Thailand Stake has faced challenges developing local leadership, especially for those who do 
not also work for the Church. When the Bangkok Thailand Stake was first organized, both counselors in the 
stake presidency were Church employees. In 2001, the stake presidency was reorganized and the stake presi-
dent of the Bangkok Thailand Stake and his first counselor were both Church employees.1540 Local Church 
leaders who have also worked for the Church have performed maintenance, meetinghouse logistics, and trans-
lator services. Limited leadership appears a major problem in Thailand’s five districts, which has prevented 
them from becoming stakes. Few Thai members also serve missions, and so there are few returned missionaries 
who the Church can draw upon for future leadership.

Temple

Thailand is assigned to the Hong Kong China Temple district. In late 1989, 99% of Thai members of the 
Church had not been to the temple. President Eldredge of the mission encouraged members to attend the 
temple despite challenges. The following year, a temple trip was organized in the Manila Philippines Temple, 
where over 200 Thai members went through the temple for the first time.1541 Temple trips occur periodically, 
but many members are unable to attend due to distance, time, and money constraints. The Church purchased 
a building in a visible, easily reached area of Bangkok, which some speculate will be the site of a future temple. 
However, low member activity will likely deter the construction of a temple for many years.

Comparative Growth

No other country in Southeast Asia has as many congregations or members as Thailand, and few nations have 
had as long as a Church presence in the region. The nation with the second largest Church membership was 
Cambodia with around 8,400 members meeting in twenty-two congregations in 2008. The only other nations 

1540 “New stake presidents,” LDS Church News, 28 July 2001. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/40250/New-stake-
presidencies.html

1541 “Work, sacrifice bring 201 Thais to Manila Temple,” LDS Church News, 11 August 1990. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/20566/Work-sacrifice-bring-201-Thais-to-Manila-Temple.html
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in the region with stakes are Indonesia and Singapore. The Church has accomplished meaningful progress 
in Thailand despite the nation having the smallest percentage of Christians in Southeast Asia. Membership 
growth rates in Thailand have been lower than most nations in the region but higher than in Indonesia. 
Activity rates are comparable to most Southeast Asian nations with a public Church presence. Thailand is the 
country with the second most members with only one stake and the country with the ninth largest member-
ship without a temple.

Christians in Thailand make up a tiny minority estimated at less than 1%. Other Christian churches with a 
strong emphasis on proselytizing have seen slow, limited growth. The Seventh Day Adventist Church reported 
12,219 members in forty-two churches in 2008, with little growth in membership and churches for the past 
decade. Jehovah’s Witnesses claimed about 2,800 active members in 2008 and experienced little growth.

Future Prospects

The Church in Thailand has moderate prospects for intermediate-term growth. However, the large increase 
in nominal membership without commensurate increase in active, participating members and low rates 
of missionary service pose significant challenges for long-term growth. The implementation of missionary 
programs developed in predominately Western Christian areas in non-Christian cultures and a rush to baptize 
inadequately prepared investigators who have not demonstrated sufficient personal understanding and life 
implementation of gospel teachings are major causes of high convert attrition in Thailand. Convert retention 
rates have experienced little improvement since the adoption of the Preach My Gospel program in 2004, as these 
key challenges remain largely unresolved. More consistent implementation of higher standards for baptism will 
be necessary if activity is ever to become the norm rather than the exception among Thai converts. Additional 
research, adaptations, and resources are needed to better convey the relevance and meaning of gospel teachings 
to the background and understanding of Buddhists and other non-Christians.

The largest chapel built by the Church in Thailand will serve as the stake center for the Pakkret Thailand 
District once branches in the district become strong enough to become wards.1542 Some congregations may 
be taken from the Bangkok Stake to create a second stake in the metropolitan area. A stake may be created in 
northeastern Thailand once member activity and leadership are more developed. Additional cities may open 
for missionary work, particularly nearby Bangkok, along coastal areas between Bangkok and Cambodia, and 
provincial capitals without current congregations. Due to Thailand’s geographic size and large population, a 
second mission may be organized in coming years to provide greater national outreach and support to other 
regions of the country.

1542 Hardy, Annette. “Construction begins on largest Latter-day Saint meetinghouse in Thailand,” LDS Church News, 
2 February 2010. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/58684/Construction-begins-on-largest-Latter-day-Saint-
meetinghouse-in-Thailand.html



Timor-Leste (East Timor)

Geography

AREA: 14,874 square km. Located in southeastern Indonesia, Timor-Leste (East Timor) occupies the 
eastern half of Timor Island, the Oecussi region in western Timor, and two nearby small islands. Timor 

Island is the largest of the Lesser Sunda Islands. Hot, tropical weather occurs year round with rainy and dry 
seasons. Most the terrain is mountainous. Floods, landslides, earthquakes, cyclones, and tsunamis are natural 
hazards. Environmental issues include deforestation and soil erosion. Timor-Leste is divided into thirteen 
administrative districts.

Peoples

Timorese: 100%
Timorese consist of Indonesian, Papuan, and Chinese ethnicities.

Population: 1,201,255 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.957% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 3.06 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 65.85 male, 70.81 female (2012)

Languages: Tetum and Portuguese are official languages, whereas Indonesian and English are working 
languages. Ninety-one percent (91%) of the population speaks Tetum as a first or second language, and 43% 
of Timorese can speak Indonesian,1543 but less than 25% of the population speaks English or Portuguese. 
There have been no reliable or recent estimates for the number of native speakers of Timor-Leste’s nine-
teen indigenous languages. Languages with the most speakers include Mambae, Makasae, Tukudede, Bunak, 
Kemak, Galoli, Tetun, and Tetun Dili.
Literacy: 58.6% (2002)

History

Timor-Leste, also known as East Timor, receives its name from the main island, Timor, which means east 
in Malay and Indonesian. Early Austronesian peoples first settled the island of Timor several millennia ago. 
Chinese and Indians first traded with the native peoples and were followed by the Portuguese, who began 
colonizing the island during the sixteenth century. During the nineteenth century, the Portuguese lost control 
of the western half of the island to the Dutch. In World War II, the Japanese occupied Timor between 1942 
and 1945, after which power was restored to Portugal. In 1975, Indonesia invaded nine days after East Timor 
declared independence from Portugal. By the following year, East Timor became the Indonesian province of 
Timor Timur. For the next two decades, the indigenous population demonstrated a passive stance against 
Indonesian occupation that resulted in heavy losses, as up to a quarter of a million Timorese perished. In 1999, 
the population of Timor-Leste voted overwhelmingly for independence from Indonesia. This referendum 
was met with stiff opposition from anti-independence militias, which killed as many as 1,400 and displaced 
hundreds of thousands. Most of the Timor-Leste’s infrastructure was destroyed at this time, including 

1543 “Background Note: Timor-Leste,” Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs, 12 February 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/
ei/bgn/35878.htm
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irrigation, utilities, and schools. Independence occurred in 2002, and four years later, the nation almost fell 
into disorder. Australia has assisted in helping maintain law and order over the past few years. In 2008, a rebel 
group attempted to attack government leaders. Overall conditions appear to be stabilizing.

Culture

Portuguese colonization and the Catholic Church appear to have left the greatest contemporary cultural foot-
prints. Timor served as an important supplier of sandalwood for many centuries. Native legends continue to 
shape culture and oral tradition. Most the population has received little formal education.

Economy

GDP per capita: $3,100 (2011) [6.44% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.495
Corruption Index: 2.4 (2011)
In 1999, as much as 70% of the economic infrastructure was destroyed by militias and Indonesian troops. 
Timor-Leste has faced many challenges rebuilding government and economic institutions but has seen many 
positive developments, including the extraction of oil reserves. Government has regarded its oil deposits as 
key to future economic growth and wealth, although revenues from such development in other developing 
nations have typically been captured primarily by government elite and have offered only limited benefits to 
the general public. Many remain unemployed and subject to poor living conditions; over 40% live below 
the poverty line. Agriculture employs 90% of the workforce and produces a third of the GDP. Primary crops 
include coffee, corn, rice, and cassava. Services account for half the GDP.

Corruption is perceived as widespread due to few government regulations and poor enforcement of laws. 
Increasing wealth from oil profits in the hands of an elite few and mismanagement have perpetuated corruption.

Faiths

Christian: 99%
Muslim: 1%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 1,131,533
Seventh Day Adventists 459 1
Jehovah’s Witnesses 197 3
Latter-day Saints less than 20

Religion

Approximately 98% of the population is Catholic. Traditional customs and beliefs continue to be followed by 
many, although they are not viewed as religious. Few Timorese converted to Islam during Indonesian occupa-
tion, and most ethnic Malay Muslims left the country after independence.1544

1544 “Timor-Leste,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127290.htm
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Religious Freedom

The constitution protects freedom of religion, which tends to be upheld by government policies and law. There 
is no official state religion, but the Catholic Church tends to have a strong influence on politics. Non-Catholics 
have served in several legislative positions, however. Missionaries may operate in the country. Government 
registration does not appear to be required, and the Secretary of State for Security—the government organi-
zation responsible for approving religious group registrations—has yet to establish registration procedures. 
Non-Catholic groups in Dili enjoy positive relations with the Catholic majority, whereas Protestants and 
Muslims in rural areas tend to experience greater suspicion. Some instances of societal abuses of religious 
freedom have occurred and were typically aimed at Protestant denominations. However, demonstrations to 
bar the operations of these denominations have failed due to government and international police support of 
preserving religious freedom.1545

Largest Cities

Urban: 27%
Dili, Dare, Los Palos, Baucau, Ermera.
Cities listed in bold have no LDS congregation.

No cities have an LDS congregation. Nineteen percent (19%) of the national population lives in the five 
largest cities.

LDS History

There has been no reported Church presence in Timor-Leste. Timor-Leste belongs to the Indonesia Jakarta 
Mission.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: less than 20 (2012)
The Church does not report membership for Timor-Leste. At least one Timorese member has joined the 
Church and in 2009 resided in West Malaysia.

Congregational Growth

Branches: 0 (2012)
No LDS congregations have functioned in Timor-Leste.

Activity and Retention

No convert baptisms have occurred in the country. Any members worship in the privacy of their own homes 
and have joined the Church elsewhere.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Portuguese, Indonesian.
All LDS scriptures are available in Portuguese and Indonesian. Most Church materials have been translated 
into Portuguese and Indonesian.

1545 “Timor-Leste,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127290.htm
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Humanitarian and Development Work

The Church donated clothing, food, and hygiene kits to refugees in West Timor who fled from East Timor in 
2000. A director of humanitarian services for the Church visiting refugee camps in West Timor prompted the 
aid, for which the Church was thanked by the Indonesian government.1546 Indonesian members packed and 
sent over 30,000 hygiene kits to Timor in 2000.1547 New Zealander members also donated bedding, hygiene 
kits, and clothing.1548 A single aid package worth over $156,000 was delivered for Christmas 2000 to Dili.1549 
In 2002, the Church provided the transportation for delivering wooden fishing boats from Australia to East 
Timor, which were crafted by the Aussie Boats for East Timor charity.1550

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

East Timor exhibits a strong respect for religious freedom despite recent independence, outbreaks of violence, 
and some social intolerance directed toward Protestant churches, especially in rural areas. The Church has 
likely established a positive relationship with the government through years of humanitarian aid in the early 
2000s. Tolerance of non-Catholics in government positions also points toward potential for future Church 
members to integrate into society, particularly in Dili. No legal obstacles appear to prevent an official Church 
presence, including proselytism and the organization of congregations.

Cultural Issues

The strong influence of the Catholic Church on society will likely pose some challenge for mission outreach 
as it has for other mission-oriented Christian denominations, although receptivity is likely to be greater than 
in Indonesia where Muslims predominate. Low standards of living and poverty present opportunities for 
humanitarian service.

National Outreach

Limited mission resources, distance from mission headquarters in Jakarta, the lack of native members, the lack 
of church material in the dominant language, Timor-Leste’s small population, limited infrastructure, recent 
independence, and history of instability have likely reduced the priority of commencing missionary work. 
Conditions for the initial establishment of the Church appear most accommodating in Dili due to its large 
population, somewhat central location, and greater tolerance toward non-Catholic groups. Outreach in rural 
areas will likely not occur for many years following formal Church establishment in Dili. Separated from the 
rest of Timor-Leste, the small Oecussi region may not receive mission outreach.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

The strong influence of the Catholic Church may be a source of convert attrition due to societal and family 

1546 “Indonesian minister thanks Church for aid,” LDS Church News, 6 May 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/37733/Indonesian-minister-thanks-Church-for-aid.html

1547 Sheffield, Sheridan. “Delivering hope with humanitarian aid,” LDS Church News, 21 October 2000. http://www.ldschurch-
news.com/articles/38759/Delivering-hope-with-humanitarian-aid.html

1548 “Relief Society gives humanitarian aid,” LDS Church News, 22 July 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/38157/
Relief-Society-gives-humanitarian-aid.html

1549 “Christmas aid to help East Timor regrow,” LDS Church News, 30 December 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/39120/Christmas-aid-to-help-East-Timor-regrow.html

1550 “Church supports boats for Timor,” LDS Church News, 26 October 2002. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/42706/
Church-supports-boats-for-Timor.html
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pressures for potential LDS converts to return to their previous faith. The development of local leadership, 
seminary and institute instruction, adequate pre-baptismal teaching and church attendance of prospective 
converts, and the creation of a Timorese full-time missionary force will greatly assist in the development of 
high member activity and convert retention.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

The departure of many non-Timorese following independence has decreased ethnic diversity. The Church will 
likely experience few if any future ethnic integration issues at church.

Language Issues

The Church has no language materials available in native languages spoken by most of the population. Initial 
mission outreach will most likely commence with those who speak Indonesian, Portuguese, and English prior 
to greater breakthroughs with monolingual speakers of indigenous languages such as Tetum and Mambae.

Leadership

Without indigenous Church members, foreign missionaries will most likely hold leadership positions for 
several years following the assignment of the first senior missionary couple.

Temple

East Timor belongs to the Hong Kong China Temple district. No organized temple trips occur.

Comparative Growth

Timor-Leste shares many similarities with nations in the Pacific rather than with Asia due to ethnic and reli-
gious commonalities. The Church has tended to experience slow initial membership growth in predominantly 
Catholic nations with little pluralism, although increasing pluralism has historically been associated with 
higher growth rates, as in the Philippines and Latin America. Timor-Leste is among one of the few nations in 
Southeast Asia and the Pacific without an official Church presence.

One of only two nations in Asia that has a predominantly Christian population, Timor-Leste has seen little 
growth among non-Catholic denominations due to political instability over the past several decades and the 
strength and size of the Catholic Church. Protestant outreach has been limited to Dili and Atauro, and growth 
has been slow.

Future Prospects

Past humanitarian aid and current economic development needs may help the Church gain an official foothold 
in Timor-Leste. However the country’s isolated location from mission headquarters in Jakarta, government’s 
fragile hold on its internal affairs, and limitations of missionary manpower and resources may discourage the 
Church from actively pursuing mission activity for several more years. Timorese members who joined the 
Church abroad and return to their home country may provide some inroads for establishing the Church, 
although this method is unlikely to be effective for many years due to the small national population, the 
smaller number of expatriate Timorese in nations with outreach, and the strong economic gradients discour-
aging expatriates from returning. As Timor becomes increasingly stable, considerable opportunities exist for 
the establishment of mission outreach. The placement of even one senior missionary couple in Dili could 
greatly assist in the establishment of the Church over the long term.
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Vietnam

Geography

AREA: 331,210 square km. Vietnam is a long, narrow country that borders the South China Sea, Cambodia, 
Laos, and China in Southeast Asia. There are a few small islands in extreme northern and southern 

Vietnam. Southern Vietnam has a tropical climate, whereas northern Vietnam experiences a monsoon climate 
from May to September and a dry, warm season from October to March. The terrain consists of large river 
deltas in the north and south, highlands or mountains in the center and extreme northwest, hills in the inte-
rior, and plains along the coast. The Mekong River empties into the South China Sea in southern Vietnam. 
Natural hazards include typhoons and flooding. Environmental issues include deforestation, soil erosion, 
water pollution, and urbanization.

Peoples

Kinh (Viet): 86.2%
Tay: 1.9%
Thai: 1.7%
Muong: 1.5%
Khome: 1.4%
Hoa: 1.1%
Nun: 1.1
Hmong: 1%
Other: 4.1%

The Viet population mainly resides in southern Vietnam, coastal areas, and in the north around Hanoi. Tay 
and Thai live in the north in the interior and mountainous areas. Muong primarily populate the Thanh Hoa 
Province and surrounding areas. Khome are related to the Cambodian Khmer and live in the Mekong Delta 
and along the Cambodian border. Hoa, who are Han Chinese, Nun, and Hmong reside in northern Vietnam.

Population: 91,519,289 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.054% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 1.89 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 69.95 male, 75.16 female (2012)

Languages: Vietnamese (86%), Tay (2%), Muong (1.5%), Khmer [Cambodian] (1.4%), other (9.9%). 
Vietnamese is the official language, and 106 native languages are spoken. Languages with over one million 
speakers include Vietnamese (65.8 million), Tay (1.48 million), Muong (1.14 million), and Khmer (1.06 
million),
Literacy: 90.3% (2002)

History

The Chinese Han dynasty conquered northern Vietnam in the first century BC and ruled the region for the 
next 1,000 years. Vietnam became an independent kingdom in 939 AD. In the fifteenth century, the kingdom 
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conquered the Champa Kingdom and extended its borders south to the Mekong Delta. Tensions arose in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries between the north and south, resulting in sporadic civil war. In 1858, the 
French began annexing Vietnam and the entire country fell under French rule within thirty years. Growing 
anti-colonial sentiment began from French-educated Vietnamese in the twentieth century and resulted in a 
communist movement for independence in the 1940s under Ho Chi Minh. Vietnam declared independence 
in 1945, but a French presence in the region continued for another decade. In the late 1940s, a division 
between north and south ensued due to the political polarization of communists and anti-communists. This 
resulted in two different nations by 1954. The United States provided military assistance to South Vietnam 
to fight the Viet Cong—armed guerilla fighters who infiltrated the south—in the early 1960s. The United 
State had more than half a million U.S. soldiers stationed in the country by 1969. The United States withdrew 
its forces in the 1970s, allowing the North to annex the South by 1975 and reunify the country. Vietnam 
attacked Cambodia in 1978 and engaged in border skirmishes for several years. The government remains a 
communist state, but has seen increasing integration into the international community.

Culture

The communist government controls the media and regulates entertainment. Daily life has centered on agri-
culture for millennia; industrialization has begun only recently. Diet consists of a large amount of vegetables 
and seafood. Cuisine is clean and light, as little oil is used. Vietnam enjoys a rich history of folk literature and 
poetry. Soccer is the most popular sport. Alcohol is consumed less than in most countries, and rates of ciga-
rette usage are similar to rates in most Western European nations.

Economy

GDP per capita: $3,300 (2011) [6.86% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.593
Corruption Index: 2.9 (2011)
The economy has made progress despite a destructive civil war and the loss of economic support from the 
Soviet Union. During much of the 1990s and 2000s, the economy grew rapidly, as many industries were 
privatized, foreign investment increased, and the large workforce was mobilized. Poverty rates have also 
declined, yet 15% live below the poverty line. The limited degree to which the economy developed in the 
past two decades is apparent, as agriculture employs 56% of the workforce and generates only 21% of the 
GDP. Primary agricultural products include rice, coffee, and rubber. Industry produces 40% of the GDP and 
provides labor for 19% of the workforce. Primary industries include food processing, clothing and shoe manu-
facturing, and machinery. Vietnam has recently become one of the largest oil producers in Southeast Asia. 
The global financial crisis has slowed economic growth and increased unemployment. Primary trade partners 
include China, the United States, Japan, and Singapore.

Corruption is found in all levels of society. Freedom of speech is limited and complicates the exposure and 
punishment of corruption. Government has stepped up its fight towards corruption among government offi-
cials and police, but has seen limited results.
	

Faiths

Buddhist: 9.3%
Christian: 7.2%
Hoa Hao: 1.5%
Cao Dai: 1.1%
Muslim: 0.1%
None: 80.8%
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Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 6,150,000
Seventh Day Adventists 10,497 12
Latter-day Saints 1,000 3
Jehovah’s Witnesses 50

Religion

Most are nonreligious. Approximately half the population is nominally Buddhist. Many Buddhists and nonre-
ligious individuals also adhere to teachings from Daoism and Confucianism. Catholics form the second largest 
religious group and number between six and eight million. Hoa Hao and Cao Dai are religions that originated 
in Vietnam in the twentieth century. Hoa Hao shares many similarities with Buddhism, whereas Cao Dai is a 
syncretism of many religious traditions, particularly Buddhism and Christianity.1551

Religious Freedom

Persecution Index: 21st
The constitution allows for religious freedom, but this right is sometimes restricted. There is no offi-
cial religion, and no religions receive favoritism. All religious activities, whether by officially recognized or 
unrecognized religious groups, require some registration by the government. Registered religious groups and 
congregations receive greater rights for assembly, whereas unregistered congregations can be closed down. 
Many Christian congregations have applied for recognition but remain unregistered. Obtaining land and 
approval for constructing meetinghouses is challenging.

Missionaries may serve in Vietnam but require approval from the government and a sponsor from a national 
or local religious group. Open proselytism is frowned upon. Travel for religious purposes requires govern-
ment approval, which is generally granted. The printing of religious material is restricted, and the shipping of 
religious materials into the country can be difficult and requires special permissions. Some registered and unreg-
istered groups report pressure to renounce their beliefs. In recent years, the government has grown increasingly 
accommodating to many religious groups and restrictions on religious freedom have diminished.1552

Largest Cities

Urban: 28%
Ho Chi Minh City, Hanoi, Hai Phong, Da Nang, Bien Hoa, Hue, Nha Trang, Can Tho, Rach Gia, Qui 
Nhon, Vung Tau, Nam Dinh, Long Xuyen, Cam Pha, Phan Thiet, Hong Gai, Cam Ranh, Buon Me 
Thuot, Thai Nguyen, Da Lat, My Tho, Soc Trang, Play Cu, Thanh Hoa, Ca Mau, Bac Lieu, Vinh Long, 
Hoa Binh.
Cities in bold have no LDS congregation.

Two of the twenty-eight cities with over 100,000 inhabitants have a congregation. Eleven percent (11%) of 
the national population lives in the twenty-eight largest cities.

1551 “Vietnam,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127294.htm

1552 “Vietnam,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127294.htm
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LDS History

The first LDS members likely lived in Vietnam as early as the 1950s. American members arrived in greater 
numbers in the 1960s as a result of the Vietnam War. At year-end 1965, membership numbered 140 in 
Saigon. There were seventeen Vietnamese members in the city. Membership grew to over 5,000 in 1968 and 
members met in over sixty groups; most members were U.S. servicemen and support personnel. Three districts 
met the needs of the members prior to the end of the war. Vietnamese membership increased to seventy. 
The translation of Church materials into Vietnamese began in the late 1960s. By March 1975, there were 
approximately 300 Vietnamese members. Membership was fairly evenly divided between males and females. 
Missionaries were withdrawn the following month, and almost one hundred Vietnamese members left the 
country. The last Church services in Saigon were held on April 27, 1975.1553 Between 150 and 200 members 
remained in South Vietnam following the war.

In 1993, two senior missionary couples were assigned to Hanoi on humanitarian assignment.1554 In May 1996, 
President Gordon B. Hinckley visited the country and rededicated the land in Hanoi.1555 Vietnamese natives 
began serving missions within their own country since the mid-2000s and carefully follow laws and regula-
tions. In 2008, there were nine missionaries serving from Vietnam; eight served in the Cambodia Phnom Penh 
Mission. In early 2012, missionaries serving in Cambodia reported that the first nonnative full-time mission-
aries began serving in Vietnam but that these missionaries must be ethnically Vietnamese.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 1,000 (2011)
A mixture of expatriates and Vietnamese comprise membership. When President Hinckley visited in 1996, 
twenty-six attended in Ho Chi Minh City and nineteen in Hanoi.1556 Membership numbered approximately 
one hundred by 2000. In 2009, there were an estimated 1,000 members.1557

Congregational Growth

Branches: 3 (2012)
Responsibility for Vietnam was held by the Thailand Bangkok Mission in the early and mid-1990s. The 
Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City Branches were organized in 1995.1558 Vietnam became part of the newly 
created Cambodia Phnom Penh Mission in 1997. A third branch met on the outskirts of Ho Chi Minh City 
in 1999. Branches in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City are the only congregations recognized by the government. 
Groups or dependent branches meeting in the privacy of members’ homes may function in other areas of the 
country. Members reported in the early 2010s that both branches pertained to the Hanoi Vietnam District.

1553 Britsch, R. Lanier; Holloman, Richard C. Jr. “The Church’s Years in Vietnam,” Ensign, Aug 1980, 25.

1554 “Couples enter Vietnam to teach English,” LDS Church News, 30 January 1993. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/23222/Couples-enter-Vietnam-to-teach-English.html

1555 “Pres. Hinckley dedicates Cambodia: Gives ‘addendum’ to prayer during his visit to Vietnam,” LDS Church News, 8 June 
1996. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/27459/Pres-Hinckley-dedicates-Cambodia—Gives-addendum-to-prayer-
during-his-visit-to-Vietnam.html

1556 “Pres. Hinckley dedicates Cambodia: Gives ‘addendum’ to prayer during his visit to Vietnam,” LDS Church News, 8 June 
1996. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/27459/Pres-Hinckley-dedicates-Cambodia—Gives-addendum-to-prayer-
during-his-visit-to-Vietnam.html

1557 “Vietnam,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127294.htm

1558 “Vietnam,” Deseret News 2010 Church Almanac, p. 608.
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Activity and Retention

In 2006, government officials gave permission for convert baptisms to occur in Vietnam.1559 In mid-2009, 
approximately 125 attended meetings held in Ho Chi Minh City. Hanoi had around fifty active members in 
2008. Active membership likely stands around 200–250, or 20%–25% of total membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Vietnamese, Khmer, Chinese.
All LDS scriptures are available in Vietnamese, Khmer, and Chinese. The Church has translated some priest-
hood, relief society, Sunday School, young women, primary, missionary, audio/visual, family history, and 
scripture materials into these three languages. Some CES materials are also available in Khmer.

Meetinghouses

Meetings for the Ho Chi Minh City Branch are held in a rented duplex. The Hanoi Branch likely meets in a 
rented space or renovated building.

Health and Safety

Like many Southeastern Asian countries, Vietnam has a high risk for infectious diseases. Health risks caused 
by poor sanitation, poverty, and rapid industrialization pose safety hazards; 0.5% of the population is infected 
with AIDS/HIV.

Humanitarian and Development Work

In 1992, the Church donated medical supplies and prostheses.1560 Senior missionary couples have taught 
English for service since 1993.1561 In 2008, the Church donated wheelchairs.1562

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

Vietnam has steadily gained greater religious freedom over the past two decades. The government has given 
permission for humanitarian missionaries to enter, recognized two congregations, allows baptisms to occur, 
and permits Vietnamese natives and ethnic Vietnamese who are citizens of other nations to serve as full-time 
missionaries. Open proselytism is restricted, and non-Vietnamese missionaries cannot serve as proselytizing 
missionaries. The creation of new congregations is difficult as the Church is not officially recognized and many 
Christian groups face resistance from multiple levels of government. In 2009, Church attorneys were working 
diligently to get the Church official recognition, but as of early 2012, it was unclear whether any progress had 
occurred. Several Protestant groups received official recognition in 2008.

1559 Anderson, D. Allen. “Growth of the Church (In U.S.),” Asia Area Presidency Messages 2006, retrieved 9 March 2010. 
http://www.lds.org.hk/ldsorghk_0908/english/gospel_library/asia_leader_messages/year/2006/index.htm

1560 “Church donates medical gift to Vietnam,” LDS Church News, 11 January 1992. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/22585/Church-donates-medical-gift-to-Vietnam.html

1561 “Couples enter Vietnam to teach English,” LDS Church News, 30 January 1993. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/23222/Couples-enter-Vietnam-to-teach-English.html

1562 “Wheelchairs,” Humanitarian Services, retrieved 9 March 2010. http://www.lds.org/library/page/display/0,7098,6213–1–
3215–1,00.html
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Cultural Issues

The large nonreligious population poses the greatest cultural challenge to the growth of the Church. The several 
decades of communism have created a society unfamiliar with religion. The large number of ethnic minorities 
is challenging for proselytism due to the diversity of cultural practices and religious beliefs. However, Vietnam 
has one of the highest percentages of Christians in Southeast Asia. Outreach among Christian Vietnamese 
may provide the greatest convert retention and growth, as many of these individuals have developed religious 
habits in considerable harmony with LDS teachings. Some investigators addicted to cigarettes face challenges 
quitting smoking prior to baptism and must remain vigilant to not relapse. Substance abuse rates are lower 
than in most Asian nations, mitigating some difficulties experienced in other cultures.

National Outreach

The Church’s presence is limited to Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City; at least 94% of the population lives in 
areas without an LDS congregation. Government regulations limit proselytism and Church contact to friends 
of members. Most ethnic groups do not have a single Church member and have never had contact with the 
Church. Greater national outreach is unlikely to occur until full government recognition is achieved, and 
as for other Christian denominations with government recognition, achieving permissions to organize new 
congregations may be difficult. The greatest opportunities for improving national outreach is likely to be 
through the Church conducting humanitarian service in areas without congregations, as well as the influence 
of isolated members who follow church teachings. Such efforts foster positive relations with local and national 
government and may facilitate approval for additional congregations.

The lack of a mission in Vietnam limits national outreach. Vietnamese missionaries also serve in the three 
Vietnamese-speaking branches in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. The limited number of Vietnamese missionaries 
sometimes results in the removal of some missionaries from Vietnam to provide language training to newly 
arrived foreign missionaries serving in the Vietnamese-speaking branches in Cambodia. Missionaries serving 
from Vietnamese-speaking branches in Phnom Penh cannot serve in Vietnam currently. If government one 
day permits foreign proselyting missionaries, Vietnamese missionaries from Cambodia and the United States 
will be a valuable asset to humanitarian service and national outreach.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

The hiatus in Church activities between 1975 and the 1990s resulted in the Church losing contact with 
almost all 150–200 members. Few have been found and are active in the Church in Vietnam today. Members 
living substantial distances from congregations likely struggle to actively participate in meetings and are 
prone to become less active. The absence of foreign proselyting missionaries and government restrictions on 
proselytism may facilitate increased member activity and convert retention as local members actively fulfill 
member-missionary responsibilities and converts usually attend Church meetings for extended periods prior 
to baptism.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

Native members are primarily or entirely Vietnamese. The Church has not experienced issues integrating 
different native ethnicities due to the lack of ethnic diversity in membership. Friction between Vietnamese and 
Western expatriates appears minimal and limited to communication and language issues. Potential challenges 
may occur once greater national outreach occurs.
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Language Issues

The Church has an exceptionally large array of ecclesiastical materials in Vietnamese for a nation with such 
a small Church membership. Translations of the scriptures and church literature have come primarily as 
the result of mission efforts among the Vietnamese in South Vietnam during the Vietnam War and among 
Vietnamese in the United States. Vietnamese speakers form the majority of the population. However, the 
non-Vietnamese speaking population presents a daunting challenge to the Church for outreach. Many of 
these languages have only recently had the Bible published and have had minimal Christian evangelism. 
Furthermore, many of these groups populate remote regions far from established Church centers. The easiest 
of these groups to reach are the Khmer and Chinese, as Church materials are available in these languages and 
both reside near outreach centers.

The small Vietnamese Church membership and many English-speaking American expatriates cause linguistic 
challenges. In Ho Chi Minh City, meetings are conducted in Vietnamese, but English is used frequently, 
whereas in Hanoi meetings are held in Vietnamese with translation for English speakers. Greater growth in 
foreign and Vietnamese membership may result in the creation of language-specific congregations to facilitate 
gospel understanding and fellowshipping.

Leadership

Both branches have a native branch president and the number of active members has necessitated the organi-
zation of a district. However, Vietnamese leadership is limited. In 2010, a counselor in the Cambodia Phnom 
Penh Mission presidency resided in Vietnam and was an American. Vietnam has produced a consistent 
number of missionaries despite a tiny membership and government restrictions. The majority of missionaries 
serve from Ho Chi Minh City.

Temple

Vietnam pertains to the Hong Kong China Temple district. Trips to the temple likely require government 
approval and occur infrequently. Members face great challenges in finances and time to go to the temple.

Comparative Growth

Vietnam has experienced slow membership and congregational growth since the Church’s reestablishment. 
Growth rates and the output of native missionaries are comparable to other Asian nations with limited reli-
gious freedom, such as Nepal. Countries in Southeast Asia with religious freedom have seen strong membership 
growth in the past decade, but low retention and modest congregational growth.

Most Christian denominations have seen steady increases in membership but little or no increases in reported 
congregations and have experienced difficulty achieving government recognition for new congregations. 
Other Christian groups have had a presence for many decades and have a much larger presence than the LDS 
Church with more developed local leadership and greater member-missionary outreach.

Future Prospects

The Church has enjoyed a positive relationship with the government due to expansive humanitarian and 
educational work and its care in observing government regulations. Many other religious groups have obtained 
recognition recently, and official registration of the LDS Church may be possible within the next decade. 
Additional congregations may be organized in Ho Chi Minh City to serve language needs, and home groups 
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may be established outside cities with congregations. Restrictions on religious expression and practice will 
continue to limit growth.



861

SOUTH ASIA

Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India,  
Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka



Regional Profile

Geography

AREA: 5,131,069 square km. Principally consisting of the Indian subcontinent and the southern 
Himalayas, South Asia includes islands in the surrounding Indian Ocean and some arid, interior areas 

bordering Central Asia. India is the region’s largest country, accounting for three-fifths of South Asia’s total 
land area. The Himalayas are one of the world’s largest mountain ranges and contain the highest peaks in 
the world. Additional large mountain ranges include the Karakoram in Kashmir and northern Pakistan, the 
Hindu Kush in Afghanistan, and the Western Ghats in southwestern India. Alpine or temperate climatic 
conditions occur in most mountainous areas. The Deccan Plateau consists of upland areas occupying interior 
terrain in central India, which is subject to cooler temperatures than other areas of India. Hot, arid conditions 
occur in the Thar Desert straddling the Pakistan-India border and arid regions of Afghanistan. Several large 
rivers originate in the Himalayas and form major river plains that are densely populated, including the Ganges 
in eastern India, the Indus in Pakistan, the Brahmaputra in far eastern India. Hot, tropical conditions occur 
throughout most river plains and low-laying areas of South Asia. Earthquakes, flooding, droughts, cyclones, 
landslides, tsunamis, sea level rise, and monsoon rains are natural hazards. Environmental issues include fresh 
water scarcity, soil degradation, overgrazing, deforestation, desertification, pollution, water-borne diseases, 
and overpopulation.

Population: 1,616,700,766 (July 2011)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.305%
Fertility Rate: 2.81 children born per woman (2011)
Life Expectancy: 64.81 male, 68.07 female (2011)

Peoples

Indo-Aryan: 74%
Dravidian: 18.5%
Other: 7.5%

South Asia experiences a high degree of ethnic diversity with nearly three-quarters of the regional population 
pertaining to the Indo-Aryan ethnic family. Indo-Aryans principally reside in all areas of South Asia except 
Afghanistan, western areas of Pakistan, northern areas of Nepal and Bhutan, southern India, and northern 
Sri Lanka and comprise the majority of the population in all South Asian nations except Afghanistan and 
Bhutan. Major Indo-Aryan groups include Bengalis, Nepali ethnic groups, Punjabis, Sinhalese, and Sindhis. 
Dravidians constitute nearly one-fifth of the regional population and reside primarily in south India and 
northern Sri Lanka. The largest Dravidian ethnic groups include Telugus, Tamils, Kannadigas, and Malayalis. 
Indo-Aryans tend to be somewhat more Caucasian in appearance and Dravidians somewhat darker, although 
millennia of intermixing have created a broad ethnic spectrum without distinct boundaries. Other ethnic 
groups in the region are primary Iranian (including Pashtuns, Tajiks, and Balochs), Tibetan, and Mongoloid.
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Languages: Hindi (30%), Bengali (13%), Punjabi (6%), Telugu (5%), Marathi (5%), Tamil (5%), Urdu 
(4%), Gujarati (3%), Kannada (3%), Bhojpuri (2%), Malayalam (2%), Oriya (2%), Pashto (2%), Sindhi 
(1%), Maithili (1%), Chhattisgarhi (1%), Sinhalese (1%), Assamese (1%), Dari (1%), Nepali (1%), Sariaki 
(1%), Chittagonian (1%), Haryanvi (1%), Magahi (1%), Deccan (1%), Malvi (1%), Rangpuri (1%), Kanauji 
(1%), Dhundari (1%), other (3%). English is spoken by many as a second language, in government affairs, 
and as a language of interethnic communication. Languages with over three million speakers include Hindi 
(488 million), Bengali (206 million), Punjabi (94 million), Telugu (86 million), Marathi (83 million), 
Tamil (74 million), Urdu (70 million), Gujarati (54 million), Kannada (44 million), Bhojpuri (39 million), 
Malayalam (38 million), Oriya (38 million), Pashto (29 million), Sindhi (19 million), Maithili (18 million), 
Chhattisgarhi (18 million), Sinhalese (16 million), Assamese (15 million), Dari (14 million), Nepali (14 
million), Sariaki (14 million), Chittagonian (13 million), Haryanvi (13 million), Magahi (13 million), Deccan 
(13 million), Malvi (10 million), Rangpuri (10 million), Kanauji (9.5 million), Dhundari (9 million), Bagheli 
(7.8 million), Konkani dialects (7.6 million), Sylheti (7 million), Varhadi-Nagpuri (7 million), Santali (6.2 
million), Lambadi (6 million), Kashmiri (5.6 million), Marwari (5.6 million), Balochi (5 million), Mewati (5 
million), Hadothi (4.7 million), Merwari (3.9 million), Dogri (3.8 million), Mina (3.8 million), Godwari (3 
million), Hindko (3 million), and Shekhawati (3 million).
Literacy: 28%–94% (country average: 58%)

History

Some of the oldest known human settlements and civilizations in the world thrived in South Asia, such as 
the ancient Indus civilization in present-day Pakistan five thousand years ago. Hinduism is among the world’s 
oldest religions and significantly influenced the Indian subcontinent as early as the second millennia BC. The 
advent of Buddhism occurred sometime between the sixth and fourth centuries BC in northeast India and 
Nepal. South Asia was dominated by tribalism and small nation-states during the first millennia before and 
after Christ. During this period, Buddhist settlers from India settled the Maldives and Sri Lanka. Alexander 
the Great pushed eastward into Afghanistan and Pakistan during the fourth century BC and founded the 
Hellenistic state of Bactria. The Arabs invaded the region and spread Islam in the seventh century AD. Science 
and technology blossomed in India during the Middle Ages. The Mongols invaded northern South Asia in 
the thirteenth century and occupied most of modern Afghanistan, Pakistan, Punjab, Bhutan, and some other 
areas of the Indian subcontinent. Neighboring kingdoms influenced and controlled present-day Afghanistan 
until the beginning of the twentieth century as Pashtun tribes unified to form a nation-state in the nineteenth 
century. Islam spread to the Maldives in the twelfth century.

European powers, particularly the British, began establishing trading posts in India and Bangladesh in the 
sixteenth century and by the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries controlled, occupied, or heavily influenced 
nearly all of South Asia. The Portuguese maintained a short rule of just fifteen years in the Maldives in the 
mid-sixteenth century; the Maldives later became a British protectorate. Nation-states were united to form 
Nepal in 1768. War persisted through much of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in northern South 
Asia as Nepal, Bhutan, and other nation states and kingdoms fought for expansion while British military 
forces made advances in the region. Afghanistan defeated the British army in 1839 and maintained much of 
its autonomy notwithstanding the United Kingdom controlling foreign affairs from 1880 to 1919. From the 
1920s to the late 1970s, various rulers in Afghanistan attempted to modernize the country as a secular state. 
In 1947, the United Kingdom divided the Indian subcontinent into a predominantly Hindu state (India) 
and a Muslim state (Pakistan). Sri Lanka achieved independence from the United Kingdom in 1948 and has 
since experienced significant ethnic and political conflict between Sinhalese and Tamils. The segregation of 
Hindu and Muslim populations was incomplete in India and Pakistan, and land disputes arose, resulting in 
wars in 1947–48, 1965, and 1971 over Kashmir, as well as numerous border skirmishes. East Pakistan seceded 
from Pakistan to form Bangladesh during the third war in 1971. The Maldives gained independence in 1968. 
Greater democratization took place in Nepal following the appointment of a cabinet for the king in 1951 and 
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multi-party elections in 1990. The Afghan monarchy was overthrown in 1973 and replaced by a republic that 
was overthrown in 1978 and replaced with a Marxist state. A failed Marxist government left a power vacuum 
following the Soviets’ withdrawal in 1989, which was filled by the Taliban. With support from Pakistan, the 
Taliban occupied most of Afghanistan and enforced an extreme interpretation of Islam that severely infringed 
on human rights and supported terrorists including Osama bin Laden, mastermind of the September 11, 
2001 terrorist attacks. Tensions escalated between India and Pakistan following nuclear weapons testing by 
the two countries in the late 1990s. In 1996, Maoist extremists began fighting for total control of the Nepali 
government, resulting in a decade of civil war. The Maoist insurgency took control of most of Nepal’s territory 
in the late 2000s and in 2008 formed a coalition government following elections.

The United States formed an anti-terrorist coalition that invaded Afghanistan in October 2001 and captured 
Kabul the following month with the assistance of the Northern Alliance. The United Nations has assisted in 
the formation of a democratic government in the 2000s, which held elections in 2004. Afghanistan has experi-
enced marked economic development, but standards of living rank among the lowest worldwide. Corruption 
is a major challenge that has limited economic development and political stability. Lawlessness in many rural 
areas continue to challenge efforts by the newly instated democratic government and coalition forces to secure 
Afghanistan’s borders, subdue pro-Taliban fighters, and rebuild the country after decades of internal conflict 
and foreign invasions.1563 In the 2000s, Islamist militant groups, mainly Al Qaeda and Taliban residing in 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, destabilized Afghanistan and threatened Pakistan’s stability. Tensions between India 
and Pakistan improved following nuclear weapons development, but later rose following the involvement of 
radical Pakistani Islamist groups in the November 2008 terror attacks in Mumbai. Other events in the late 
2000s threatened the stability of Pakistan, including the assassination of Benazir Bhutto in late 2007, the 
rising unpopularity of President Musharraf and his resignation in 2008, and the loss of large amounts of terri-
tory in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas and Northwest Frontier Province to Taliban militants in 2009. 
Bhutan maintained isolation from modernization until 2008 when the nation transitioned from a hereditary 
monarchy to a democratic constitutional monarchy.1564

Culture

Religion, former British rule, tribalism, and caste systems are major influences on societies in South Asia. India 
and Nepal are the only nations in the world with Hindu majority populations. Saturday is the day of worship 
in India and Nepal. Caste societies operate in India and Nepal; lower castes and the Dalits (untouchables) 
continue to experience discrimination. There are smaller numbers of Hindus in Bangladesh, Bhutan, and Sri 
Lanka. Islam heavily influenced daily life for Afghanistan, Bangladesh, the Maldives, and Pakistan; the rela-
tionship between Islam and government is often disputed and unclear. Bangladesh and Pakistan generally offer 
greater rights to women than most Muslim nations, although literacy rates are very low for women due to a 
lack of emphasis and opportunity for women to obtain an education. Stricter, and at times extremist, interpre-
tations of Islam have been followed in Afghanistan, especially under the Taliban and through the syncretism 
of tribalism with Islam. In 2001, the Taliban destroyed two 1,500 year old massive Buddha statues in the 
Bamiyan Valley, as they were viewed as idols. Ethnic ties to Islam are especially pronounced in the Maldives. 
Traditionally Islamic ethnic groups also reside in India, Nepal, and Sri Lanka. Buddhism is a major influence 
on the societies of Bhutan and Sri Lanka. Poetry, theater, art, music, and dance are common cultural traditions 
in South Asia. Cricket is one of the most popular sports. Alcohol and cigarette consumption rates are low 
compared to the world average in South Asia with the exception of Nepal, where alcohol consumption rates 
are comparable to the world average. Clothing for men is often loose fitting and in some areas follows Western 

1563 “Background Note: Afghanistan,” Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs, 26 March 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/
ei/bgn/5380.htm

1564 “Bhutan,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127364.htm
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styles, whereas women generally wear traditional clothing. Tea is commonly consumed throughout the region. 
Polygamy is legal throughout South Asia, but is commonly practiced only in Afghanistan.

Economy

GDP per capita: $2,200 national median (2011) [4.64% of U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.517
Corruption Index: 2.9
South Asia is among the world’s poorest regions, as the GDP per capita ranges from a low of $1,000 in 
Afghanistan to a high of $5,000 in Bhutan. Like neighboring China, India has seen impressive economic 
growth, has an emerging middle class, and is the regional economic power. The Indian economy is dominated 
by agriculture and textiles with increasing contributions from manufactured goods and services. Recently, 
India has gained greater importance in the worldwide economy with services provided through telecommuni-
cations and software engineering. India produces a large number of educated individuals who speak English 
and can be hired by international companies. Major barriers to economic growth and development in South 
Asia include corruption, civil war, high unemployment and underemployment, political instability, govern-
ment mismanagement, low literacy rates, poor standards of living, governments meeting the welfare needs of 
hundreds of millions living in poverty, and natural disasters. Landlocked locations for Afghanistan, Nepal, and 
Bhutan have contributed to challenges developing the economy. The 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami devastated 
portions of Sri Lanka and the Maldives and set back economic growth in affected areas. Afghanistan has the 
lowest HDI rating, whereas Sri Lanka has the highest. Agriculture employs half of the workforce or more in 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, and Nepal. Services generally constitute 40% or more of the GDP in 
South Asian nations. Natural resources in the region include natural gas, oil, coal, salt, iron ore, precious and 
industrial metals, gems, limestone, timber, and farmland. Textiles, chemicals, steel, transportation equipment, 
soap, furniture, fertilizer, food products, mining, cement, wood products, software, machinery, pharmaceuti-
cals, tourism, rubber processing, telecommunications, and banking are common industries. Common crops 
include wheat, rice, fruit, nuts, livestock, jute, tea, corn, roots, sugarcane, cotton, vegetables, potatoes, fish, 
coconuts, and opium poppy. Primary trade partners include the United States, China, Germany, the United 
Kingdom, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, Thailand, Kuwait, and Iran.

Corruption is perceived as widespread and a serious barrier toward greater economic growth and develop-
ment. Afghanistan is the world’s largest producer of opium. The Afghan-Pakistani border remains unsecured 
in many areas, facilitating illegal activity in both nations. Most heroin consumed in Europe and Eurasia is 
produced from opium poppies cultivated in Afghanistan. Corruption and lawlessness impede efforts to address 
drug cultivation problems. The Taliban utilized the cultivation of opium poppies for revenue, a practice still 
deeply entrenched in agriculture in many areas of Afghanistan. Several countries in the region have been 
cited for human trafficking violations for the purposes of forced labor and sexual exploitation. In Bangladesh, 
most regard the police as the most corrupt division of government, followed by customs.1565 Many have to 
pay a bribe to secure employment. The Bangladeshi government has done little to address corruption issues. 
Corruption is perceived as widespread, and allegations of government corruption have been made frequently. 
There are increasing concerns over the lack of public confidence in the electoral system in the Maldives.1566 The 
Kashmir region and additional tracts of territory between India, China, and Pakistan are disputed. Corruption 
is perceived as present but not widespread only in Bhutan.

Faiths

Hindu: 61.7%

1565 “Corruption in Bangladesh,” Transparency International—Bangladesh Chapter, retrieved 16 April 2011. http://www.
ti-bangladesh.org/docs/research/CorBang1.htm

1566 “Issues,” Transparency Maldives, 13 July 2008. http://www.transparencymaldives.org/issues.html
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Muslim: 31.6%
Christian: 1.8%
Sikh: 1.4%
Buddhist: 1.1%
Other/unknown/none: 2.4%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 19,919,000
Seventh Day Adventists 1,546,653 4,219
Jehovah’s Witnesses 40,634 558
Latter-day Saints ~18,000 90

Religion

Hinduism is the most commonly practiced religion in South Asia, followed by approximately 62% of the 
population. Hindus are the majority in India and Nepal and are religious minorities in Bhutan, Bangladesh, 
and Sri Lanka. The caste system strongly influences religion in India and Nepal. Muslims account for 31.6% 
of the regional population and account for the majority of the population in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, the 
Maldives, and Pakistan. There are sizeable Muslim minorities in India, Sri Lanka, and Nepal. Pakistan supports 
the world’s second largest Muslim population, whereas India supports the third largest. Nearly all Muslims in 
South Asia are Sunnis. Christians are overwhelmingly Catholic and comprise more than 1% of the population 
only in Sri Lanka (6.2%), India (2.3%), and Pakistan and Nepal (1–2%). Several far eastern Indian provinces 
are predominantly Christian, and Christians in Pakistan often live in segregated communities. Sikhs comprise 
1.4% of the regional population and are concentrated in the Punjab region of India. Buddhists constitute 
the majority in Bhutan and Sri Lanka and account for a little over 1% of the South Asian population. Nepal 
has a sizeable Buddhist minority. Fundamentalist Islam has been most apparent in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 
Jainism has 4.2 million followers throughout India. There are some religious tensions in South Asian nations, 
primarily between Hindus and Muslims in India and Bangladesh and Buddhists and followers of other reli-
gions in Bhutan and Sri Lanka, although these tensions are also ethnically based.

Both Hinduism and Buddhism, now practiced mainly in other nations of East and Southeast Asia, originated 
in India. Hinduism represents a broad spectrum of beliefs varying from polytheism to pantheism to mono-
theism. The branches of Hinduism lack any centralized authority, and Hinduism is scarcely interpreted in 
precisely the same way in any two villages. Most educated Hindus may accept certain core elements of their 
faith, yet reject many others. Hindu temples are rare among Indian expatriate communities. Although the vast 
majority of Indians are Hindu or Muslim, other indigenous religions, including Sikhism (20 million adher-
ents) and Jainism (8–10 million adherents), constitute small minorities. These religions share similarities with 
Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam in addition to their own unique features.

Religious Freedom

The constitutions of most countries in South Asia protect religious freedom, but most governments restrict 
this right. Religious freedom is most severely restricted in the Maldives, as the law prevents citizens from 
following any other religion, and the constitutions declare Islam as the state religion. Foreigners are not 
permitted to encourage citizens to practice other religions and can only practice their religious faith in private. 
The Maldivian government and constitution stipulate that citizens must be Muslim, and non-Muslims cannot 
become citizens.
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The constitutions of Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and Pakistan declare Islam as the state religion. In Afghanistan, 
the federal government has attempted to increase religious freedom since the fall of the Taliban, but societal 
abuse of religious freedom and intolerance are major challenges. Some Muslim groups that follow Shari’a 
law consider apostasy from Islam a crime punishable by death, although there have been no recent instances 
of formerly Muslim Christian converts receiving the death penalty. There are no laws banning proselytism, 
but missionary activity is culturally discouraged, potentially dangerous due to threats and violence against 
non-Muslims, and rarely occurs. There are no legal restrictions regarding the importation or dissemination 
of religious literature.1567 In Bangladesh, there are no laws barring proselytism, although the conversion of 
Muslims is socially frowned upon and discouraged by local government authorities. Overall tolerance for 
religious minorities has increased in Bangladesh in recent years.1568 In Pakistan, religious freedom is severely 
restricted for nontraditional Muslim groups and non-Muslims. Strict blasphemy laws demand respect for 
Islam and Islamic teachings. Non-Islamic missionaries may operate in the country but must profess to not 
be Muslim and that they do not preach against Islam. The government restricts the total number of mission-
aries by only granting new visas to replace missionaries who leave the country. Marriages between members 
of different religious groups are not recognized by the state. Violent attacks on Christian churches and reli-
gious minority communities frequently occur, and the prosecution of offenders is inconsistent. Government 
attempts to treat minorities more fairly by placing some in government positions, but societal discrimination 
remains severe. The most serious restrictions are placed on the Ahmadiyya sect of Islam. Ahmadis are not 
permitted to identify themselves as Muslims, hold public meetings, or sell religious literature and are banned 
from performing religious pilgrimages to Islamic holy sites.1569

There is no official state religion in Bhutan, India, Nepal, and Sri Lanka although Buddhism is favored 
by governments in Bhutan and Sri Lanka, and Hinduism is favored by governments in India and Nepal. 
In Bhutan, non-Buddhist missionaries are permitted to enter and may proselyte. Christians worship in the 
privacy in their own homes, as they are not permitted to pray openly and build churches.1570 In India, anti-
conversion laws restrict Christian proselytism in five states (Gujarat, Orissa, Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh, 
and Himachal Pradesh), challenge individuals to convert from Hinduism to other religions, and reinforce the 
status of the Hindu majority. Additional Indian states have considered anti-conversion legislation, such as 
Rajasthan, but these proposals have not become law. Anti-conversion legislation limits the freedom for NGOs 
to operate. Legislation specifically bans proselytism with the allurement of monetary gain or intimidation. 
Many Christians have wrongfully been accused of alluring converts with other means by Hindu extremist 
groups. Local police at times have done little to protect the rights and lives of religious minorities. Violence 
targeting Christians has been most extreme in Orissa and Karnataka, and violence against Muslims occurs 
most regularly in northern India and Gujarat. Religious extremists carried out terrorist attacks in Ahmedabad, 
Bangalore, and Delhi in the late 2000s.1571 In Nepal, personal conversion to a different religion is allowed 
by law but often results from ostracism from family and the community for Hindus converting to Islam or 
Christianity. Violent attacks on Christians by Hindu extremist groups periodically occur.1572 In Sri Lanka, the 
government has encouraged tolerance among differing religious groups but esteems Buddhism as the primary 
religion. Persecution from Buddhists toward minority groups has been severe. Buddhists feel threatened by the 
conversion of many Buddhists to Christianity and harass most Christian churches. False reports circulate that 
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Christians force or coerce Buddhists with other means to convert. The predominately Hindu Tamils persecute 
Muslims and expelled all Muslims in areas of their control in 1990.1573

Societal abuse of religious freedom is common throughout South Asia and is most apparent in Afghanistan, 
India, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. Many religious minorities keep their religious affiliation private or reside 
in segregated religious communities. Christian aid workers in Afghanistan have occasionally been kidnapped 
and harassed, and a few have been executed by Taliban insurgents.1574 In Sri Lanka, many Christian mission-
aries and pastors were murdered or reported missing due to violence from Buddhist extremists in the late 
2000s. Most of these cases were never pursued by police and government, and those committing these crimes 
have gone unpunished.

Largest Cities

Urban: low (Sri Lanka—14%); high (Maldives—40%)
Delhi, Mumbai, Karachi, Kolkata, Dhaka, Lahore, Chennai, Bangalore, Hyderabad (India), Ahmedabad, 
Pune, Chittagong, Surat, Kanpur, Faisalabad, Jaipur, Rawalpindi, Kabul, Lucknow, Nagpur, Colombo, 
Patna, Bhilai, Gujranwala, Hyderabad (Pakistan), Indore, Vadodara, Bhopal, Coimbatore, Multan, 
Ludhiana, Agra, Kochi, Nasik, Asansol, Meerut, Vishakhapatnam, Bhubaneswar, Chandigarh, Peshawar, 
Kolhapur, Varanasi, Khulna, Kathmandu, Rajkot, Jamshedpur, Amritsar, Madurai, Dhanbad, Jabalpur, 
Allahabad, Shambajinagar, Vijayawada, Srinagar, Sholapur, Ranchi, Thiruvananthapuram,, Gauhati, 
Jodhpur, Tiruchirappalli, Gwalior, Kozhikode, Quetta.
Cities listed in bold have no LDS congregations.

Sixteen of the sixty-three cities with over one million inhabitants have an LDS congregation. Fifteen percent 
(15%) of the regional population resides in the sixty-three most populous cities.

LDS History

LDS missionaries first preached in India in 1850 and, for a brief period, in Sri Lanka in 1853. Missionaries 
were forced to leave Sri Lanka that same year due to persecution. LDS congregations were established in 
several Indian cities, including Kolkata (Calcutta), Mumbai (Bombay), Chennai (Madras), and Pune (Poona). 
Missionary activity occurred almost exclusively among Europeans. Missionaries were removed from India in 
1858, and all LDS congregations were closed by 1903. Missionaries called to labor in India during the nine-
teenth century were unable to learn the native languages, which may have been both a cause and a result of 
working primarily among Europeans.1575

The LDS Church was reestablished in South Asia in India during the 1960s and 1970s when several Indians 
were introduced to the Church and were converted. Expatriate members began living Pakistan in the late 
1970s and early 1980s, and the first missionaries arrived in 1993. The Southeast Asia Mission (renamed the 
Singapore Mission in 1974) was organized in 1969 and administered most of South Asia until the organization 
of the India Bangalore Mission in 1993 to service India. LDS missionaries visited Sri Lanka in 1975 to evaluate 
whether the country was ready for missionary work. American expatriate members were the first Latter-day 
Saints to live in Sri Lanka in the twentieth century and introduced the Church to Sri Lankans. Several senior 
missionary couples began serving in Sri Lanka in the late 1970s, working with humanitarian efforts and 
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teaching those who wanted to learn more about the Church, but active proselytism did not take place.1576 The 
Church became officially registered in Sri Lanka in 1979. The first members living in Bangladesh were expa-
triates primarily from Canada on government assignment in the late 1980s and early 1990s. One Canadian 
member family introduced the Church to their cook and his family, who later became the first Bangladeshis 
to join the Church in Bangladesh. Seminary and institute were both operating in India by 1992, in Pakistan 
by the mid-1990s, and in Sri Lanka by 1998. In February 1993, Elder Carmack and Elder Tai from the Asia 
Area Presidency made an investigatory trip to Nepal to meet local members and expatriates in Kathmandu. 
The Church was registered with the Pakistani government in 1995. Senior couple missionaries began serving 
on humanitarian assignment in Nepal as early as 2001 and assisted with branch leadership development. With 
the exception of Afghanistan and India, other South Asian nations pertained to the Singapore Mission until 
the organization of the India New Delhi Mission in 2007 when northern India, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal, 
and Pakistan were assigned to the India New Delhi Mission, and southern India, the Maldives, and Sri Lanka 
were assigned to the India Bangalore Mission. Missionaries serving in the India New Delhi Mission reported 
that the first convert baptisms occurred in Bhutan in 2008. Latter-day Saints did not have a presence in 
Afghanistan until after the 2001 U.S.-led coalition invasion. United States servicemen constituted the entire 
church membership until a few native Afghans joined the Church shortly thereafter as a result of associations 
made with LDS members in the military. In 2008, Afghanistan became part of the Middle East/Africa North 
Area; other nations pertain to the Asia Area. The Church continues to lack official recognition in Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Bhutan, the Maldives, and Nepal.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: ~18,000 (2012)
There were fewer than 1,000 Latter-day Saints in South Asia in 1987, 700 of who resided in India. Membership 
totaled 1,580 in 1993, 2,770 in 1997, and 4,064 in 2000. By 2005, there were approximately 9,300 members. 
Among countries with an LDS presence in 2000, LDS membership grew most rapidly between 2000 and 
2010 in Sri Lanka (313%), Pakistan (231%), and India (221%). Overall church membership increased by 
245% for South Asia between 2000 and 2010. Membership growth has been slow in Bangladesh, Bhutan, 
and Nepal, but convert baptisms have increased in Bangladesh and Nepal in recent years. There were four 
convert baptisms in Bhutan in 2008. There are no known members in the Maldives. There were approxi-
mately 700 members in Afghanistan in 2009, nearly all of which were American military personnel. In 2010, 
LDS membership in India accounted for 66% of LDS membership for South Asia; Pakistan account for 19%, 
Sri Lanka for 9%, and Afghanistan for 5%. The ratio of the general population to LDS membership varies 
from a high of one member per 1.59 million in Bangladesh to a low of one member per 16,448 in Sri Lanka. 
In 2010, one in 115,191 was LDS in South Asia.

Congregational Growth

Wards: 6 Branches: 56 Groups: 28+ (2012)
There were twelve branches in 1987 and nineteen branches and several groups in 1993; fourteen of the 
branches were in India. The number of branches in South Asia increased to twenty-three in 1997, thirty-one 
in 2000, forty in 2005, and fifty-seven in 2010. In 2010, approximately twenty-eight groups functioned 
in Afghanistan for military personnel;1577 additional groups likely operate at present in Bhutan, India, and 
Pakistan.

The first district was organized in Bangalore, India in 1980. Additional districts were organized in New 
Delhi India (1986), Hyderabad India (1988), Islamabad Pakistan (1990s), Colombo Sri Lanka (2000), Kabul 

1576 “Sri Lanka,” LDS Newsroom, retrieved 5 March 2010. http://newsroom.lds.org/ldsnewsroom/eng/contact-us/sri-lanka
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Afghanistan Military (2008), Karachi Pakistan (2008), Chennai India (2009), Coimbatore India (2009), 
Visakhapatnam India (2009), and Rajahmundry India (2011). The number of districts increased from one 
in 1980 to five in 2000 and ten in 2010. In 2012, the Church organized its first stake in South Asia in 
Hyderabad, India.

Mission branches in South Asia that do not pertain to a district include the Dhaka, India Bangalore Mission, 
India New Delhi Mission, and the Kathmandu, Kolkata, and Mumbai Branches.

Activity and Retention

The number of active members varies by branch, with some newly-organized or remote branches with forty or 
fewer active members and some older wards and branches in cities in India with multiple LDS congregations 
have as many as 150 to 200 active members. Convert retention rates appear highest in Bangladesh, Nepal, 
and Pakistan, largely due to the large amount of self-vested interest in the Church and converts establishing 
habits of regular church attendance prior to baptism. As many as 70% of church members in Nepal may be 
active. Recent convert retention rates in India and Sri Lanka are moderate. Overall member activity rates are 
moderate to above average, with the highest member activity rates in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and Nepal 
(50% or higher) and the lowest member activity rates in Sri Lanka (30%). Member activity rates appear 
to range between 40%–50% in India and Pakistan. Active LDS membership in South Asia is estimated to 
number between 6,000 and 6,500, or 43%–46% of total membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Hindi, Tamil, Telugu, Urdu, Bengali, Sinhalese, Farsi, Arabic, English.
All LDS scriptures and most church materials are available in Arabic. Translations of the entire Book of 
Mormon or select passages are available in Hindi, Tamil, Telugu, Bengali, Sinhalese, and Farsi. Limited 
numbers of church materials are available in Hindi, Tamil, Telugu, Urdu, and Sinhalese. Several DVD movies 
such as Finding Faith in Christ and The Restoration are available in Hindi, Telugu and Tamil. Audiovisual mate-
rials available in Urdu include Joy to the World and The Restoration. The Testimony of the Prophet Joseph Smith 
and Gospel Principles or Gospel Fundamentals are available in Bengali, Farsi, Marathi, Nepali, and Pashto. The 
Articles of Faith and a family guidebook are translated into Bengali. Two church proclamations are available in 
Nepali. The Articles of Faith are also available in Farsi. Only the Testimony of the Prophet Joseph Smith is trans-
lated into Divehi, Kannada, Malayalam, and Punjabi. Kazakh LDS materials are limited to the Sacrament 
Prayers, a basic unit guidebook, the Articles of Faith, and hymns and children’s songs. The Liahona magazine 
has four issues a year in Tamil and Telugu, three in Urdu, two in Sinhala, and one in Hindi.

Meetinghouses

In early 2011, there were approximately fifty LDS meetinghouses in South Asia, most of which consisted of 
renovated buildings or rented spaces. During the 2000s, several church-built meetinghouses were constructed 
in South Asia, primarily in India. In Afghanistan, church meetings occur on U.S. military bases, often in 
chapels that serve as places of worship for various religious groups found among the armed forces.

Health and Safety

In Afghanistan, conditions remain dangerous for foreigners living and working in the country due to a lack 
of government control in many regions and Taliban insurgency along the Pakistani border. Living conditions 
are among the poorest in the world. Armed kidnappings and the murder of foreign aid workers have occurred 
on an ongoing basis. In Bangladesh, health issues include threats typical of poorer, tropical nations such as 
hepatitis, typhoid, malaria, and rabies. Violence directed towards religious minorities from intolerant Muslims 
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may pose safety threats to missionaries and converts. In India, sanitation can be poor in both rural and urban 
locations. Threats of violence against foreign missionaries have occurred, and some LDS missionaries have 
experienced intimidation and wrongful accusations of violating the law. Religiously unstable areas pose a safety 
threat to missionaries. In Nepal, violence towards religious minority groups is a safety concern for missionaries 
and members. In Pakistan, safety issues present a major concern. Violent acts targeting religious minorities, 
including intimidation, kidnapping, sexual and physical violence, and murder present safety concerns for 
members and missionaries. Suicide bombings occur regularly and without warning in the largest cities and the 
most unstable areas near the Afghan border. Fighting in the Kashmiri region restricts missionary work. High 
crime and corruption in Karachi pose safety threats. No nonnative LDS missionaries serve in Pakistan due to 
safety issues. In Sri Lanka, safety is a concern due to threats and acts of violence against Christian missionaries. 
Violence between ethnic groups poses some danger to native and foreign missionaries.

Humanitarian and Development Work

Limited LDS humanitarian and development work had occurred primarily in Bangladesh, India, Nepal, 
Pakistan, and Sri Lanka as of early 2011. There have been at least thirty-eight projects in India, twenty in 
Nepal, two in Sri Lanka, and one in Pakistan.1578 Projects in India have included emergency relief, clean water 
projects, neonatal resuscitation training, vision treatment training, the construction of educational facilities, 
and donations of school supplies, hygiene kits, blankets, wheelchairs, sewing machines, and medical equip-
ment.1579 The Church sent food, clothing, and emergency supplies to victims of a large earthquake in Gujarat 
in 2001.1580 In 2002, members and missionaries in Bangalore volunteer at an orphanage for handicapped 
children.1581 Members in India made over 1,200 family kits containing emergency supplies for victims of the 
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami.1582 In 2008 and 2009, the Church assisted in building twenty dams in Rajasthan 
to provide greater water availability in the region. Projects in Nepal have included clean water projects, English 
language training, emergency relief, and donations of educational supplies, tools, wheelchairs, equipment for 
the blind, and hygiene kits.1583 The Church provided DPT immunizations in Nepal in 1991.1584 In Pakistan, 
the church provided needed humanitarian aid for sufferers of the 2005 earthquake. Fifty thousand  blankets, 
1,000 winterized tents, 300,000 pounds of medical supplies, and 42,000 hygiene kits were initially sent. Due 
to inadequate provisions of refugees for winter temperatures, the Church purchased and delivered an addi-
tional 150,000 blankets and 5,000 winterized tents in late 2005.1585 In Sri Lanka, humanitarian missionaries 
began teaching English as a second language in 1982.1586 A large increase in aid and development projects 
began following the 2004 tsunami. Immediately following the tsunami, the Church sent first aid, Atmit 
nutritional supplements, and clothing.1587 Six hundred fifty fishing boats were built with assistance of the 
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Church. Micro-credit loans were issued to hundreds of women.1588 In Bangladesh, the Church provided aid 
during flooding caused by a cyclone in 1991.1589 Latter-day Saint Charities operated literacy programs in the 
late 1990s.1590 German members collected 7,500 Euros to donate to impoverished Bangladeshi children.1591 
Following the destruction of Cyclone Sidr in 2007, the Church sent additional aid.1592

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

Governments and local laws in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, and Sri Lanka provide the greatest religious 
freedom in the region, as there are no bans on public Christian meetings, proselytism, or foreign mission-
aries. However, the LDS Church has utilized these freedoms only in India and Sri Lanka. In Afghanistan, 
lawlessness and social intolerance of non-Muslim groups prevents church establishment among the indigenous 
population. Conditions for religious minority groups appear to be improving, which over time may allow for 
some limited LDS missionary activity to occur by member referral among Afghans. Latter-day Saints among 
the American military worship freely in their respective congregations on military bases. In Bangladesh, the 
Church has yet to take greater advantage of the degree of religious freedom offered by a predominantly Muslim 
country to religious minorities. Rarely do Islamic states offer rights to Christians that include proselytism. 
There do not appear to be any legal barriers preventing an official church establishment. In India, Christian 
intolerance is widespread and is most intense around elections and Hindu holidays. There were instances in 
2008 when elders were falsely accused of giving money to people who joined the Church (a crime in India), 
and some missionaries were briefly imprisoned. These instances with false accusations have been resolved with 
help from local and mission leadership. Restrictions on sharing the gospel exist in some regions. Out of the 
six zones in the India Bangalore Mission in September 2009, open proselytizing was permitted only in four. 
In Sri Lanka, the Church enjoys full religious freedom, but societal pressures from Buddhists limit religious 
freedom. There is little government initiative to protect the rights of Christians and prosecute radicals who 
commit violent acts against religious minorities.

Obtaining missionary visas in Bangladesh, India, and Sri Lanka are major barriers to expanding mission 
outreach by full-time missionaries, as at times, government officials severely restrict the number of visas 
granted to the Church or do not grant any visas at all. In India, senior couples have been unable to be replaced, 
resulting in some of the limited number of young elders being assigned to mission logistics and finances.

Significant restrictions on religious freedom in Bhutan, the Maldives, Nepal, and Pakistan have prevented 
the assignment of foreign proselytizing LDS missionaries and limit the religious freedom of local members. 
Member-missionary activity is permitted in Bhutan, but heavy restrictions on constructing churches or holding 
public Christian meetings prevent missionary work from extending beyond personal contacts of converts and 
investigators. There are no realistic prospects of an LDS presence in the Maldives at present, as the constitu-
tion requires Maldivian citizens to be Muslims and the government prohibits any proselytism. Latter-day 
Saints can operate only in small groups among foreigners in private, and no proselytism among foreigners 
is permitted. Humanitarian and development work sponsored by the LDS Church in the Maldives does not 
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appear possible under current government restrictions. In Nepal, open proselytism is prohibited, and the 
Church only assigns senior humanitarian missionaries. Some opportunities for member-missionary activity 
among friends and family are present. Christians report harassment from police and Hindu extremist groups. 
In Pakistan, government and society restrict the Church’s missionary program to reaching only Christians, 
permitting outreach to just 1–2% of the population. There are no restrictions on assembly and worship, 
however. Christians often live segregated from Muslims in compounds or villages. This presents opportuni-
ties for the Church to legally reach large numbers. Limitations on the numbers of missionaries who can enter 
Pakistan restrict missionary programs that usually rely heavily on full-time missionaries. Missionaries cannot 
preach against Islam.

Cultural Issues

Negative social attitudes regarding conversion from Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism to other religions and 
Christian proselytism create cultural barriers for missionary activity. Ethno-religious ties are pronounced for 
many ethnic groups and present a nearly insurmountable obstacle for the LDS Church in some nations, 
including Afghanistan, Bhutan, and the Maldives. In Bhutan, Christian converts face significant family and 
societal oppositions if they make their conversions known. Converts from Hindu backgrounds often face 
ostracism from their families and communities. Hindu celebrations and the caste system present challenges 
for members in balancing the cultural customs with church teachings. Islamic and Hindu holidays inter-
rupt LDS proselytism in India and other nations. Christians become a frequent target of persecution and 
violence throughout the region. In Pakistan, those who join the Church may not only be ostracized but may 
become targets of violence. A history of British rule and the presence of religious minorities for hundreds of 
years may have contributed to the permission for these groups to operate despite the integration of Islam and 
government.

Poverty is a major challenge for LDS mission outreach, as standards of living and literacy rates are low. 
Although Indian’s growing economy is establishing a middle class and reducing poverty, the rural population 
suffers from low living standards. Development of self-reliance and economic skills among members and 
the population is challenging due to poor living conditions and literacy levels. Low literacy rates limit the 
value of literature distribution and may present barriers for the development of gospel understanding and 
self-reliance among members. Literacy rates for women are often half of literacy rates for men due to cultural 
attitudes regarding women and education. Hundreds of millions of Indians are illiterate, the majority of 
whom are women. Those who lack literacy skills will meet greater difficulty in serving in the Church. Other 
Christian groups have addressed literacy challenges through audio scriptures, multimedia presentations, and 
the establishment of Christian schools. Humanitarian projects aiming to address these challenges may assist in 
establishing a positive reputation and providing service.

In accordance with Hindu culture, LDS worship services are held on Saturdays in Nepal, whereas in India, 
LDS worship occurs on Sundays. Many parents in India exercise significant control over their children even in 
their adult years. Missionaries frequently report that youth may regularly attend church for an extended time 
until they turn eighteen and can thereafter be baptized without parental consent. Although this can challenge 
the prospects for youthful investigators, this practice has likely contributed to higher retention and activity 
rates. However, the strong bond between parent and child may be partially responsible for the failure of many 
Indian members to serve missions in part-member families. In Sri Lanka, converts potentially come from 
Buddhist, Hindu, Christian, or Muslim backgrounds, a diversity that challenges the ability of missionaries 
and local leaders to meet individual needs and teach the gospel to their understanding. British colonialism 
has contributed to Westernization of many, which may cause friction between the more educated and less 
educated Sri Lankans. Some Christian groups view the Church unfavorably and persuade others to avoid 
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missionaries and members.1593 The poor treatment of women in many areas of South Asia presents cultural 
challenges for Latter-day Saints. Polygamy is commonly practiced in Afghanistan. Those engaged in a polyga-
mous relationship must end these relations in divorce and be interviewed by a member of a mission or area 
presidency to be baptized. Corruption and drug cultivation and trafficking create unsafe conditions in many 
areas for foreigners and non-Muslims in Afghanistan.

Overall alcohol and cigarette consumption rates are low in South Asia and reduce some cultural barriers for 
LDS mission outreach. The frequent, widespread consumption of tea throughout South Asia may present 
barriers between local customs and Church doctrine.

National Outreach

Five percent (5%)of the regional population resides in cities with an LDS congregation, are permitted to attend 
church services, and may be taught by local or full-time missionaries. Muslims are completely unreached by 
the LDS Church in Afghanistan and Pakistan; similar restrictions are likely implemented in other South Asian 
nations. Afghanistan is not assigned to an LDS mission and is part of the Middle East/Africa North Area. 
Local populations reached by the LDS Church are limited to Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri 
Lanka, as no known outreach occurs in Afghanistan, Bhutan, and the Maldives. The percentage of the popu-
lation reached by the Church is no greater than 5% in any nation in South Asia, with the greatest outreach 
occurring in India and Sri Lanka (5%). Mission outreach in Bangladesh and Nepal occurs exclusively through 
local members and local member-missionaries, resulting in mission outreach in these nations being restricted 
to the personal associations of local members. Full-time LDS missionaries periodically visit Bangladesh to 
perform baptismal interviews and provide leadership and mentoring support. In Pakistan, only local members 
serve as full-time missionaries, who work solely through member referral among Christian communities. 
India is the only nation as of April 2011 in which full-time missionaries extended outreach in their assigned 
areas without required local member involvement. However, assigned full-time missionaries remain unable 
to proselyte in some areas of India. The LDS presence is limited to a single city in Bangladesh, Bhutan, and 
Nepal. Hundreds of cities with 100,000 or more inhabitants remain unreached. Most administrative divisions 
in India and Pakistan have no LDS presence, notwithstanding a church presence for several decades and both 
countries accounting for the bulk of South Asian LDS membership today. There have been no concerted 
efforts by the Church and its members to reach Sikhs and Jains in India; it is unclear how members of these 
religions will respond to outreach.

Distance from mission outreach centers, reliance on full-time missionaries to expand national outreach, 
few local members, the majority of the population residing in rural areas, cultural barriers dissuading open 
proselytism, visa restrictions on foreign missionaries, low standards of living, ethnic conflict, lawlessness, the 
persecution of Christians, government restrictions on religious freedom, and corruption are major factors 
that have contributed to the extremely limited presence of the LDS Church in South Asia today. There 
was no LDS mission in South Asia until 1993. Until 2008, many countries were still administered by the 
Singapore Mission, with limited resources being stretched over a vast area. LDS outreach commenced in most 
nations in South Asia through expatriate Western Latter-day Saints temporarily residing in various countries; 
without their diligence and initial efforts, many of these nations would likely remain totally unreached today. 
Many local members who joined the Church as youth or young adults have served full-time missions and 
have provided an invaluable resource in maintaining outreach in India and Pakistan in the face of the many 
challenges limiting LDS outreach with North American missionaries. Local leaders significantly expanded 
national outreach in India during the 1990s. Some of the first converts in a few South Asian nations joined 
the Church in nearby nations with LDS congregations. A few of the first Afghans to join the LDS Church 

1593 “Pure religion: Mending a heart,” LDS Church News, 9 June 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/50675/Pure-
religion-Mending-a-heart.html
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were baptized in New Delhi in the late 2000s. Similar opportunities exist in India to reach populations in 
neighboring nations that are currently unreached.

The organization of a second mission in New Delhi is a welcome development that primarily occurred through 
greater numbers of local members serving missions, as visa regulations have continued to limit the number of 
North American missionaries in India. Tremendous missionary manpower would be required to open most of 
South Asia to missionary work with full-time missionaries. If all of the 340 LDS missions operating worldwide 
in mid-2011 were located in South Asia, there would be one LDS mission per 4.8 million people, roughly the 
equivalent of the ratio of missions to population in Latin America. As the LDS Church’s worldwide missionary 
force remains insufficient to meet the potential need of South Asia and there are few opportunities North 
American missionaries to serve in the region due to visa restrictions, member-missionaries working among 
local members and recruitment of native missionaries are the most realistic prospects for future outreach into 
unreached cities and rural areas. Vision and mentoring will be needed to achieve these purposes.

Ethnic violence threatens the Church’s greater establishment among all ethnicities, such as in Karachi, 
Pakistan. Notwithstanding these challenges, the number of branches in Karachi increased from one to three in 
the 2000s. India’s two most populous cities of Kolkata and Mumbai have 16.4 and 13.2 million inhabitants 
respectively but had only a single LDS congregation each and no LDS missionaries assigned as of April 2011. 
Kolkata and Mumbai do not have very active missionary programs, and no full-time elders serve in these cities 
due to religious tensions between Hindus, Muslims, and Christians. Local members in these locations will 
likely remain primarily responsible for increasing convert baptisms and retaining new members. These loca-
tions may be suitable for senior missionary couples to serve in the future, offer current opportunities to open 
groups and dependent branches for members residing far from the church meetinghouse, and may one day 
support their own missions, pending increasing numbers of local members serving missions and the respon-
siveness of local populations.

Some of the greatest opportunities for future national outreach expansion are within cities already reached 
by the Church with sizeable LDS populations and the predominantly Christian areas of far-eastern India. 
The Church utilized opportunities to expand outreach in New Delhi, India during the 2000s, as the number 
of LDS branches increased from two in the mid-2000s to seven by 2010. Similar opportunities exist in 
Bangalore, Hyderabad, and Chennai but have not been explored.

The Church does not operate a single congregation in the Christian Indian states of Meghalaya, Mizoram, and 
Nagaland in eastern India. These states have likely been unreached due to their distance from mission outreach 
centers, small populations, and lack of LDS materials in local languages. Some LDS missionaries in southern 
India have taught investigators from these states and report that they are generally receptive to the Church.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

South Asia experiences some of the highest member activity and convert retention rates worldwide, largely due 
to the high degree of conviction required for many to join the Church in the face of family and community 
opposition, and higher rates of member-missionary participation than in many other areas of the world. Many 
converts investigate the Church for lengthy periods of time, resulting in a strong understanding of the Church 
and its teachings, stronger personal testimonies, and the development of religious habits that perpetuate long-
term member activity such as weekly church attendance and scripture reading. The small number of full-time 
missionaries assigned to the region has placed most administrative and missionary responsibilities on local 
members, further bolstering activity and retention rates. In Afghanistan, member activity and convert reten-
tion rates are moderate to high, as most of the Latter-day Saints are U.S. servicemen. Some of the highest 
member activity rates have occurred in Nepal, largely due to many youth serving full-time missions abroad 
and a strong member-missionary program among youth. Member activity rates are high in many branches in 
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India where some congregations function more like wards, especially in Hyderabad and Bangalore. Increasing 
numbers of members enrolled in seminary and institute, serving full-time missions, and preparing for temple 
marriages and commensurate membership and congregational growth during the latter half of the 2000s 
indicate moderate member activity and convert retention rates. Inactivity in many locations is partially due to 
a lack of nearby congregations. Members living in areas of large cities distant from the church meetinghouse 
must make huge sacrifices in time and money to regularly participate.

The LDS Church in Sri Lanka once experienced high member activity rates and today exhibits the lowest 
member activity rates in South Asia, largely due to reliance on foreign full-time missionaries in the 2000s 
for teaching, baptizing, and retaining converts. Rapid membership increases, quick-baptize tactics of foreign 
missionaries with inadequate pre-baptismal preparation of converts, and distance from mission headquarters 
in Singapore with little oversight resulted in worsening activity and convert retention. The little progress that 
has been achieved in increasing active membership is evidenced by the lack of any new congregations being 
organized in Sri Lanka since 2002 despite the doubling of nominal membership. Full-time foreign mission-
aries were withdrawn in 2008 due to visas issues, creating future administrative, leadership, and outreach 
challenges, but presenting opportunities for building local self-sufficiency and promoting sustainable indig-
enous growth. The Church in Sri Lanka provides a valuable lesson on achieving sustainable growth that is 
headed by local leaders and members rather than full-time missionaries to maintain higher activity rates and 
to safeguard mission outreach in the event that foreign full-time missionaries are removed.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

With the exception of the Maldives, all South Asian countries exhibit significant ethnic integration chal-
lenges. Most ethnic groups have few Christians and few or no Latter-day Saints, such as the Pashtun and 
Balochs. All nations with an LDS presence in South Asia have too few members to provide sufficient leader-
ship and administrative capacity to organize language-specific congregations within the same cities to reduce 
ethnic conflicts at church. Only in Sri Lanka has the LDS Church ever operated differing language-specific 
congregations in the same city (Colombo), but a lack of active members and local leadership resulted in the 
consolidation of the Sinhalese and Tamil-speaking congregations. Tribalism and past conflicts between the 
numerous ethnic groups are major challenges for mission outreach in most areas of South Asia and have 
prevented the establishment of the congregations in some locations due to civil war and unrest, as in northern 
Sri Lanka, where significant Tamil and Sinhalese conflict has persisted for decades and in the Kashmir region. 
In India and Nepal, the caste system presents obstacles for membership growth and retention. Converts from 
varying castes and ethnic groups often have little social contact with each other outside of church. These issues 
may lead to problems with assimilation. Ethnic groups who have relocated from other regions of India and 
Nepal to the largest cities also face integration challenges. In Pakistan, the most severe ethnic violence is found 
in the south, especially in Karachi. Bitter ethnic conflict between the Sindhi and Mohajirs has continued for 
decades. Incoming Pashtuns have also experienced violence from Mohajirs. The integration of these groups 
into the same congregation may be difficult, particularly if most members belong to one group. At present, 
there have been no reports of ethnic integration challenges in Karachi significantly affecting church growth, 
but challenges may be forthcoming as the number of Latter-day Saints in increases.

Language Issues

The LDS Church faces serious challenges with language issues in South Asia, as literacy rates are 50% or lower 
in most nations, and the most commonly spoken languages have few or no LDS materials. At least some LDS 
materials are available in the first language of 99% of the population in Maldives, 92% in Sri Lanka, 83.9% 
in India, 72% in Bangladesh, 64% in Pakistan, 47.8% in Nepal, 38% in Bhutan, and 35% in Afghanistan. 
As much as 75% of the population in the region speaks a language with LDS materials available as a first or 
second language, such as Hindi and Urdu, although the level of functional literacy in second languages is 
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often limited. Languages with over three million speakers in South Asia with some LDS materials include 
Hindi (488 million), Bengali (206 million), Punjabi (94 million), Telugu (86 million), Marathi (83 million), 
Tamil (74 million), Urdu (70 million), Kannada (44 million), Malayalam (38 million), Pashto (29 million), 
Sinhalese (16 million), and Nepali (14 million). Among languages spoken by over three million people with 
LDS materials, the Book of Mormon or selections from the Book of Mormon were only available in Hindi, 
Tamil, Telugu, Urdu, Bengali, and Sinhalese. As of early 2011, the Doctrine and Covenants and the Pearl of 
Great Price had yet to be translated into any of these languages, limiting gospel scholarship among members 
speaking these languages. Prospects appear favorable for the translation of additional LDS scriptures and 
materials into these languages in coming years, as the number of Latter-day Saint speakers is increasing, 
competent translators are available, and the need and utility of additional LDS materials in these languages is 
significant for promoting greater church growth in the region. There were no online LDS materials in any of 
these languages as of early 2011 with the exception of audio recordings of General Conference talks in Hindi, 
Tamil, Telugu, Urdu, and Sinhala. Online materials provide another approach for expanding outreach and can 
be utilized among South Asian immigrant groups residing abroad.

Languages without current translations of any LDS materials or scriptures in the greatest need for future 
translations include Gujarati (54 million), Bhojpuri (39 million), Oriya (38 million), Sindhi (19 million), 
Maithili (18 million), Chhattisgarhi (18 million), Assamese (15 million), Dari (14 million), Sariaki (14 
million), Chittagonian (13 million), Haryanvi (13 million), Magahi (13 million), Deccan (13 million), Malvi 
(10 million), and Rangpuri (10 million). Farsi translations of LDS materials and selections of the Book of 
Mormon may be useful among Dari speakers as Dari and Farsi share many linguistic similarities. LDS mate-
rials in these languages will most likely not be translated until an LDS presence is established in the areas in 
which these languages are most commonly spoken. Most these languages are spoken in areas unreached by the 
Church, and many appear to lack LDS speakers who could serve as competent translators.

Missionary Service

In early 2011, there were approximately one hundred full-time LDS missionaries serving in South Asia. 
All nations in South Asia either have government restrictions or policies that severely limit the number of 
foreign full-time missionaries granted visas, when such visas are granted at all. Local members serving missions 
often attend the Philippines Missionary Training Center. Government restrictions and refusal to issue greater 
numbers of visas to foreign LDS missionaries have reduced the number of full-time missionaries assigned 
to India but encourage local and mission leaders to concentrate on increasing the number of local youth 
serving missions. Pakistan is the only nation with proselytizing LDS missionaries that is self-sufficient in its 
missionary force, largely due to government restrictions on foreign missionaries and youth and young adults 
comprising the bulk of Pakistani LDS membership. In the past, foreign missionaries in India have tempo-
rarily served as branch presidents in newly opened branches in larger cities until replaced with a native branch 
president. The India Bangalore Mission had thirty full-time missionaries in 1993.1594 India is partially self-
sustaining in its current missionary force. A large number of Nepali young men have served missions, many in 
neighboring India, and Nepal would be self-sufficient in its missionary force if proselytizing missionaries were 
assigned. Returned missionaries greatly contribute to developing leadership throughout the region. Returned 
missionaries will prove instrumental in establishing additional congregations and expanding national outreach 
throughout South Asia by staffing local leadership and training other members. The number of members 
serving missions appears to be lowest in Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. As of early 2011, there had been no known 
Latter-day Saints to serve missions from Afghanistan, Bhutan, or Maldives. LDS missionaries have never been 
assigned to serve in Afghanistan, Bhutan, or Maldives.

1594 Sheffield, Sheridan R. “Asia area: Welcome mat is out in several countries,” LDS Church News, 19 June 1993. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/22920/Asia-area—Welcome-mat-is-out-in-several-countries.html
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Leadership

Local LDS leadership remains severely limited in South Asia and is sufficient to staff multiple districts only 
in India, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. Notwithstanding a couple districts in India nearing the membership stan-
dards to become stakes, inadequate numbers of active, tithe-paying Melchizedek Priesthood holders delayed 
the creation of stakes until 2012. In the past decade, the Church has often waited to open new congregations 
in less reached or unreached areas of India until local membership can provide the needed number of priest-
hood leaders to fill branch callings. For example, the KFG Branch was created in 2007 in Kolar Gold Fields 
and had a full native branch presidency, notwithstanding the absence of any previously operating branch. 
In Pakistan, leadership is strong but limited, as many members are youth or middle-aged. The district presi-
dent of the Islamabad Pakistan District in 2007 was a twenty-nine-year-old returned missionary.1595 Foreign 
members and missionaries supply leadership or provide assistance and mentoring to local leaders in the less 
reached South Asian nations, including Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, and Sri Lanka. In Bangladesh, few 
joined the Church between the mid-1990s and 2008 largely due to the shrinking number of foreign members 
who supplied leadership and mentoring. Convert baptisms began to occur more regularly in late 2008, with 
three convert baptisms that year and seven in one weekend in early 2011. Expatriate members still meet and 
lead the branch. Among South Asian nations with an official LDS presence, the LDS Church appears to have 
experienced the greatest difficulty generating self-sustaining local leadership in Sri Lanka. Membership growth 
greatly outpaced congregational growth in Sri Lanka in the 2000s, suggesting that few new male converts have 
been retained and trained for leadership positions to open additional congregations. A lack of local leaders 
has limited LDS expansion throughout South Asia and severely restricts outreach in Bangladesh and Nepal to 
a single city. Little progress is likely to occur until a greater number of men join the Church, remain active, 
and faithfully hold leadership positions. Bhutan and the Maldives both appeared to have no foreign or local 
church leadership in early 2011.

Temple

With the exception of Afghanistan, South Asia is assigned to the Hong Kong China Temple district. Afghanistan 
is assigned to the Frankfurt Germany Temple district like most nations in the Middle East/Africa North Area 
due to American military servicemen constituting nearly all Latter-day Saints in that nation. Temple trips 
occur infrequently and on an individual, family, or small group basis due to few members in the region, infea-
sible travel expenses, and long distances. Indian and Pakistani Latter-day Saints comprise nearly all temple 
recommend holders. In 2007, 90% of endowed Indian members held a current temple recommend. Prospects 
appear favorable for a future temple in India to service South Asia once multiple stakes are established in a 
single metropolitan area, such as New Delhi or Hyderabad, but at present, membership remains too limited 
to provide the needed leadership, temple workers, and patrons to keep a temple well-utilized. Church leaders 
in New Delhi in 1992 promised members that if they were faithful, a temple would someday be built in New 
Delhi. A future temple in New Delhi would reduce demands on time, money, and distance for Pakistani 
members, although tensions between India and Pakistan may limit travel.

Comparative Growth

Notwithstanding numbering among the most populated regions of the world, South Asia has one of the 
smallest regional LDS memberships and most limited mission outreach but has some of the highest member 
activity and membership growth rates. Accounting for two-thirds of regional church membership, India had 
the highest reported number of Latter-day Saints in the region and ranked fifty-sixth worldwide in member-
ship and fifty-first in the number of congregations. Of the five most populous countries without their own 
LDS mission, two are in South Asia (Pakistan and Bangladesh). South Asia is one of the few regions that is 

1595 Stahle, Shaun. “Few, but faithful,” LDS Church News, 22 September 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/51061/
Few-but-faithful.html
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close to becoming self-sufficient in its full-time missionary force, largely due to the large number of youth and 
young adult members and the few missionaries the Church is able to assign to the region. 

Outreach-focused Christian groups have operated in South Asia for decades longer than the LDS Church and 
report significantly more members, congregations, and missionaries. Most of these groups are self-sufficient 
in local leadership and missionary needs, reducing the effect of missionary visa restrictions on church growth 
prospects. Several denominations have church memberships in the millions. The Seventh Day Adventist 
Church generally baptized over 100,000 new converts a year and organized 200–400 new congregations 
a year in South Asia during most years in the 2000s.1596 Adventists had a presence in nearly all areas of 
India in early 2011 and had more members and congregations in every South Asian country than the LDS 
Church with the exception of Afghanistan. There were over 1.5 million Adventists in the region in 2010, 
more than the number of LDS members in any nation outside of the United States. Jehovah’s Witnesses 
reported 33,000 active members meeting in 435 congregations in 2010. The LDS Church has more members 
than Jehovah’s Witnesses only in Afghanistan and Pakistan. During the 2000s, the LDS Church experienced 
annual membership growth rates comparable to Seventh Day Adventists and higher than Jehovah’s Witnesses. 
The number of Southern Baptist congregations among some interior peoples of India almost doubled every 
year between 1993 and 2000, with over 1,000 new churches organized among one interior Indian people in 
2000 alone.1597 Gospel for Asia (GFA), a Protestant missionary group started by native Indian K. P. Yohannan 
in 1980, represents the most remarkable model of international missionary recruitment. GFA fielded over 
11,000 native missionaries from India in the early 2000s and plans to reach 100,000 missionaries by 2020. 
GFA organizes over six new congregations in India and South Asia each day, over twice as many as the LDS 
Church organizes in the entire world.1598 Yohannan’s book Revolution in World Missions expounds principles of 
native missionary recruitment and training.1599 Most missionary-oriented Christians have no official presence 
in Afghanistan, Bhutan, and the Maldives due to government and societal restrictions but have gained small 
numbers of converts in Afghanistan and Bhutan like the LDS Church but in greater numbers. The Seventh 
Day Adventists provide significantly more humanitarian and development assistance than the LDS Church, 
particularly in building schools, hospitals, and other long-term infrastructure projects.

Future Prospects

The outlook for future LDS Church growth in South Asia is moderately favorable due to increasing numbers 
of local members serving missions, high receptivity, moderate to high rates of member activity and convert 
retention, abundant opportunities for humanitarian and development work, and the high degree of self-
sufficiency developed by local leadership. A lack of LDS materials in local languages, civil unrest, negative 
societal attitudes on conversion to Christianity from traditional religions, no culturally developed missionary 
approaches for Hindus and Muslims, low literacy rates, poverty, dependence on full-time missionaries to 
expand outreach, and ongoing government restrictions of religious freedom and missionary visas will continue 
to delay expansion of national outreach throughout the region. India and Pakistan will likely remain the centers 
of strength for the Church in the region for decades to come due to their large populations, moderate to rapid 
membership and congregational growth rates, and self-sufficient or nearly self-sufficient missionary forces. 
Additional congregations will likely be organized in the largest cities in both nations and in some currently 
unreached cities within the next decade, particularly in southeastern India and in the Lahore area. Additional 
stakes may be organized in Bangalore, Coimbatore, Islamabad, and New Delhi over the medium term. There 

1596 “Southern Asia Division (1920-Present),” www.adventiststatistics.org, retrieved 21 April 2011. http://www.adventiststatis-
tics.org/view_Summary.asp?FieldID=D_SUD

1597 Garrison, David, Church Planting Movements, Southern Baptist International Mission Board, October 1999, http://www.
imb.org/CPM/default.htm.

1598 Yohannan, K. P., “The 10 Major Ministries of Gospel for Asia,” http://www.gfa.org/site/about_gfa/brochure/whatdoing.
html.

1599 Yohannan, K. P., Revolution in World Missions, Carrollton, TX: GFA Books, 2000. See also http://www.gfa.org.
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are no realistic prospects for official LDS outreach among the indigenous populations of Afghanistan, Bhutan, 
and the Maldives for the foreseeable future due to government and societal restrictions. Mission outreach will 
likely expand into Bangladesh and Nepal within the coming decade in harmony with government regulations 
and local laws due to increasing numbers of convert baptisms and greater communication and mentoring from 
mission leaders. The assignment of senior missionary couples to Bangladesh and less reached or unreached 
areas of India may provide an impetus for growth and expand national outreach.
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Individual Country Profiles 
 

Afghanistan

Geography

AREA: 652,230 square km. Landlocked in Southern Asia, Afghanistan borders Pakistan, Iran, Turkmenistan, 
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and China. The rugged Hindu Kush Mountains extend throughout much of the 

country and reach into Pakistan and Tajikistan to the east. Mountains and desert plains dominate most the 
terrain. Climate ranges from arid to semi-arid with cold winters and hot summers. Earthquakes, flooding, and 
droughts are natural hazards. Environmental issues include limited fresh water, soil degradation, overgrazing, 
deforestation, desertification, and pollution. Afghanistan is divided into thirty-four administrative provinces.

Peoples

Pashtun: 42%
Tajik: 27%
Hazara: 9%
Uzbek: 9%
Aimak: 4%
Turkmen: 3%
Baloch: 2%
Other: 4%

Population: 30,419,928 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 2.22% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 5.64 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 48.45 male, 51.05 female (2012)

Languages: Afghan Persian/Dari (50%), Pashto (35%), Turkic languages [mainly Uzbek and Turkmen] 
(11%), other (4%). Dari and Pashto are the official languages. Some common regional languages are under-
stood by some, including Arabic and Urdu. Languages with over one million speakers include Dari (14.2 
million), Pashto (9.94 million), and Uzbek (1.4 million).
Literacy: 28.1% (2000)

History

The area of modern-day Afghanistan has experienced one of the longest known conflict-ridden histories due 
to its location at the crossroads of the Middle East, the Indian subcontinent, and Central Asia. For millennia, 
the strongest foreign military forces have experienced only limited success in subduing the indigenous popula-
tion, with the exception of the Mongols under Genghis Khan. Alexander the Great invaded the region in 328 
BC and founded the Hellenistic state of Bactria. Prior to the Arab invasion in 642 AD, the Scythians, White 
Huns, and Turks successively controlled the region for centuries. Arabs introduced Islam and maintained 



882	 REACHING THE NATIONS

control until Persian rule, which was followed by the Turkic Ghaznavids by the eleventh century. The Mongols 
left a strong legacy after a powerful invasion of the region. In the mid-eighteenth century, Ahmad Shah 
Durrani founded the modern Afghan nation state by unifying Pashtun tribes. In the nineteenth century, the 
Russian and British Empires vied for control of Afghanistan from bordering territories. Afghans defeated the 
British army in 1839 and maintained autonomy in many areas of the country and government despite British 
control of foreign affairs from 1880 to 1919. Britain and Russia established Afghanistan’s modern boundaries 
during this period. Afghans regained total control over the country and government in 1919 as Britain with-
drew and signed the Treaty of Rawalpindi. King Amanullah ruled until 1929 and attempted to modernize 
Afghanistan and end its traditional isolationist stance. The king relinquished his power as a result of growing 
opposition to his reforms.

Muhammed Zahir Shah ruled from 1933 to 1973, during which time Afghanistan was a relatively stable 
secular state. A liberal constitution and democratic reforms introduced in 1964 allowed the proliferation of 
extremist parties. The monarchy was overthrown in 1973, and a republic was proclaimed; the republic was 
then overthrown in 1978, and a Marxist state was imposed. Political instability plagued the country for much 
of the remainder of the twentieth century as extremist groups have fought for control of the government. The 
Soviet Union sent troops to support the Marxist government in 1979 but failed to establish a self-sustaining 
communist regime, ultimately withdrawing in 1989. The Taliban filled the power vacuum left by departing 
Soviet forces and engaged in ongoing fighting with the Northern Alliance led by Ahmad Shah Massoud until 
Massoud was assassinated by Al-Queda assassins on September 9, 2001, two days before the September 11 
attacks in the United States. The Taliban enforced an extreme interpretation of Islam that severely infringed 
on human rights and supported terrorists including Osama bin Laden, mastermind of the September 11th 
terrorist attacks. The United States formed an anti- terrorist coalition that invaded Afghanistan in October 
2001 and captured Kabul the following month with the assistance of the Northern Alliance. The United 
Nations has assisted in the formation of a democratic government in the 2000s, which held elections in 2004. 
Afghanistan has experienced marked economic development, but standards of living rank among the lowest 
worldwide. Corruption is a major challenge that has limited economic development and political stability. 
Lawlessness in many rural areas continues to challenge efforts by the newly instated democratic government 
and U.S. coalition forces to secure Afghanistan’s borders, subdue pro-Taliban fighters, and rebuild the country 
after decades of internal conflict and foreign invasions.1600

Culture

Islam and tribalism strongly influence daily life and local customs and practices. Afghans continue to struggle 
with the role of Islam in government. Debate continues on which Muslim groups can implement Shari’a 
law. Several ancient civilizations have influenced Afghan culture, such as the Persians, Mongols, and Arabs. 
Afghans maintain a proud tradition of poetry. In 2001, the Taliban destroyed two 1,500 year old massive 
Buddha statues in the Bamiyan Valley as they were viewed as idols. Traditional clothing continues to be 
widely worn, and consists of turbans or kufi for men, veils for women, and baggy, loose clothing called salwar 
kameez, common to the region.1601 Polygamy is common; mistreatment and violence directed toward women 
are widespread. Over half of the female population is estimated to marry before the age of sixteen.1602 Alcohol 
and cigarette consumption rates appear to be among the lowest worldwide.

1600 “Background Note: Afghanistan,” Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs, 26 March 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/
ei/bgn/5380.htm

1601 “Shalwar Kameez,” Wikpedia.org, retrieved 19 October 2010. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salwar_kameez

1602 “Afghanistan,” Social Institutions and Gender Index, retrieved 19 October 2010. http://genderindex.org/country/
afghanistan 
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Economy

GDP per capita: $1,000 (2011) [2.08% of one hundred U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.398
Corruption Index: 1.5 (2011)
The economy remains underdeveloped and riddled by decades of warfare and political chaos, yet in the past 
decade foreign investment, international aid, and growth in agriculture and services has begun to improve 
conditions. Economic activity is limited due to dependence on foreign aid, lawlessness, Afghanistan’s land-
locked location, and the lack of national infrastructure. A third of the population is unemployed and lives 
below the poverty line. In 2009, Afghanistan posted the highest annual percentage growth of GDP worldwide 
at 22.5%. Natural gas, oil, coal, salt, and abundant deposits of many minerals and precious metals are natural 
resources. Services account for 16% of the workforce and 26% of the GDP. Agriculture employs 77% of 
the workforce and generates 31% of the GDP, whereas industry employs 6% of the workforce and generates 
26% of the GDP. Primary industries include textiles, soap, furniture, fertilizer, food products, and minerals. 
Common crops consist of opium poppy, wheat, fruit, and nuts. Animal skins and meat are important agricul-
tural products. The United States, Pakistan, and India are primary trade partners.

Afghanistan is the world’s largest producer of opium and ranks among the most corrupt countries in the world 
according to Transparency International. Only Somalia had a lower rating on the 2009 Corruption Index. 
The Pakistani border remains unsecured in many areas, increasing illegal activity. Most heroin consumed in 
Europe and Eurasia is produced from opium poppies cultivated in Afghanistan. Corruption and lawlessness 
impede efforts to address drug cultivation problems. The Taliban utilized the cultivation of opium poppies for 
revenue, which is still deeply entrenched in agriculture for many areas. Afghanistan is also a regional supplier 
of hashish.

Faiths

Muslim: 99%
Other: 1%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Latter-day Saints 700 4
Catholic 100
Seventh Day Adventists 29 1 (includes Iran)

Religion

The Taliban regime severely persecuted non-Muslims, many of who fled the country. Muslims today account 
for 99% of the population, 80% of which are Sunni. Shi’a Muslims account for 19% of the population. 
There are small communities of Sikhs, Hindus, and Baha’is, each less than 5,000. The number of indigenous 
Christians range from 500 to 8,000. Kabul experiences the greatest religious diversity as some non-Muslim 
Afghans have returned to the capital in recent years.1603

Religious Freedom

Persecution Index: 3rd

1603 “Afghanistan,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127362.htm
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The constitution mandates that no laws can oppose Islamic teachings, provides equal recognition for Shi’a and 
Sunni Muslims, and guarantees the right for other religious groups to practice their faiths within the bounds of 
the law. Since the fall of the Taliban, the federal government has attempted to increase religious freedom, but 
societal abuse of religious freedom and intolerance are major challenges. Conflict continues between different 
Muslim sects, which in recent years has manifested itself in the proposed establishment of religious laws for 
some Muslim groups. Many non-Muslims keep their religious affiliation private to avoid harassment and 
persecution, worshipping in their homes. Some Muslim groups that follow Shari’a law consider apostasy from 
Islam a crime punishable by death, although there have been no recent instances of formerly Muslim Christian 
converts receiving the death penalty. There are no laws banning proselytizing, but missionary activity is cultur-
ally discouraged and rarely occurs. Some Christian missionaries do operate in the country in a discreet manner 
to avoid harassment. Religious groups are not required to register with the government, and non-Muslims 
are not required to study Islam in public schools. There are no legal restrictions regarding the importation or 
dissemination of religious literature.1604 In the late 2000s, some Christian aid organizations and missionary 
groups had experienced persecution or kidnapping at the hand of terrorist organizations like the Taliban. In 
2007, twenty-three South Korean aid workers sponsored by a Christian denomination were kidnapped by the 
Taliban, and two were executed.1605

Largest Cities

Urban: 24%
Kabul, Herat, Kandahar, Mazar-e Sharif, Jalalabad, Konduz, Pol-e Khomri, Meymaneh, Sheberghan, 
Taloqan.
Cities listed in bold have no LDS branches.

Two of the ten largest cities have an LDS military branch. Sixteen percent (16%) of the national population 
resides in the ten largest cities.

LDS History

Latter-day Saints did not have a presence in Afghanistan until after the 2001 U.S.-led coalition invasion. United 
States servicemen constituted the entire church membership until a few native Afghans joined the Church 
shortly thereafter as a result of associations made with LDS members in the military. In 2008, Afghanistan 
became part of the Middle East/Africa North Area.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 700 (2009)
In mid-2009, there were over 500 members in the country.1606 There were 700 Latter-day Saints in Afghanistan 
in late 2009,1607 all of who were foreign military personnel with the exception of a few Afghan converts. Some 
Afghans have also joined the church in New Delhi, India, and in London, England.

1604 “Afghanistan,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127362.htm

1605 Afghanistan,” International Religious Freedom Report 2008, retrieved 19 October 2010. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2008/108497.htm

1606 “An island of peace in the middle of war,” LDS Church News, 17 August 2009. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/57771/An-island-of-peace-in-the-middle-of-war.html

1607 Askar, Jamshid. “Military district in Iraq will be ‘big difference,’” LDS Church News, 21 November 2009. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/58227/Military-district-in-Iraq-will-be-big-difference.html
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Congregational Growth

Wards: 0 Branches: 4 Groups: 28 (2012)
The Church created the Kabul Afghanistan Military District on July 1st, 2008.1608 In late 2010, there were five 
branches and twenty-eight groups operating.1609 Military branches included the Kabul, Kandahar, Bagram, 
Salerno, and Leatherneck Branches.

Activity and Retention

Afghanistan experiences high rates of member activity due to LDS servicemen accounting for nearly all of 
Church membership. Active membership is estimated at 400, or 57% of total membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: Farsi, Arabic, Kazakh, Urdu, English.
The Church has translated all LDS scriptures and many church materials in Arabic. Book of Mormon selec-
tions are available in Farsi. Gospel Principles and The Prophet Joseph Smith’s Testimony are available in Farsi and 
Pashto. Kazakh LDS materials are limited to the Sacrament Prayers, a basic unit guidebook, the Articles of 
Faith, and hymns and children’s songs. A translation of selections from the Book of Mormon became avail-
able in Urdu in 1988. An entire Book of Mormon translation was completed in late 2007. Three issues of the 
Liahona magazine were published a year in Urdu as of late 2009 and audiovisual materials are available for Joy 
to the World and The Restoration. Some Primary materials are also available in Urdu.

Meetinghouses

Church meetings occur on U.S. military bases, often in chapels that serve as places of worship for various 
religious groups found among the armed forces.

Health and Safety

Conditions remain dangerous for foreigners living and working in the country due to a lack of government 
control in many regions and Taliban insurgency along the Pakistani border. Living conditions are among the 
poorest in the world. Armed kidnappings and the murder of foreign aid workers have occurred on an ongoing 
basis. 

Humanitarian and Development Work

As of 2010, Latter-day Saints had not taken part in any humanitarian or development work in Afghanistan.

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

Despite lawlessness and the social intolerance of non-Muslim groups, the Afghan government is among the 
most proactive of Muslim nations in the region regarding the establishment of greater religious freedom. 
Conditions for religious minority groups appear to be improving, which over time may allow for some limited 

1608 Askar, Jamshid. “Military district in Iraq will be ‘big difference,’” LDS Church News, 21 November 2009. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/58227/Military-district-in-Iraq-will-be-big-difference.html

1609 “Church Organization in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Other Isolated Areas,” Military Relations, retrieved 15 October 2010. 
http://lds.org/pa/display/0,17884,9138–1,00.html
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LDS missionary activity to occur by member referral. Latter-day Saints among the American military worship 
freely in their respective congregations on military bases.

Cultural Issues

Negative social attitudes regarding conversion from Islam and Christian proselytism create cultural barriers for 
LDS missionary activity. Afghan women have traditionally received very little education due to government 
restrictions and cultural norms. Consequently, only 13% of women were literate in 2000. The poor treatment 
of women in many areas may create cultural challenges for Latter-day Saints to address with Afghans who 
are victims or perpetrators of abuse. Those engaged in a polygamous relationship must end these relations in 
divorce and be interviewed by a member of a mission or area presidency to be baptized. Corruption and drug 
cultivation and trafficking create unsafe conditions in many areas for full-time missionaries and non-Muslims.

National Outreach

Current LDS missionary outreach is limited to the associations of U.S. military members and the few local 
Afghani converts. There are no organized mission outreach efforts made by the Church in Afghanistan and 
no official church presence. If missionary work were to occur in areas where military branches function, 10% 
of the population would be reached by LDS mission outreach efforts. Latter-day Saints do not undertake 
formal missionary activity due to cultural restrictions, past violence and conflict resulting from decades of 
war, lawlessness, and the lack of indigenous members in sufficient numbers to organize the church among 
the nonmilitary population. Distance from established mission outreach centers in Pakistan and India have 
contributed to the lack of a formal church presence over the years.

Prospects for national outreach in the near future appear doubtful due to the cultural restrictions of prosely-
tizing Muslims, ongoing violence, and the difficulty in searching out the small, hidden Afghani Christian 
community. Due to its large population, central geographic location, greater government control, and recent 
influx of non-Muslims, Kabul offers the most realistic prospects for member referral-based mission outreach 
in the coming years. In the event that the government establishes law and security throughout the country, 
prospective mission outreach by Latter-day Saints in Kabul could potentially reach most of Afghanistan’s 
major ethnic groups, providing an impetus for converts from these groups to bring the church to their respec-
tive regions of the country. Three-fourths of the population resides in rural areas and will likely not receive 
any mission outreach for decades following a formal church establishment in Kabul and other major cities.

Some Afghan expatriates have joined the LDS Church in the past decade, but these new converts express 
little or no desire to return to their homeland. Afghani Latter-day Saints in other nations may one day assist 
in establishing the Church in Afghanistan as full-time missionaries. Humanitarian and development proj-
ects have yet to be explored by Latter-day Saints, which over time have potential for providing a segue for 
missionary work one day. Farsi-speaking LDS members have created Internet-outreach websites such as http://
www.farsimormon.com/ containing Farsi LDS language materials. In 2010, these sites appear to be the only 
written Farsi-language LDS materials available on the Internet.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Member activity and convert retention rates are moderate to high, as most the Latter-day Saints are U.S. 
servicemen. Convert retention rates from the small Afghani Latter-day Saint membership are unknown due 
to their low profile and private nature of their worship and faith. Convert retention rates may be higher than 
average due to the high level of commitment for locals to join the Church in the face of potential persecution, 
ostracism, and isolation from family and social groups.
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Ethnic Issues and Integration

Tribalism and past conflict between the multiplicity of ethnic groups creates challenges for greater national 
stability and the integration of varying ethnic groups into the same LDS congregations. Language-specific 
congregations, if organized once the number of local members speaking different languages necessitates it, 
may help reduce potential conflict at church.

Language Issues

A limited number of proselytizing materials are translated into the native languages spoken by only 35% of 
the population. Dari—the Afghan dialect of Persian or Farsi—is spoken by half the population and possesses 
similarities with its Iranian counterpart, allowing for some usage of Farsi-language materials among Dari 
speakers in Afghanistan. Church materials are translated in languages spoken as a second language of as many 
as 89% of the population. Low literacy rates in many areas challenge efforts to distribute religious literature 
and utilize the Internet for missionary activity to Afghans but provide future opportunities for Latter-day 
Saints to engage in literacy programs.

Missionary Service

No known Afghan Latter-day Saints have served a full-time mission. LDS missionaries have never been 
assigned to serve in Afghanistan.

Leadership

Military servicemen or nonnatives staff leadership for all LDS congregations nationwide. There appear to be 
no native church leaders.

Temple

Afghanistan pertains to the Frankfurt Germany Temple district, like most nations in the Middle East/Africa 
North Area. Temple trips are feasible only for military personnel, as there are no LDS temples nearby. A 
temple may be built closer to Afghanistan one day in India.

Comparative Growth

Afghanistan is one of the only nations in southwestern Asia to have LDS congregations, which exist almost 
exclusively to service U.S. military personnel. Neighboring Pakistan exhibits strong self-sufficiency in church 
administration, as all of the twenty to thirty full-time missionaries assigned to the country are native members, 
and steady membership and congregation growth has occurred over the past quarter century. There are nearly 
twice as many Latter-day Saints in Iraq1610 where, as in Afghanistan, American military personnel constitute 
almost the entire church membership. The only nation in the region that has had an LDS mission organized 
was Iran in the late 1970s. During the operation of the Iran Tehran Mission, fewer than fifty converts were 
baptized as a result of cultural issues.

Missionary-minded Christian groups usually do not publish statistics regarding church membership in 
Afghanistan due to security concerns for their members and to maintain a low profile for missionary activity. 
Many Christian groups have gained a few Afghan converts, but church growth remains slow due to cultural 
restrictions.

1610 Askar, Jamshid. “Military district in Iraq will be ‘big difference,’” LDS Church News, 21 November 2009. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/58227/Military-district-in-Iraq-will-be-big-difference.html
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Future Prospects

Present lawlessness outside Kabul, negative attitudes of Christian missionary activity, and the few nonmili-
tary Latter-day Saints create persistent challenges for an official church establishment and missionary activity 
over the long-term. Existing congregations service U.S. servicemen almost exclusively. Such congregations 
are unlikely to persist after the drawdown of U.S. troops due to the very small number of native members 
and security issues. The government has taken steps to improve the status of religious freedom and promote 
tolerance of minority religious groups, but society has yet to come to grips with new government policies that 
oppose popular thinking and past government directives regarding religious affairs. Afghanis living abroad 
have demonstrated receptivity to the LDS Church in small numbers in the 2000s, indicating some potential 
for church growth if missionary outreach is pursued with the proper vision and resources, such as performing 
humanitarian and development work that is badly needed in many areas, strengthening the few local Latter-day 
Saints, and the careful search for Afghani Christians and presenting the gospel in an appropriate manner. Most 
ethnic groups have had no exposure to LDS mission outreach. It is unclear how some of these groups may 
respond in the future to potential LDS missionary activity.
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Bangladesh

Geography

AREA: 143,998 square km. Nearly completely surrounded by India, Bangladesh also borders Burma and 
the Bay of Bengal where the Ganges, Jamuna, and Meghna Rivers empty into the ocean. Bangladesh 

suffers from severe flooding due to monsoon rains that typically inundate a third of the country annually. 
The large population confined to a small geographic area prone to flooding creates vulnerability to loss of life 
and property. Mangroves line the coastal waters, and much of the interior was deforested to provide space for 
farming and animal husbandry. There are some hills to the southwest; otherwise low-laying plains dominate 
the terrain. No other country with over 10 million people has as high as a population density. Bangladesh is 
divided into six administrative divisions.

Peoples

Bengali: 98%
Other: 2%

Nearly the entire population is Bengali. Other ethnic groups include tribal groups and non-Bengali Muslims 
such as Burmese, Garo, Assamese, and Santhals. Many of the minority groups live on the borders of Bangladesh 
with India and Burma.

Population: 161,083,804 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.579% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 2.55 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 68.21 male, 71.98 female (2012)

Languages: Bengali (72%), Chittagonian (8%), Rangpuri (7%), Sylheti (5%), other (8%). Bengali is the offi-
cial language and English is spoken by the well-educated. Languages with over one million speakers include 
Bengali (110 million), Chittagonian (13 million), Rangpuri (10 million), and Sylheti (7 million).
Literacy: 47.9% (2001)

History

Various Indian empires periodically included Bangladesh before European exploration. In the sixteenth 
century, Europeans established trading posts in the region. The British East India Company took control of 
Bangladesh in the eighteenth century. In 1947, the United Kingdom divided the Indian subcontinent based 
on religious demography between Hindus and Muslims to create India and Pakistan, the latter including 
Bangladesh, known as East Bengal, and latter East Pakistan. Due to geographic isolation from West Pakistan 
and marginalization of Bengalis by the government, East Pakistan seceded and declared independence under 
the name Bangladesh in 1971. Inefficient and corrupt government limited economic growth, resulting in the 
military backing a temporary regime takeover to eradicate corruption from government over the long-term 
in the late 2000s. Massive flooding from strong monsoon rains occurred in 1998 resulting in the deaths of 
thousands, tens of millions left homeless, and widespread destruction of property.
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Culture

Bangladesh shares many cultural similarities with the Indian state of West Bengal with cuisine, food, and 
language. Men typically wear Western style clothing, whereas women were traditional dress. Muslim and 
Hindu holidays are widely practiced. Cricket is the most popular sport. Polygamy is practiced by a few Hindus 
and Muslims but is not socially acceptable. Women have fewer rights than men in issues such as divorce.

Economy

GDP per capita: $1,700 (2011) [3.53% of one hundred U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.500
Corruption Index: 2.7 (2011)
Although Bangladesh has a large population capable of sustaining a large economy, two-thirds of the work-
force labors in agriculture. Services amount to half of the GDP yet only 11% of the world’s eighth largest 
workforce labors in this sector. Around half of the population lives below the poverty line. In addition to 
agricultural products, textiles also fuel the economy. Primary agriculture goods include rice, jute, tea, and 
wheat, whereas primary industries process these goods or make textiles and clothing. The largest export part-
ners include the United States, Germany and the United Kingdom. Most imports arrive from China, India, 
and Kuwait. Undeveloped natural gas reserves may fuel greater economic growth in the industrial sector. 
Government management has struggled to properly face the issues of a poor, small, very densely population 
country in developing the economy. Urban areas have driven most of the economic growth experienced since 
independence. Current utilities cannot meet the demands of the population, especially for electricity.

Bangladesh ranks among the most corrupt countries in the world but has seen some improvement in the past 
few years. Corruption is still widespread and limits economic progress. Most regard the police as the most 
corrupt division of government, followed by customs.1611 Many have to pay a bribe to secure employment. 
Government has done little to address corruption issues.

Faiths

Muslim: 83%
Hindu: 16%
Other: 1%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 211,159
Seventh Day Adventists 33,837 120
Jehovah’s Witnesses 151 3
Latter-day Saints 50 1

Religion

Government declares Islam as the state religion. Hindu, Christian, and Buddhist minorities also practice in 
Bangladesh. Many religious minorities are also ethnic minorities. Islam influences many aspects of society. 
Some tensions between Muslims and religious minority groups occur, especially Hindus. Most Christians are 
Catholic. Christian churches experience slow to modest growth.

1611 http://www.ti-bangladesh.org/docs/research/CorBang1.htm
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Religious Freedom

The constitution declares Bangladesh as an Islamic state. All religions have the right to identify, practice, and 
proselyte according to law and public order. Local authorities often object to the conversion of Muslims. 
Missionaries usually experience delays in obtaining visas. Government has become more tolerant of religious 
minorities and protecting their rights to practice their religions.1612

Largest Cities

Urban: 27%
Dhaka, Chattagam, Khulna, Rajshahi, Maimansingh, Tungi, Komilla, Silhat, Rangpur, Barisal, 
Narsingdi, Narayanganj, Bogora, Jessor, Brahman Bariya, Dinajpur, Pabna, Nawabganj, Tangayal, 
Jamalpur, Naugaon, Sirajganj, Gazipur, Chandpur, Begamganj, Kushtiya, Chuadanga, Koks Bazar, 
Noakhali, Satkhira.
Cities in bold do not have congregations.

One of the thirty largest cities has a Church congregation. Ten percent (10%) of the national population lives 
in cities with over 100,000 inhabitants.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: ~50 (2012)
The first members living in Bangladesh were expatriates primarily from Canada on government assignment. 
One Canadian member family introduced the Church to their cook and his family, who later became the first 
Bangladeshis to join the Church in Bangladesh. In 1993, the first local members served as missionaries.1613 By 
mid-1993 there were about thirty members, increasing to forty later that year. Most members were expatri-
ates.1614 Little local membership growth occurred the following fifteen years, possibly a result of many foreign 
members leaving Bangladesh. Local members began to join the Church again more regularly in late 2008, 
with three convert baptisms that year. As of late 2011 the Church was not formally recognized by the govern-
ment, and expatriate members still met and led the branch.

Congregational Growth

Branches: 1 (2012)
The Church organized its first group in the 1980s.1615 The first branch was created in March 1992.1616 The 
Singapore Mission administered Bangladesh until the creation of the India New Delhi Mission in late 2007. 
No missionaries served in the country in late 2009. The India New Delhi mission president and his assistants 
traveled frequently to Bangladesh to meet with local leaders and perform baptisms in 2009.

1612 “Bangladesh,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127363.htm

1613 “From around the world,” LDS Church News, 15 May 1993. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/23489/From-around-
the-world.html

1614 Sheffield, Sheridan. “Asia area: Welcome mat is out in several countries,” LDS Church News, 19 June 1993. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/22920/Asia-area—Welcome-mat-is-out-in-several-countries.html

1615 “From around the world,” LDS Church News, 15 May 1993. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/23489/From-around-
the-world.html

1616 “The Chuch in India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka,” Liahona, October 1993. http://www.lds.org/liahona/1993/10/
the-church-in-india-pakistan-bangladesh-and-sri-lanka
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Activity and Retention

Local members are responsible for finding and fellowshipping new converts who are taught and baptized by 
the mission president and his assistants. The branch has a small number of members who attend, but continue 
to grow in number. Active membership is likely around fifty.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: English, Bengali.
A translation of the Book of Mormon selections in Bengali was published in 1985 in New Delhi, India. The 
Church increased emphasis on translating materials into Bengali in 1993 by storing the Bengali script in 
computers at Church headquarters.1617 The full Book of Mormon is still unavailable in Bengali, but additional 
language materials have been translated, including Gospel Principles, The Prophet Joseph Smith’s Testimony, and 
the Articles of Faith.

Meetinghouses

The Dhaka Branch received its first permanent building in May 2009.

Health and Safety

Health issues include threats typical of poorer, tropical nations such as hepatitis, typhoid, malaria, and rabies. 
HIV/AIDS is estimated to infect less than 0.1% of Bangladeshis. Violence directed towards religious minori-
ties from intolerant Muslims may pose safety threats to missionaries and converts.

Humanitarian and Development Work

The Church provided aid during flooding caused by a cyclone in 1991.1618 Latter-day Saint charities operated 
literacy programs in the late 1990s.1619 German members collected 7,500 Euros to donate to impoverished 
Bangladeshi children.1620 Following the destruction of Cyclone Sidr in 2007, the Church sent additional 
aid.1621

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

The Church has yet to take greater advantage of the degree of religious freedom offered by a predominantly 
Muslim country to religious minorities. Rarely do Islamic states offer rights to Christians that include prosely-
tism. Other nations with more restrictions on religious freedom and proselytism have an established Church 
missionary presence. Rampant corruption, especially with law enforcement, may be a concern that has limited 
missionary outreach. Difficulties in obtaining foreign missionary visas challenge future outreach prospects.

1617 Hart. John L. “Alphabets of world at fingertip,” LDS Church News, 15 May 1993. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/23920/Alphabets-of-world-at-fingertip.html

1618 Van Orden, Dell. “‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’“ LDS Church News, 29 November 1997. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/29937/Am-I-my-brothers-keeper.html

1619 Dockstader, Julie. “Lifetime of literacy manifest through service,” LDS Church News, 17 July 1999. http://www.ldschurch-
news.com/articles/36074/Lifetime-of-literacy-manifest-through-service.html

1620 Stahle, Shaun D. “German stake raises money for Bangladesh,” LDS Church News, 6 December 2003. http://www.ldsch-
urchnews.com/articles/44781/German-stake-raises-money-for-Bangladesh.html

1621 “Disasters strike Chile, Bangladesh,” LDS Church News, 24 November 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/51355/Disasters-strike-Chile-Bangladesh.html
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Cultural Issues

Cultural barriers between Bangladesh and Church teachings do not appear to have limited the Church’s 
growth and development. The treatment and position of women in society may create some cultural chal-
lenges in Bangladeshi members understanding Church teachings on the roles and treatment of men and 
women. Islamic and Hindu holidays may interrupt future proselytism as in India and other nations, where 
Christians become a frequent target of persecution and violence. Development of self-reliance and economic 
skills among members and the population is challenging due to poor living conditions and literacy levels. 
Humanitarian projects aiming to address these challenges may assist in a greater establishment of the Church 
in the long term through establishing a positive reputation and providing service.

National Outreach

The entire population of Bangladesh is unreached by the Church with the exception of the few individuals 
who have been brought into the Church by local members. The Church faces logistical challenges in opening 
the seventh most populous nation in the world. If the Church had mission outreach for the entire population 
of Dhaka, 96% of the national population would still remain unreached.

Limited mission outreach has resulted from the jurisdiction resting under the Singapore Mission prior to late 
2007. Since the creation of the India New Delhi Mission increased mission outreach, and recurring visits of 
leaders and missionaries have occurred.

Tremendous fulltime missionary manpower would be required to open most of the country to missionary work 
using fulltime missionaries. The Philippines and Mexico have fifteen and twenty-one missions, respectively, 
with much smaller populations. Member-missionaries participating among local members and recruitment of 
native missionaries have the most realistic prospects for future outreach into unreached cities and rural areas; 
vision and mentoring will be needed to achieve these purposes.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Convert retention and member activity appear high, despite limited mission outreach. Activity appears high at 
least in part due to growth mediated primarily by local members, lengthy periods of preparation of prospective 
converts, and the lack of pressure for converts to be baptized quickly by foreign missionaries. Foreign members 
and periodic missionary visits help to regulate the Church and provide training.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

Few challenges face the Church with ethnic integration due to the homogeneity of the population. Minority 
ethnic groups with higher percentages of Christians may be more receptive to the Church. Challenges may arise 
in meeting the needs of converts with differing religious and cultural backgrounds in the same congregation.

Language Issues

The majority of the population speaks Bengali, which only has limited scripture and Church materials trans-
lated. Additional materials will likely become available as membership continues to grow. Gospel materials are 
likely to be translated into Chittagonian, Rangpuri, and Sylheti only when significant membership growth 
occurs where these minority languages are spoken.
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Leadership

The Church appears to struggle in developing self-sustaining Bangladeshi leadership. In May 2009, the branch 
president of the Dhaka Branch was an expatriate from Sweden. Although the first Bangladeshi missionary 
served in the early 1990s, very few local members have served missions. Bangladeshi leaders will be crucial 
to opening additional large cities and introducing the Gospel to rural communities. Little progress will likely 
occur until a greater number of men join the Church, remain active, and faithfully hold leadership positions. 
In 2012, a Bangladeshi convert from the Dhaka Branch began serving a mission in the Philippines.

Temple

Bangladesh pertains to the Hong Kong China Temple District. Temple trips likely do not occur from the 
Dhaka Branch, as the branch has a small membership, travel to the temple is difficult, and seasoned members 
are few.

Comparative Growth

Nations separated by large distances from mission headquarters that have a small Church membership relative 
to their population sizes experience greater membership growth than Bangladesh. Nepal had its first congrega-
tion organized around the same time as Bangladesh, yet has over one hundred attending meetings with around 
a dozen young men serving missions from the branch. Laos had its first congregation organized in the early 
2000s and had around seventy-five active members in late 2009. Pakistan had several thousand members in 
two districts and ten branches.

Other Christian denominations have taken advantage of the religious freedom and proselytism. Many 
Christian churches add thousands of converts a year and also have outreach outside of the largest cities. 
Christians struggle with increasing national outreach. Seventh Day Adventists have addressed some of these 
concerns through opening church schools and providing humanitarian relief. The LDS Church may experi-
ence greater growth through the opening of schools, hospitals, and humanitarian relief.

Future Prospects

More frequent missionary visits in the late 2000s may provide for increased local leadership capable of 
sustaining larger numbers of convert baptisms without sacrificing high retention. Bangladeshi members who 
join the Church in other nations may return to their homeland and help build up the Church. A senior 
missionary couple assisting with leadership development and humanitarian aid may be assigned.
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Bhutan

Geography

AREA: 38,394 square km. Landlocked in the Himalayas, Bhutan borders India and China. The terrain is 
almost entirely mountainous with some fertile valleys and plains in the south. Tropical climate prevails 

near the Indian border whereas a temperate climate characterizes large valleys stretching into the Himalayas. 
Mountainous areas have cool summers and severe winters. Natural hazards include severe storms and land-
slides. Soil erosion and little access to clean water are environmental issues. Bhutan is divided into twenty 
administrative districts.

Peoples

Bhote: 50%
Nepalese: 35%
Indigenous/migrant tribes: 15%

Many ethnic Nepalese were forced from their homes in Bhutan in the late 1980s and early 1990s. In 2010, 
there were as many as 100,000 displaced Nepalese-Bhutanese living in refugee camps in eastern Nepal, many 
of whom were in the process of relocation to other nations.

Population: 716,896 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.175% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 2.13 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 67.01 male, 68.79 female (2012)

Languages: Nepali (38%), Dzongkha (23%), Tshangla (22%), other (17%). Dzongkha speakers mainly 
reside in the west, whereas Nepali speakers populate southern foothills from east to west. Tshangla speakers 
are concentrated in the east and southeast. Dzongkha is the official language. Tibetan dialects are spoken by 
Bhotes, and Nepali dialects are spoken by Nepalese. Twenty-five native languages are spoken. Languages with 
over 100,000 speakers include Dzongkha, Nepali, and Tshangla.

Nepali belongs to the Indo-Aryan branch of the Indo-European language family and is related to Northern 
Indian languages. Dzonghka is a South Tibetan language that belongs to the Tibeto-Burman group of the 
Sino-Tibetan language family, which includes languages of Tibet and Burma; Chinese is more distantly related. 
Tshangla, also called Sharchopkha, is also a Tibeto-Burman language.

Literacy: 47% (2003)

History

Bhutan has been inhabited for thousands of years by aboriginal peoples who were typically not unified into 
a single entity. Strong ties to Buddhism have been maintained throughout Bhutan’s recorded history. The 
Mongol invasions brought political and religious reform. A brief unification of the territory occurred in the 
seventeenth century in defense against Tibet. Civil wars and wars with Tibet and neighboring kingdoms 
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occurred throughout much of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.1622 The Treaty of Sinchulu in 1865 
ceded some border land to British India in exchange for an annual subsidy. Independence occurred in 1907, 
after which Bhutan became a unified kingdom under a British-assisted monarchy. In 1910, a treaty was 
signed in which Britain controlled foreign policy but promised not to intervene in internal affairs. India has 
replaced Britain pertaining to foreign relations and defense since independence from the British. Increasing 
autonomy and democratic reforms have occurred over the past decade. International relations continue to be 
relayed through India. Bhutan maintained a policy of isolation from modernization until recently when the 
government consented to gradual introduction of modern technology. In 2008, Bhutan made the successful 
transition from a hereditary monarchy to a democratic constitutional monarchy.1623

Culture

Bhutanese culture is deeply rooted in Buddhist practices and beliefs. Isolation from the outside world until 
the past century and bans on modern technology, which have been relaxed only recently, have perpetuated 
cultural traditions.

Economy

GDP per capita: $6,000 (2011) [12.5% of one hundred U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.522
Corruption Index: 5.7 (2011)
Bhutan suffers from a shortage of skilled labor, little economic development, and a landlocked location. 
Agriculture employs 63% of the labor force and produces 22% of the GDP, whereas services account for 
31% of the labor force and generate 40% of the GDP. Industry accounts for 38% of the GDP and primarily 
consists of cement, wood products, processed foods, and tourism. Primary crops include rice, corn, roots, and 
citrus fruits. India is the primary trade partner.

Bhutan benefits from low levels of corruption despite little economic development.

Faiths

Buddhist: 75%
Hinduism: 24%
Other: 1%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Seventh Day Adventist 631 7
Catholic 200
Latter-day Saints less than 20

Religion

Most Bhutanese are Buddhist. Hindus are concentrated in the south and openly practice their religion. Some 
convert to Christianity but worship in the privacy of their own homes. Buddhists tend to pressure followers 
of other religions to observe aspects of Buddhism.

1622 “Bhutan,” en.wikipedia.org, retrieved 17 April 2012. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bhutan

1623 “Bhutan,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127364.htm
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Religious Freedom

Persecution Index: 28th
The constitution protects religious freedom, which is typically upheld by the government. The king, Drukpa 
Kagyupa, is appointed by the constitution as protector of all religions.1624 The government identifies Buddhism 
as its “spiritual heritage,” leading to some favoritism of Buddhist practices and beliefs, such as providing subsi-
dies to Buddhist monks and recognizing major Buddhist holidays as national holidays. One Hindu festival 
is also recognized. Due to recent democratic change, greater religious freedom has occurred than in the past. 
Non-Buddhist missionaries are permitted to enter and may proselyte. There have been no recent reported 
instances of abuse of religious freedom by individuals or government. The government has restricted non-
Buddhists from building religious buildings and holding some non-Buddhist festivals. Religious teaching is 
not allowed in nonmonastic schools, and citizens are required to wear traditional attire in certain locations 
and facilities. Christians worship in the privacy in their own homes, as they are not permitted to pray openly 
and build churches.1625

Largest Cities

Urban: 35%
Thimphu, Phuntsholing, Pajo, Tashi Yangtse, Mongar, Tongsa, Daga, Paro, Ha, Panbang.
Cities and towns listed in bold have no nearby LDS congregation.

None of the ten largest cities or villages has congregations. Nineteen percent (19%) of the national population 
lives in the five largest cities. Only Thimphu and Phuntsholing have over 10,000 inhabitants.

LDS History

Bhutan has been a part of the Asia Area for decades. In late 2007, Bhutan was assigned to the India New Delhi 
Mission.1626 Missionaries serving in the India New Delhi Mission reported that the first convert baptisms 
occurred in Bhutan in 2008.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: less than 20 (2012)
In 2008, missionaries reported that four convert baptisms occurred in Bhutan. Total membership is likely less 
than twenty.

Congregational Growth

Branches: 0 Groups: 1? (2012)
A group appears to meet for the few individuals who have recently joined the Church.

1624 “Bhutan,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127364.htm

1625 “Bhutan,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127364.htm

1626 “New mission in New Delhi, India,” LDS Church News, 6 October 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/51131/
New-mission-in-New-Delhi-India.html
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Activity and Retention

Most members appear to be recent converts. It is unclear how well these converts have been retained due to 
their isolation from mission headquarters and limited leadership visits and training.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: English.
No scriptures are available in any indigenous languages. The Church has translated the Living Christ Testimony, 
Gospel Fundamentals and The Prophet Joseph Smith’s Testimony into Nepali.

Meetinghouses

In accordance with local laws, any church activity occurs in the privacy of members’ homes.

Humanitarian and Development Work

As of 2010, the Church is not known to have conducted humanitarian or development work in Bhutan.

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

Significant strides in granting greater religious freedom in Bhutan have allowed greater potential for some 
limited missionary activity to occur. The conversion of a few Bhutanese in recent years indicates that missionary 
work may operate on a member referral basis. However, heavy restrictions on constructing churches or holding 
Christian public meetings prevent missionary work from extending beyond the personal contacts of converts 
and investigators.

Cultural Issues

Strong cultural ties to Buddhism that have endured for millennia are the primary cultural issue challenging 
church growth. Christian converts likely face significant family and societal oppositions if they make their 
conversions known. Low literacy rates limit the value of literature distribution and may present barriers for 
the development of gospel understanding and self-reliance among members. Literacy rates for women are half 
of those for men (34% versus 60%).

National Outreach

The entire population of Bhutan remains unreached by the Church. Those with personal contact with the few 
recent converts have the only opportunity for receiving mission outreach. Bhutan’s remote location and tiny 
population of less than one million in the midst of the India New Delhi Mission—which serves three nations 
with each over one hundred million people (India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh)—has made Bhutan a lesser 
priority for mission outreach. Reaching the rural population following an official establishment of the Church 
will be challenging due to rough terrain and remote, sparsely populated countryside.

Bhutanese refugees who were relocated to the United States have sought out the Church in multiple locations. 
Several dozen refugees in the San Francisco area were meeting with missionaries, and some were baptized 
in early 2010. In Salt Lake City, the Church provided humanitarian assistance in 2009 and 2010 to many 
primarily ethnic Nepali Bhutanese refugees who have also shown interest in the Church. In 2009, twenty to 
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thirty attended worship services in the Salt Lake Valley View Stake not because they desired financial assistance 
but because they enjoyed Church services.1627 In 2009, missionaries serving in Adelaide, Australia reported 
some success working among Bhutanese immigrants.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Infrequent visits by Church leadership and a lack of gospel materials in native languages may present difficul-
ties for member retention.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

Some challenges may occur between the Nepalese and Bhote due to cultural and historical differences.

Language Issues

Low literacy rates present obstacles, although opportunities exist for literacy programs as a form of service and 
passive mission outreach.

Leadership

No local Bhutanese LDS leadership has yet been developed.

Temple

Bhutan is assigned to the Hong Kong China Temple district. No organized trips occur. Travel to the temple 
is unfeasible for most.

Comparative Growth

Bhutan is one of the only nations in South and East Asia without an independent congregation. Countries 
that have had their first congregations recently established in this region have experienced strong initial 
membership growth. Other Christian denominations do not publish membership statistics for Bhutan and 
have gained few converts due to government restrictions.

Future Prospects

The start of initial mission outreach in Bhutan is an encouraging development. However, the small popula-
tion, remote location, hostile attitudes towards missionary-oriented Christian groups, and prohibitions on the 
construction of chapels prevent a more prominent church presence. Greater democratization and tolerance 
of non-Buddhist and non-Hindu religious groups may generate the needed circumstances for the Church to 
be established; the last several years have brought considerable progress in making a limited church presence 
possible. LDS outreach in Bhutan is unlikely to expand beyond low-key member referral efforts in the capital 
of Thimphu for many years because most of the limited mission resources are allocated to the enormous needs 
of more populous nations in the region.

1627 Loftus, Hikari. “Service to Bhutanese immigrants unifies Utah stakes,” Mormon Times, 7 June 2010. http://www.mormon-
times.com/article/15008/
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Geography

AREA: 3,287,263 square km. Occupying most of South Asia, India is the world’s fourteenth largest 
country and the second most populous. India contains a wide variety of climates and terrain. The 

southern portion of the country is hot and tropical and includes two mountain ranges that follow the eastern 
and western coasts. The Western Ghats extend from the southern tip of India to the northwest, halfway to 
Pakistan, while the Eastern Ghats reach from the southern tip of India almost to Bangladesh. The Deccan 
Plateau occupies the area between the two ranges. The fertile Ganges Plain is centered in northeastern India 
bordering Nepal and contains some of the world’s most densely populated land. The Himalayas are a result 
of the Indian Plate pushing into the Eurasian Plate. The mountains extend from Kashmir to Myanmar and 
contain cold, mountainous climates as well as some of the wettest monsoon climates in the world. Large, well-
known rivers such as the Ganges and Brahmaputra originate in the Himalayas and water the country before 
emptying into the Indian Ocean. The Thar Desert in western India borders Pakistan, and with the Himalayas, 
strongly influences weather and climate. Droughts, flash floods, severe weather, and earthquakes are natural 
hazards. Environmental issues include deforestation, overgrazing, soil erosion, desertification, pollution, and 
inadequate fresh water supplies. India is administratively divided into twenty-eight states and seven union 
territories. Some of the seven union territories consist of island chains such as Andaman and Nicobar Islands 
to the south in the Indian Ocean.

Peoples

Indo-Aryan: 72%
Dravidian: 25%
Mongoloid and other: 3%

Unlike China, with its dominant Han Chinese population, India consists of an amalgamation of different 
ethnic and linguistic groups among which no group constitutes a majority. India is home to a wide variety of 
cultures, with Indo-Aryan ethnicities (72%) predominating in the north and Dravidian (25%) in the south. 
Indo-Aryans tend to be somewhat more Caucasian in appearance and Dravidians somewhat darker, although 
millennia of intermixing have created a broad ethnic spectrum without distinct boundaries.

Population: 1,205,073,612 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.312% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 2.58 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 66.08 male, 68.33 female (2012)

Languages: Hindi (41%), Bengali (8.1%), Telugu (7.2%), Marathi (7%), Tamil (5.9%), Urdu (5%), Gujarati 
(4.5%), Kannada (3.7%), Malayalam (3.2%), Oriya (3.2%), Punjabi (2.8%), Assamese (1.3%), Maithili 
(1.2%), other (5.9%). All the aforementioned languages are national languages with the exception of Maithili. 
Other national languages include Kashmiri, Sanskrit and Sindhi. English has few native speakers but has asso-
ciate status and is the most important for communication in government and commerce.

Due to a period of British colonialism, English is widely used as the language of politics, commerce and 
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national communication. Hindi, spoken by 41% of Indians, is the country’s most widely spoken language. 
The 478 million Hindi speakers are most concentrated in the northern Indian states of Bihar, Delhi, Haryana, 
Himachal Pradesh, Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, and Uttaranchal. Although written 
in different scripts, Hindi and Urdu, spoken primary by Muslims, are largely mutually intelligible; the two 
languages are sometimes called Hindustani.

Bengali is spoken by about 95 million Indians in West Bengal as well as in the neighboring nation of Bangladesh 
for a total of 230 million speakers worldwide. Telugu speakers number around 94 million mainly in Andhra 
Pradesh in southern India. Marathi is spoken by around 82 million speakers predominately in Maharashtra. 
Other languages in India that are spoken by large numbers of people include Tamil in Tamilnadu, Urdu, 
Gujarati in Gujarat, Kannada in Karnataka, Malayalam in Kerala, Oriya in Orissa, Punjabi in Punjab, 
Assamese in Assam, and Maithili. Other Indian languages make up the remaining 5.9%, including languages 
spoken in many of the far eastern states such as Manipur and Nagaland.
Literacy: 61% (2001)

History

The Indus valley was home to one of the world’s oldest civilizations thought to date to approximately 3000 BC. 
Numerous independent states with shifting borders rose and fell in the territory of modern India throughout 
its rich history. Science and technology blossomed in India during the Middle Ages. During the sixteenth 
century, various European powers began establishing colonies in India. India was a colony of Great Britain 
until independence was achieved in 1947 through nonviolent resistance organized by leaders such as Mahatma 
Gandhi. India became a unified nation only after independence through the integration of British India previ-
ously under direct English rule with various regional client states administered by hereditary rulers. Since 
then, India has had several wars with neighboring Pakistan and border disputes with China over the disputed 
Kashmir region. Tensions between India and Pakistan continue to be high today. India developed its first 
nuclear weapon in the late 1990s.

Culture

Hinduism heavily influences society. Saturday is the day of worship. Tea is the national drink. The caste 
system influences many aspects of everyday life. Access to Hindu temples has been limited in the past to 
lower castes, but government legislation prohibits discrimination based on caste. Lower castes and the Dalits 
(untouchables) continue to receive poor treatment from higher castes with little active government interven-
tion. Intercaste marriages are increasing, although discrimination and violence arising from caste differences 
still surface periodically, especially in rural areas. In recent years, a middle class has emerged as the economy 
has modernized. Cigarette and alcohol consumption rates are very low compared to the world average.

Economy

GDP per capita: $3,700 (2011) [7.69% of one hundred U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.547
Corruption Index: 3.1
Like neighboring China, India has seen impressive economic growth and an emerging middle class. India has 
had an economy dominated by agriculture and textiles but is transitioning to include manufactured goods 
and services. Recently, India has gained greater importance in the worldwide economy with services provided 
through telecommunications and software engineering and has also recently begun its own space program. 
India produces a large number of educated individuals who speak English and can be hired by companies 
based in English speaking countries. Even with recent annual economic growth averaging around 7%, the 
majority of the population is employed in agriculture. Intense cultivation of land for agricultural purposes has 
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resulted in environmental degradation in densely populated rural areas as well as a decline in the water table. 
This may lead to future problems with water scarcity. Many of the problems in India concerning the economy 
are linked to addressing the needs and assisting the development of an underdeveloped rural economy that 
includes hundreds of millions of people.

Corruption is perceived as pervasive and present in most areas of society. Human trafficking for forced labor 
and commercial sexual exploitation are serious issues that are widespread. The government has done little to 
address human trafficking challenges. India is one of the world’s largest illicit drug producers for opium.

Faiths

Hindu: 80.5%
Muslim: 13.4%
Christian: 2.3%
Sikh: 1.9%
Other: 1.8%
Unspecified: 0.1%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 17,300,000
Seventh Day Adventists 1,562,276 3,995
Jehovah’s Witnesses 37,095 441
Latter-day Saints 10,958 41

Religion

Hinduism is the most prevalent religion in India, being practiced by 80.5% of the population. Only a few 
provinces do not have Hinduism as the most prominent religion, all of which are in northern India or in far 
eastern India. Muslims make up 13.4% of the population and are the majority in only a portion of the states 
of West Bengal and Jammu and Kashmir. Muslim communities can be found in many areas of northern 
India and are usually the largest minority religion throughout the country. India is home to approximately 
157 million Muslims, the third largest population of Muslims in the world after Indonesia and Pakistan. 
Christianity is the third largest religion in India with 27 million adherents (2.3%) and makes up the majority 
of the population in the far eastern provinces of Mizoram, Nagaland and Meghalaya. Most Christian converts 
tend to come from lower castes. Christians have established communities in many areas and are a sizeable 
minority, particularly in southeastern India between Hyderabad and Kolkata as well as around Goa. The 
largest Christian denominations include Catholics and Syrian Orthodox. Sikhs make up 1.9% of India’s 
population and are predominantly found in the state of Punjab. According to the census of India, there were a 
total of nearly eight million Buddhists and 4.2 million Jains as of 2001, each of which make up less than 1% 
of the population.

Both Hinduism and Buddhism, now practiced mainly in other nations of East and Southeast Asia, orig-
inated in India. Hinduism represents a broad spectrum of beliefs varying from polytheism to pantheism 
to monotheism. The branches of Hinduism lack any centralized authority, and Hinduism is scarcely inter-
preted in the same way in any two villages. Most educated Hindus may accept certain core elements of their 
faith, yet reject many others. Hindu temples are rare among Indian expatriate communities. Although the 
vast majority of Indians are Hindu or Muslim, other indigenous religions, including Sikhism (20 million 
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adherents) and Jainism (8–10 million adherents), constitute small minorities. These religions share similarities 
with Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam in addition to their own unique features.

Religious Freedom

Persecution Index: 31st
The constitution allows for religious freedom, which is often restricted by state and local governments. India 
is a secular state with no official religion. Government does not sponsor Hinduism and Hindu culture but 
has shown favoritism towards Hindus over the years. Anti-conversion laws restrict Christian proselytism in 
five states (Gujarat, Orissa, Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh, and Himachal Pradesh), challenge individuals to 
convert from Hinduism to other religions, and reinforce the status of the Hindu majority. Additional states 
have considered anti-conversion legislation, such as Rajasthan, but these proposals have not become law. 
Anti-conversion legislation limits the freedom for NGOs to operate. Legislation specifically bans proselytism 
with the allurement of monetary gain or intimidation. Many Christians have wrongfully been accused of 
alluring converts by other means by Hindu extremist groups. Local police at times have done little to protect 
the rights and lives of religious minorities. Violence targeting Christians has been most extreme in Orissa 
and Karnataka, and violence against Muslims occurs most regularly in northern India and Gujarat. Religious 
extremists carried out terrorist attacks in Ahmedabad, Bangalore and Delhi in the late 2000s.1628

Largest Cities

Urban: 29%
Mumbai, Kolkata, Delhi, Chennai, Hyderabad, Bangalore, Ahmadabad, Pune, Surat, Kanpur, Jaipur, 
Lucknow, Nagpur, Patna, Indore, Vadodara, Coimbatore, Bhopal, Ludhiana, Kochi, Visakhapatnam, Agra, 
Varanasi, Madurai, Meerut, Nashik, Jamshedpur, Jabalpur, Asansol, Dhanbad, Faridabad, Allahabad, 
Vijayawada, Amritsar, Rajkot.
Cities listed in bold have no LDS congregations.

Nine of the thirty-five largest cities have a congregation. Nine percent (9%) of the national population lives in 
cities with over one million inhabitants.

LDS History

In 1850, the first instance of LDS missionary work occurred in Calcutta. A couple of British soldiers who joined 
the Church the year before elsewhere bore the testimonies to those around them in Calcutta. Elder Joseph 
Richards came the following year and baptized several and helped establish a branch in the city. Missionaries 
taught the gospel in several other Indian cities in the early 1850s such as Bombay, Madras and Poona, estab-
lishing branches of the Church as they labored. In 1858 missionaries serving in the country returned to the 
United States, and all the branches in the country were discontinued by 1903. The early converts to the 
Church in India were mostly Europeans living in the country. Missionaries called to labor in India were 
at the time unable to learn the native languages; this may have been a result of working primarily among 
Europeans.1629 In the 1960s and 1970s, India was a part of the Southern Far East Mission, headquartered in 
Hong Kong. Church activities in India did not return until the 1960s and 1970s when several Indians were 
introduced to the Church and were converted. India was included in the Singapore Mission before becoming 
its own mission headquartered in Bangalore on January 1, 1993. A significant milestone was the division of 
the India Bangalore Mission to create the India New Delhi Mission at the end of 2007. At the time the new 
India New Delhi Mission included Bangladesh, Bhutan, Pakistan, and Nepal.

1628 “India,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/irf/2009/127365.
htm

1629 “India,” LDS Church Newsroom, retrieved 18 February 2010. http://newsroom.lds.org/ldsnewsroom/eng/contact-us/india
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Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 10,958 (2012)
In 1980s, there were approximately 200 members. LDS membership reached 800 in 1990, 1,800 in 1995, 
and 2,865 in 2000. During the 2000s strong membership growth occurred as membership totaled 4,013 in 
2002, 5,453 in 2004, 6,454 in 2006, 7,576 in 2008, and 9,188 in 2010. Annual membership growth rates 
ranged from 8%–20% between 2000 and 2010 and generally varied from 8%–12%. In 2010, one in 129,427 
was LDS.

Congregational Growth

Wards: 6 Branches: 34 Groups: 1+ (April 2013)
The first branches in the country were organized in Bangalore, Coimbatore, Hyderabad, and New Delhi. 
The first district in the country was organized in 1980 in Bangalore. Two additional districts were organized 
in New Delhi (1986) and Hyderabad (1988). Nine branches and three districts functioned throughout the 
country by early 1990. Congregation growth accelerated, reaching thirteen in 1993 and twenty by the end of 
1995.

In 2001, the Bangalore India District consisted of nine branches with three in Bangalore, three in Coimbatore 
and one each in Chennai, Cochin and Erode. The Hyderabad India District at this time had six branches in its 
boundaries: four in Hyderabad, one in Karimnagar and one in Rajahmundry. The India New Delhi District 
had two branches, both of which were in New Delhi. There were also three mission branches in India that 
reported directly to the mission president in Bangalore in Goa, Kolkata, and Mumbai. In the following years, 
the branches in Cochin and Karimnagar were discontinued.

Growth in congregations has also begun to accelerate in recent years. Branches increased in the country 
from twenty-one in 2002 to thirty as of September 2009. This growth occurred primarily in areas with few 
or no existing congregations. As of mid-2001 there was one branch in Rajahmundry. Two branches were 
created in the nearby cities of Kakinada and Vishakhapatnam a few years later. The branches in Rajahmundry 
and Vishakhapatnam were both divided to create two new branches around 2006 or 2007. Currently 
Vishakhapatnam has three branches (the newest being the Gajuwaka Branch created in 2009), Rajahmundry 
has three branches and Kakinada has one branch. A branch was also created outside of Bangalore in 2007 in 
the Kolar Gold Fields (KFG).

At the time the India New Delhi Mission was organized, there were only four branches in northern India 
(three in New Delhi and one in Kolkata). By the middle of 2009, the number of branches in New Delhi 
doubled with the creation of the Dwarka, Noida and Pitampura Branches in 2008 and early 2009. The third 
branch in New Delhi—the New Delhi 3rd Branch—was just created a year or two before, indicative of rapid 
congregational growth. Much of this rapid growth in congregations occurred due to new areas opening in the 
city for missionaries to labor in. In 2010, a seventh branch was organized in New Delhi, the New Delhi 4th 
Branch.  In 2012, two new branches were organized in Bangalore.

Between 2009 and mid-2011, four additional districts were organized in Chennai (2009), Coimbatore (2009), 
Visahakhapatnam (2009), and Rajahmundry (2011). The first stake in India was organized in Hyderabad in 
2012. The India Bangalore and New Delhi Mission Branches include groups of members in isolated locations.

Activity and Retention

Member activity rates in India are moderately high compared to most other nations. Indian branches average 
of about 250 nominal members per congregation. Many of the older congregations in India in the cities of 
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Bangalore, Chennai, Coimbatore, and Hyderabad have sacrament meeting attendance well over one hundred 
people. However when smaller branches recently created or in isolated areas are taken into account, like the 
Goa Branch with around thirty active members in 2009, the average number of active members per branch 
is probably closer to one hundred. The number of active members in India is likely around 3,000, or 40%. 
Activity rates appear to vary from branch to branch. When Elder Oaks visited New Delhi in the fall of 2007, 
54% of the membership attended district conference. Activity rates appear to be lower in the south due 
to accumulated inactivity over the years. Missionaries in the India Bangalore Mission reported in August 
2009 that retention needed more attention but had been steadily improving. There has been little increase 
in congregations in Bangalore and Hyderabad since 2000, which likely indicates retention and inactivity 
problems. Sacrament meeting attendance numbers were increasing in 2009 in the India Bangalore Mission. 
It appears that at least half of the approximately 500 converts who have joined the Church annually in recent 
years have been retained. Most of these newly created branches in New Delhi have few members and usually 
had fifty or less attending meetings each week. India had the highest percentage of members attending semi-
nary and institute (1,108 or 14.6%) during the 2007–2008 school year among countries with an official 
Church presence in Asia.

Elder Oaks visited New Delhi India with a member of the Asia Area Presidency in the fall of 2007. A district 
conference was held for the three branches in New Delhi with an attendance of 347 of the 641 members in 
the district. At this time 93% of the 344 endowed members had current temple recommends.1630

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: English, Hindi, Tamli, Telugu, Urdu, Bengali.
Hindi, Telugu and Tamil have the most Church materials translated, but not all the scriptures have even been 
translated into these three languages yet. The full version of Book of Mormon is available, but the Doctrine 
and Covenants and Pearl of Great Price have not been translated into any Indian languages. Several DVD 
movies such as Finding Faith in Christ and The Restoration are available in Hindi, Telugu and Tamil. Urdu is 
spoken by 5% of the population and has the Book of Mormon, The Prophet Joseph Smith’s Testimony and a 
couple audiovisual materials translated but not Gospel Principles and many other Church materials. Bengali, 
the second most prevalent native language in India, only had a few basic Church materials translated in August 
2009 such as Gospel Principles, The Prophet Joseph Smith’s Testimony, and The Articles of Faith. Selections from 
the Book of Mormon were published in Bengali in 1985. Marathi is spoken by 7% of the population and 
only has Gospel Principles and The Prophet Joseph Smith’s Testimony translated. The only Church materials in 
Malayalam and Punjabi are Gospel Fundamentals and The Prophet Joseph Smith’s Testimony. Kannada is spoken 
by 3.7% of the population and only has The Prophet Joseph Smith’s Testimony translated. Hindi has one edition 
of the Liahona published annually. Tamil and Telugu have four editions of the Liahona published annually. 
Urdu has three editions of the Liahona published annually.

Meetinghouses

The number of chapels in India has also multiplied recently. The first LDS chapel in India was constructed 
for the Rajahmundry Branch and dedicated in 2002. Since this time, many new chapels have been built or are 
under construction. A chapel to house branches in Hyderabad was constructed in 2007. Chapels also exist in 
Bangalore and Coimbatore. In 2009, ground was broken for the first chapel in Chennai, and four new chapels 
were approved for construction in India. Congregations not meeting in Church-built chapels meet in remod-
eled buildings or rented spaces.

1630 Stahle, Shaun D. “Few, but faithful,” LDS Church News, 22 September 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/51061/Few-but-faithful.html
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Health and Safety

Sanitation can be poor in both rural and urban locations. Threats of violence against foreign missionaries have 
occurred, and some LDS missionaries have experienced intimidation and wrongful accusations of violating 
the law. Religiously unstable areas pose a safety threat to missionaries.

Humanitarian and Development Work

The LDS Church has engaged in various humanitarian projects in India, although many additional opportuni-
ties exist. The Church sent food, clothing, and emergency supplies to victims of a large earthquake in Gujarat 
in 2001.1631 In 2002, members and missionaries in Bangalore volunteered at an orphanage for handicapped 
children.1632 Members in India made over 1,200 family kits containing emergency supplies for victims of the 
2004 Indian Ocean tsunami.1633 Neonatal resuscitation training, clean water projects, and wheelchair dona-
tions were sponsored by the Church in 2008.1634 In 2008 and 2009, the Church assisted in building twenty 
dams in Rajasthan to provide greater water availability in the region. Seventh Day Adventists in particular have 
constructed many schools and hospitals that assist with national development as well as providing community 
pillars for the faith.

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

Visas have not been easy to obtain for many missionaries who are called to India. Some of these missionaries 
are unable to get their visas before they leave the MTC and are temporarily reassigned to another mission in 
the United States. Some missionaries are unable to get visas or renewals and have to be reassigned to a different 
mission. In early 2010, the government continued to not issue visas to American missionaries, and the number 
of young elders began to decline as missionaries completed their missions. Senior couples have been unable to 
be replaced, resulting in some of the limited number of young elders assigned to mission logistics and finances.

Christian intolerance is also widespread in India and is most intense around elections and Hindu holidays. 
There were instances in 2008 when elders were falsely accused of giving money to people who joined the 
Church (a crime in India), and some missionaries were briefly imprisoned. These instances with false accusa-
tions have been resolved with help from local and mission leadership. Restrictions on sharing the gospel exist 
in some regions. Out of the six zones in the India Bangalore Mission in September 2009, open proselyting 
was permitted only in four.

Cultural Issues

As the Church goes forth throughout India, poverty and illiteracy will likely become greater obstacles than 
currently experienced in areas where the Church is established. Although India’s growing economy is helping 
establish a middle class and reducing poverty, the rural population in particular suffers from low living stan-
dards. Furthermore, there are hundreds of millions of Indians who are illiterate, the majority of whom are 
women. Those who lack literacy skills will meet greater difficultly serving in the Church than those who are 

1631 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Relief supplies shipped to India,” LDS Church News, 3 February 2001. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/39269/Relief-supplies-shipped-to-India.html

1632 Totland, Gary and Maureen. “Serving the children,” LDS Church News, 3 August 2002. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/42203/Serving-the-children.html

1633 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Emergency response is appropriate, immediate,” LDS Church News, 15 January 2005. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/46735/Emergency-response-is-appropriate-immediate.html

1634 “Neonatal resuscitation training,” Humanitarian Services, retrieved 1 March 2010. http://www.lds.org/library/page/
display/0,7098,6211–1–3217–1,00.html
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literate. Other Christian groups have addressed the challenge of literacy through audio scriptures, multimedia 
presentations, and the establishment of Christian schools.

Many parents in India exercise a large amount of control over their children even in their adult years. 
Missionaries frequently report that youth may regularly attend Church for an extended time until they turn 
eighteen and can be baptized without parental consent. Although this can challenge the prospects for youth 
who are interested investigators, this has likely contributed to higher retention and activity rates. However, the 
strong bond between parent and child may be partially responsible for the failure of many Indian members to 
serve missions in part-member families.

National Outreach

The size and diversity of the population of India is in itself a challenge and opportunity for the Church. 
Considering India is the second most populated country with 1.166 billion people making up 17% of the 
world’s population, there is tremendous opportunity to fulfill God’s commandment to take the Gospel to His 
children. So far, the Church has established itself in several of the largest cities in the country. There has been 
very little expansion into cities without a Church presence for at least ten years. Currently, only nine of the 
35 cities in India with at least one million inhabitants have an LDS congregation. As of 2008, there were 281 
cities with over 100,000 inhabitants without a Church presence.

Not only is the Church’s influence in the country very limited in the cities it is currently established in, but 
there is a Church presence in only seven of the thirty-five states and union territories in India, five of which 
are in southern India. The other two are Delhi and West Bengal. Very few people in the states where the 
Church is present have easily accessible congregations. Most of these states have tens of millions who reside 
far from existing congregations. There are a few groups reported to meet for members living in remote areas 
and existing in too few numbers for a branch to be created. Missionaries reported that a group met in Pune, 
which is nearby Mumbai, as well as a very small group consisting of only a couple individuals in Rajasthan.

The Church in India has grown the most rapidly and is mainly established in areas where the Christian popu-
lation is less than 10% but greater than 1%. These states are all located in south or southeastern India and 
have large populations, which provides the Church with an opportunity to reach those who have already been 
brought to a belief in Jesus Christ while also reaching out to the much larger Hindu majority. The Church 
does not have a single congregation established in areas of India where the population is predominantly 
Christian. In neighboring Pakistan, the Church has seen success among Pakistani Christians, who oftentimes 
live in compounds segregated from the rest of the population due to much religious intolerance in the country. 
These areas that are predominantly Christian in eastern India are likely unreached by the Church as of present 
due to their distance from the established areas of the Church. The predominant Christian areas of India 
also have much smaller populations that number in the millions, and not the tens of millions like the rest of 
India, and do not have the scriptures or Church materials in local languages. Many of the Christians in this 
area of India belong to Protestant denominations and include Baptists and Presbyterians. The remote loca-
tion of these states combined with sporadic political instability for separation and independence from India 
might lessen the likelihood of the Church moving into this area of the country in the near future. However, 
missionaries in southern India have taught investigators from this region. Many of these investigators were 
very interested in bringing the Church back with them to their home states.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Currently the Church’s centers of strength are in Bangalore and Hyderabad. These cities have branches that 
tend to function more like wards. The Hyderabad 2nd Branch, for example, had between 150 and 180 people 
attending Church meetings in April 2009. In 2009, there was a record number of native Indian missionaries 



908	 REACHING THE NATIONS

serving in the India Bangalore Mission, and missionaries noted that there was an increasing number of inter-
views for temple marriages. Inactivity in some locations is also due to a lack of nearby congregations. Members 
living on the opposite side of a large city from the Church’s meetinghouse must make huge sacrifices in time 
and money to actively participate.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

The Church has the unique opportunity extend outreach to believers of religions that have received no previous 
coordinated LDS outreach. Jainism originated in India anciently and is heavily influential on culture in areas 
of the country. Many of its adherents are also considerably wealthier than most Indians. Sikhism was founded 
in the sixteenth century, and most of its followers reside in Punjab. Combined, these two less known religions 
only have around 25 million followers in India. Some Jains and Sikhs were likely exposed to the message of 
the Gospel outside their home country in areas of nations where the Gospel is preached, but it is unclear as to 
how these religious communities will react to the message of the restored Gospel of Jesus Christ.

Kolkata and Mumbai do not have very active missionary programs, and no full-time elders serve in these cities 
due to religious tensions between Hindus, Muslims and Christians. Local members in these locations will 
likely remain primarily responsible for increasing convert baptisms and retaining new members. These loca-
tions may be suitable for senior missionary couples to serve in the future.

Language Issues

The large number of languages in India is an intimidating obstacle for church growth. Church materials are 
available in very few of the languages in India, and most do not have very many church materials translated. 
There are no church materials available in Gujarati, Oriya, Assamese, and Maithili, each of which has at 
least 10 million speakers. Many of these latter languages do not have any Church materials translated yet 
because there are not any branches located in the regions of India in which these languages are spoken. The 
translation of additional LDS scriptures into the most commonly spoken languages is greatly needed, as no 
local languages have all LDS scriptures available at present. Utilizing local members fluent in these and other 
languages to help increase the number of languages with LDS materials may accelerate the translation process.

Missionary Service

By the middle of 1993, there were thirty missionaries serving in the India Bangalore Mission.1635 In the 
late 2000s, the number of LDS missionaries in India appeared to number as many as 150. Visa restrictions 
prevented the assignment of additional nonnative missionaries in the early 2010s, resulting in significant 
reductions in the number of LDS missionaries in India as areas were consolidated. The LDS Church in India 
appears close to becoming self-sufficient in staffing its full-time missionary force largely due to young adults 
comprising many Latter-day Saint converts today. Enrollment in seminary and institute has been impressive 
and provides opportunities for missionary preparation. Greater coordination with mission and local church 
leaders in finding and preparing local members to serve missions could significantly reduce dependence on 
foreign missionary manpower and prepare for greater national outreach expansion.

Leadership

In the past decade, the Church has often waited to open new congregations in less reached or unreached areas 
of India until local membership can provide the needed number of priesthood leaders to fill branch callings. 
The KFG Branch was created in 2007 and had a full native branch presidency. Foreign missionaries have 

1635 Sheffield, Sheridan R. “Asia area: Welcome mat is out in several countries,” LDS Church News, 19 June 1993. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/22920/Asia-area—Welcome-mat-is-out-in-several-countries.html



India	 909

temporarily served as branch presidents in newly opened branches in larger cities until replaced with a native 
branch president. Native membership has developed the greatest leadership capabilities in some of the larger 
cities, notably Hyderabad, where the first stake was organized. India is not self-sustaining in its missionary 
force, leaving missionary work vulnerable to government choosing whether to issue visas to foreign mission-
aries. The first mission president was an Indian convert named President Gill, who helped grow the Church 
tremendously in the country with many new branches organized throughout India during his tenure.

Temple

India is assigned to the Hong Kong China Temple District. Considering over 90% of the 350-some endowed 
Indian members of the Church held a current temple recommend back in 2007 demonstrates the zeal many 
Indian members of the Church have for the temple. A temple announced for India will be unlikely until there 
are at least a few stakes organized in order to provide the needed leadership, temple workers, and patrons to 
keep the temple well-utilized.

Comparative Growth

In Asia, the Church experiences some of its strongest membership and congregational growth and highest 
convert retention in India. Only Malaysia has regularly created new congregations. Among countries with a 
Church presence limited to the past few decades, the Church has a stronger leadership and local missionary 
force in Mongolia. However, India is among the most unreached for the Church.

Protestant and Catholic faiths that entered India during the period of British colonialism achieved a large 
head start on growth. However, many modern mission-oriented faiths have also achieved rapid growth. The 
Seventh Day Adventists achieved between 61,000 and 198,000 baptisms per year in India between 1998 and 
2008, with the number of congregations increasing from 1,061 to 3,726 over the same ten-year period.1636 
There were more than 1.4 million active Adventists in India at year-end 2008. The number of Southern 
Baptist congregations among some interior peoples of India, Cambodia, and many other nations almost 
doubled every year between 1993 and 2000, with over 1,000 new churches organized among one interior 
Indian people in 2000 alone.1637

Gospel for Asia (GFA), a Protestant missionary group started by native Indian K. P. Yohannan in 1980, repre-
sents the most remarkable model of international missionary recruitment. GFA fielded over 11,000 native 
missionaries from India in the early 2000s and plans to reach 100,000 missionaries by 2020. GFA organizes 
over six new congregations in India and South Asia each day, over twice as many as the LDS Church organizes 
in the entire world.1638 Yohannan’s book Revolution in World Missions expounds principles of native missionary 
recruitment and training.1639

Future Prospects

Bangalore and Hyderabad are current centers of strength for the Church, and Coimbatore, Chennai, New 
Delhi, Rajahmundry, and Visakhapatnam are emerging centers of strength. It will likely be necessary for these 
areas have a stake or multiple stakes organized before there will be prospects for an LDS temple in India. Other 

1636 Adventist 2008 statistics, http://www.adventiststatistics.org/view_Summary.asp?FieldID=D_SUD. Accessed 15 February 
2010.

1637 Garrison, David, Church Planting Movements, Southern Baptist International Mission Board, October 1999, http://www.
imb.org/CPM/default.htm

1638 Yohannan, K. P., “The 10 Major Ministries of Gospel for Asia,” http://www.gfa.org/site/about_gfa/brochure/whatdoing.
html

1639 Yohannan, K. P., Revolution in World Missions, Carrollton, TX: GFA Books, 2000. See also http://www.gfa.org
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large cities may emerge as centers of strength for the Church, like Kolkata and Mumbai, once these areas have 
more active missionary programs and more than one branch.

The solid growth of the LDS Church in India over the past decade and relatively high rates of convert reten-
tion and member participation demonstrate favorable prospects for continued growth. However, LDS growth 
to date has been on a tiny scale and relatively slow compared to other outreach-oriented faiths. Church 
members continue to be concentrated in few regions of the country; most Indian states and ethnicities have 
no gospel witness, and no LDS resources are available in most Indian languages. Furthermore, visas for foreign 
missionaries are limited. Continued growth will largely depend upon finding the vision and resources to bring 
the gospel into new regions, developing and improving methods to effectively reach large numbers of receptive 
people with limited missionary manpower, and training local members in self-sufficient and self-perpetuating 
member-missionary and full-time missionary programs.

Regional India Profiles

North India (38.5%)—Uttar Pradesh (166.2 million), Rajasthan (86.5 million), Madhya Pradesh (60.3 
million), Punjab (24.4 million), Haryana (21.1 million), Delhi (13.9 million) Jammu and Kashmir (10.1 
million), Uttaranchal (8.5 million), Himachal Pradesh (6.1 million)

Northern India received limited visits from mission leadership and mission resources until the creation of the 
India New Delhi Mission in late 2007. The new mission allowed for a large number of new proselyting areas 
to open, but none outside of Delhi, leaving 383 million or 96.5% of the population of North India residing 
where no congregations function. The immense size of the unreached population overwhelms current mission 
resources. The Church has seen progress in adding congregations and retaining converts during the 2000s.

Christian groups have struggled to gain converts in North India due to the strong Hindu majority and anti-
conversion legislation. The Indo-Aryan peoples of North India have been less responsive to Christian outreach 
yet have seen progress in the LDS Church in the late 2000s. The LDS Church will need to rely on local 
members’ efforts to expand mission outreach in North India outside of Delhi.

East India (22%)—Bihar (83.0 million), West Bengal (80.2 million), Orissa (36.8 million), Jharkhand (26.9 
million)

The Church created the first branch in East India likely in the 1990s and has yet to create additional congrega-
tions. States in East India have tiny Christian populations and strong anti-Christian sentiment. Orissa has the 
greatest percentage of Christians, providing opportunity for the Church to reach believers of Christ, but some 
of the heaviest Christian persecution and violence that deters the mission from opening proselyting areas in 
East India. Prospects for greater outreach in East India appear unfavorable in the near future due to declining 
numbers of full-time missionaries from visa issues and the lack of native members in this region.

South India (22%)—Andhra Pradesh (76.2 million), Tamil Nadu (62.4 million), Karnataka (52.9 million), 
Kerala (31.8 million)

The Church first arrived to India in Coimbatore and other large cities in South India in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s. These areas experience the greatest Church outreach in India and have the most language 
resources in India. South India’s five districts and one stake provide outreach centers to expand missionary 
activity to other large cities.

West India (14%)—Maharashtra (96.9 million), Gujarat (50.7 million), Goa (1.3 million)
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The Church’s presence is limited to Mumbai and Goa. Very few Christians reside in this region of India. The 
geographical separation from West India to mission headquarters in Bangalore challenge future outreach. 
Although Goa has a large number of Christians, very few converts have joined the Church, with low reten-
tion in the Goa Branch. Mumbai appears likely to have nonproselyting missionaries assigned to work with 
interested individuals referred by members.

Northeast India (3.5%)—Assam (26.7 million), Tripura (3.2 million), Meghalaya (2.3 million), Manipur 
(2.2 million), Nagaland (2.0 million), Arunachal Pradesh (1.1 million), Mizoram (0.89 million), Sikkim 
(0.54 million)

Northeast India appears the region with the greatest potential for growth yet has no outreach. Protestant 
groups have converted the majority of the population in some states. Geographic isolation from mission head-
quarters in New Delhi challenges outreach. The Church has seen some success in attracting converts from 
predominately Christian groups in neighboring Burma.



Maldives

Geography

AREA: 298 square km. Comprising nearly 1,200 coral islands clustered into twenty-six atolls, the Maldives 
are located in the Indian Ocean southwest of India. Two hundred islands are inhabited and an addi-

tional eighty have tourist resorts. Flat terrain dominated by white sand occupies most islands, and tropical 
weather occurs year round. Precipitation fluctuates throughout the year as the rainy season occurs from June 
to August, whereas the dry season lasts from November to March. Tsunamis and sea level rise are natural 
hazards. Environmental issues include inadequate freshwater supplies and coral reef bleaching. The Maldives 
are administratively divided into nineteen atolls and one capital city.

Peoples

Maldivian: 66%
Other: 37%

Maldivians trace their ancestry to settlers from the southern Indian subcontinent. Migrant workers number 
approximately 100,000 and originate primarily from southwest Asia and India.1640

Population: 394,451 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: -0.127% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 1.79 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 72.44 male, 77.05 female (2012)

Languages: Divehi [Maldavian] (99%), other (1%). Divehi is the official language and is related to Sinhalese. 
Divehi has multiple dialects, which are all mutually intelligible with the exception of the Malé dialect spoken 
in the national capital of Malé. English is commonly used in education.
Literacy: 93.8% (2006)

History

Settlers from southern India were likely the first inhabitants of the Maldives. During the fourth and fifth 
centuries BC, Buddhist Indo-European speaking settlers arrived from Sri Lanka. East African and Arab sailors 
arrived in the twelfth century AD and introduced Islam. An independent Islamic sultanate was established in 
1153. Maldivians have maintained self-rule for much of their history. The Portuguese maintained a short rule 
of just fifteen years in the mid-sixteenth century that came to an end when Muhammad Thakurufar Al-Azam 
drove them out in 1573. Maldives became a British protectorate from 1887 to 1965 when independence 
was regained. In 1968, the sultanate was abolished, and a republic form of government was instituted. The 
Maldives have captured international attention in recent years due to their notorious distinction as the nation-
state with the lowest high-point elevation of 2.4 meters, with the accompanying risk of displacement of people 
and property as sea levels rise due to global warming. In 1987, an abnormally large high tide washed over the 
islands and flooded much of Malé and several other islands. In addition to rising sea levels, past coral and sand 

1640 “Maldives,” International Religious Freedom Report 2010, 17 November 2010. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2010/148797.htm
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mining have removed or deteriorated the effectiveness of coral reefs and other geographic features, making the 
islands more susceptible to erosion from the surrounding ocean.1641

Culture

Islam has heavily influenced Maldivian culture for almost nine centuries, creating tight-knit communities and 
strong ethno-religious ties. Strict observance of Islam has historically reduced crime, but in recent years gang 
and illicit drug activity have begun to erode past stability and order.1642 Garudiya, a fish broth made from 
tuna,1643 is one of the basic and traditional foods. Fish is the primary staple of traditional diet. Cigarette and 
alcohol consumption rates are low. Polygamy is legal but not commonly practiced.

Economy

GDP per capita: $8,400 (2011) [17.5% of one hundredU.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.661
Corruption Index: 2.5 (2011)
Tourism drives the economy, generating 28% of the GDP. Import duties and tourism-related taxes account 
for over 90% of government tax revenue. Fishing constitutes the second largest sector of the economy. Many 
foods are imported as a result of limited arable land and a lack of labor. The 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami 
devastated many areas of the Maldives, but reconstruction efforts led to strong economic growth thereafter 
until the global financial crisis reduced demand for fish exports and tourism. The government struggles to 
diversify the economy, meet the social needs of the population, reform public finances, and decrease unem-
ployment. The unemployment rate was over 14% in 2006, yet the Maldives possesses one of the most literate 
populations in the region as a result of government emphasis on education. Services employ 65% of the 
workforce and generate 78% of the GDP, whereas industry employs 23% of the workforce and generates 17% 
of the GDP. Major industries include tourism, fish processing, boat building, coconut processing, clothing, 
crafts, and coral and sand mining. Agriculture employs 11% of the workforce and generates less than 6% of 
the GDP. Coconuts, corn, sweet potatoes, and fish are common agricultural products. Singapore, Sri Lanka, 
and Thailand are the primary trade partners.

Corruption is perceived as widespread, and allegations of government corruption have been made frequently. 
There are increasing concerns over the lack of public confidence in the electoral system.1644

Faiths

Muslim: 99%
Other: 1%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Latter-day Saints less than 10

1641 “Background Note: Maldives,” Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs, 20 July 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/
bgn/5476.htm

1642 “Background Note: Maldives,” Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs, 20 July 2010. http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/
bgn/5476.htm

1643 “Garudiya,” Wikipedia.org, retrieved 21 December 2010. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cuisine_of_the_Maldives

1644 “Issues,” Transparency Maldives, 13 July 2008. http://www.transparencymaldives.org/issues.html
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Religion

Sunni Muslims account for virtually the entire Maldivian population. Most foreigners are Muslims. Some 
non-Muslims practice their religions in private.1645

Religious Freedom

Persecution Index: 6th
The constitution declares Islam as the official state religion, and the law prevents citizens from following any 
other religion. Foreigners are not permitted to encourage citizens to practice other religions and can only prac-
tice their religious faith in private. The government and constitution stipulate that citizens must be Muslim, 
and non-Muslims cannot become citizens. Many aspects of government policy are based on Shari’a law. 
Religious freedom for non-Muslims is severely restricted. There is no legal framework to safeguard against the 
persecution and harassment of religious minorities. Government officials have iterated that the homogenous 
Muslim society of the Maldives is unique, and consequently, no other religious groups are permitted to operate 
among citizens in order to preserve local culture and religious traditions. Most Islamic holidays are recognized 
by the government. School curriculum requires students to study Islam. Non-Muslim foreigners cannot hold 
public meetings or proselyte. There have been no recent reports of societal abuses of religious freedom beyond 
the existing heavy restrictions.1646

Largest Cities

Urban: 38%
Malé, Hithadhoo, Fuvahmulah, Kulhudhuffushi, Villingili, Thinadhoo, Naifaru, Hinnavaru, 
Un’goofaaru, Hulhumalé.
Cities listed in bold have no LDS congregations.

None of the ten most populous urban areas have an LDS presence. Forty-seven percent (47%) of the national 
population resides in the ten largest cities and villages.

LDS History

Ecclesiastical responsibility for the Maldives was transferred from the Singapore Mission to the India Bangalore 
Mission in 2007. As of late 2010, there was no LDS presence and few or no Latter-day Saints residing in the 
country.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: less than 10 (2012)
Any Latter-day Saints in the Maldives are foreigners temporarily living in the country. Most foreigners origi-
nate from nations with extremely small LDS populations, making the prospect of multiple Latter-day Saint 
foreigners in the Maldives unlikely.

Congregational Growth

Wards: 0 Branches: 0 (2012)

1645 “Maldives,” International Religious Freedom Report 2010, 17 November 2010. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2010/148797.htm

1646 “Maldives,” International Religious Freedom Report 2010, 17 November 2010. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2010/148797.htm
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There are no organized LDS congregations.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: English.
There are no LDS scriptures in Divehi. The only known translation of LDS materials in Divehi is the Testimony 
of the Prophet Joseph Smith.

Humanitarian and Development Work

There had been no known LDS humanitarian or development work in the Maldives as of late 2010.

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

There are no realistic prospects of an LDS presence in the Maldives at present, as the constitution requires 
Maldivian citizens to be Muslims, and the government prohibits any proselytism. Laws are so strict that 
Muslims are also barred from proselytism with the exception of Muslims who obtained government approval 
to preach Islam. Local laws and government policies encourage the propagation of Islam among Muslims and 
non-Muslims alike and allow non-Muslims to worship only in private. Latter-day Saints at present can only 
operate in small groups of foreigners in private and no proselytism by foreigners is permitted. Humanitarian 
and development work sponsored by the LDS Church in the Maldives does not appear possible under current 
government restrictions.

Cultural Issues

Strong ethno-religious ties between Maldivian citizenry and Sunni Islam create a nearly insurmountable 
obstacle for Latter-day Saints and other Christians. There is no tolerance socially and politically for other 
religious groups to operate among natives or among foreigners publicly. Even if government restrictions on 
the practice of non-Muslim religions were relaxed, prospective Latter-day Saint mission outreach would face 
the challenge of creating proselytism approaches that are culturally sensitive to the needs and circumstance of 
a tight-knit, highly homogenous Muslim society.

National Outreach

Latter-day Saints perform no mission outreach in the Maldives. Any prospective mission outreach would 
occur under the direction of the India Bangalore Mission. Malé offers the greatest opportunity for national 
outreach, as approximately a quarter of the national population resides on Malé, and many migrant workers 
live on the island. Logistical challenges presented by a nation of hundreds of islands that support a small 
population will likely render most of the inhabitants of the Maldives unreached by the Church for decades 
following any official Church establishment. There is no Divehi-language or Maldivian-directed LDS Internet 
outreach, but less than 10% of the population were Internet users in 2005.1647

Member Activity and Convert Retention

There have been no convert baptisms in the Maldives. Any Latter-day Saint foreigners who are active likely 
worship in the privacy of their homes.

1647 “Internet Usage Worldwide by Country, 2007,” Infloplease.com, retrieved 31 December 2010. http://www.infoplease.com/
ipa/A0933606.html
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Ethnic Issues and Integration

Some challenges may occur integrating Maldivian and foreign Latter-day Saints into the same congregations 
due to language barriers and cultural differences.

Language Issues

There do not appear to be any Maldivian Latter-day Saints. The translation of at least one outreach resource 
in Divehi presents opportunity for the Church to disseminate literature among Divehi-speakers abroad and 
provides a proselytism resource if missionary outreach is permitted in the Maldives one day.

Missionary Service

No Maldivians have served a full-time mission. No LDS missionary work had occurred in the Maldives as of 
late 2010.

Temple

The Maldives are assigned to the Hong Kong China Temple district.

Comparative Growth

The Maldives number among nations without a Church presence that at present are the least reachable by 
Latter-day Saints due to cultural and government restrictions, remote location, few if any foreign or indig-
enous members, and a small population. Challenges facing Latter-day Saints in Maldives compare to those of 
Comoros due to the strong ethno-religious link between nationality, ethnicity, and Islam. In 2010, Azerbaijan 
and North Korea were the only other Asian nations that appeared to have no LDS presence among foreigners 
or citizens.

Missionary-minded Christian groups report no presence in the Maldives. Any Christian activity is limited to 
foreigners or visitors practicing in private without the involvement of Maldivian citizens.

Future Prospects

There are no realistic hopes of an official or unofficial LDS Church establishment in the Maldives for the fore-
seeable future due to strict laws barring proselytism, the constitution’s requirement for all Maldivian citizens be 
Muslim, the lack of Latter-day Saints, a small population, and distance from the nearest LDS mission outreach 
center. Increasing tourism, foreign investment, and the number of migrant workers from non-Muslim nations 
may help reduce government intolerance for non-Muslims over the long term.
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Nepal

Geography

AREA: 147,181 square km. Sandwiched between China and India, Nepal consists of flat plains rising to 
the tallest mountains in the world in the Himalayas. Mountainous regions have cool summers and severe 

winters, whereas plains regions have subtropical, hot monsoon summers and warm winters. The Ghangara, 
Gandak, and Kosi Rivers flow through Nepal into India. Thunderstorms, flooding, landslides, and drought 
are natural hazards. Environmental issues include deforestation and water pollution. Nepal is divided into 
fourteen administrative zones.

Peoples

Chhettri: 15.5%
Brahman-Hill: 12.5%
Magar: 7%
Tharu: 6.6
Tamang: 5.5%
Newar: 5.4%
Muslim: 4.2%
Kami: 3.9%
Yadav: 3.9%
Other: 32.7%
Unspecified: 2.8%

The earliest inhabitants were from the Tharu and Newar groups. Most ethnic groups settled Nepal from 
India, Assam, northern Burma, Tibet, and Kashmir. Chhettri and Brahman-Hill arrived from northern India. 
Refugees from Bhutan and Tibet number 108,000 and 20,000 respectively.

Population: 29,890,686 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.768% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 2.41 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 65.26 male, 67.82 female (2012)

Languages: Nepali (47.8%), Maithali (12.1%), Bhojpuri (7.4%), Tharu (5.8%), Tamang (5.1%), Newar 
(3.6%), Magar (3.3%), Awadhi (2.4%), other (10%), unspecified (2.5%). Nepali and English are both official 
languages. One hundred twenty-four living languages are spoken. Languages with over one million speakers 
include Nepali (11.1 million), Maithili (2.8 million), Bhojpuri (1.71 million), Tharu dialects (1.43 million), 
and Tamang dialects (1.25 million).
Literacy: 48.6% (2001)

History

Nepal consisted of several small kingdoms in 1000 BC that were absorbed into Indian kingdoms around 
the birth of Christ. Nepal was heavily influenced by neighboring India, yet became three separate kingdoms 



918	 REACHING THE NATIONS

in the late fifteenth century. The kingdoms were united in 1768 by Prithvi Narayan Shah. Expansion into 
neighboring territories occurred in the early nineteenth century. The British attacked Nepal and gained several 
peripheral territories such as Sikkim as well as achieving heavy influence on Nepal between the war and the 
end of the colonial era. A hereditary monarchy ruled between the mid-nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
Greater democratization took place following the appointment of a cabinet for the king in 1951 and multi-
party elections in 1990. In 1996, Maoists extremists began fighting for total control of government, resulting 
in a decade of civil war. The Maoist insurgency took control in the late 2000s and in 2008 formed a coalition 
government following elections.

Culture

Hinduism heavily influences society. Saturday is the day of worship. Nepalese drink tea and milk after waking 
in the morning. The caste system influences many aspects of everyday life. Access to Hindu temples has been 
limited in the past to lower castes, but government legislation prohibits discrimination based on caste. Lower 
castes and the Dalits (untouchables) continue to experience discrimination. Cigarette consumption rates are 
low, whereas alcohol consumption rates are moderate compared to the world average.

Economy

GDP per capita: $1,300 (2011) [2.7% of one hundred U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.458
Corruption Index: 2.2 (2011)
Nearly half the population is unemployed and a third of the population lives below the poverty line. Seventy-six 
percent (76%) of the workforce labors in agriculture mainly cultivating pulses, rice, corn and wheat. Tourism 
is a growing industry. Over half of imports and exports occur with India. Primary exports include clothing, 
carpets, jute-based products, and grain. Due to civil unrest, a landlocked position, and frequent natural disas-
ters, economic development is limited. Potential sources of wealth include hydroelectric power and increased 
tourism. Corruption has worsened in recent years and impacts all levels of society. Those found engaged in 
corruption typically receive little or no punishment.

Faiths

Hindu: 80.6%
Buddhist: 10.7%
Muslim: 4.2%
Kirant: 3.6%
Other: 0.9%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 7,100
Seventh Day Adventists 8,447 26
Jehovah’s Witnesses 1,557 20
Latter-day Saints 150 1

Religion

Originally the only official Hindu state in the world, Nepal is strongly influenced by the caste system. 
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Following the rise of Maoists to power, Nepal was declared a secular state. Hinduism has the strongest influ-
ence on Nepali religion, followed by Buddhism. Kirant is a shamanistic religion practiced by the Kirat people.

Religious Freedom

The constitution protects religious freedom but forbids proselytism. No laws favor the Hindu majority. 
Although illegal, intimidation and prejudice towards lower castes frequently occur. Police regularly intimi-
date Tibetan Buddhists during religious festivals. Personal conversion to a different religion is allowed by law 
but often results in ostracism by family and the community for Hindus converting to Islam or Christianity. 
Violent attacks on Christians by Hindu extremist groups periodically occur.1648

Largest Cities

Urban: 19%
Kathmandu, Biratnagar, Lalitpur, Pokhara, Birganj, Dharan, Bharatpur, Janakpur, Mahendranagar, 
Bhaktapur.
Cities in bold do not have congregations.

One of the ten largest cities has a congregation. Six percent (6%) of the national population lives in the ten 
largest cities.

LDS History

In February 1993, Elder Carmack and Elder Tai from the Asia Area Presidency made an investigatory trip 
to meet local members and expatriates in Kathmandu. Senior couple missionaries began serving on humani-
tarian assignment as early as 2001, and assisted with branch leadership development. Nepal became part of 
the India New Delhi Mission in late 2007. There were two humanitarian senior couples serving in Nepal in 
the late 2000s. The Church was not officially recognized as of mid-2011.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: ~150 (2012)
Following the first visit by Church representatives, there were seventeen members in Kathmandu in mid-1993. 
Members included Nepalese and foreigners.1649 In 2003, the first youth conference had twenty-one in atten-
dance, seven of which were members.1650 By this time, the branch averaged twelve baptisms a year.1651 Fifteen 
were baptized in 2008. There were 133 members in 2010.

Nepalese have joined the Church in many other nations, particularly India, the United States, Cyprus, and 
Australia but typically do not return to their homeland.

Congregational Growth

Branches: 1 (2012)

1648 “Nepal,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127369.htm

1649 Sheffield, Sheridan R. “Asia area: Welcome mat is out in several countries,” LDS Church News, 19 June 1993. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/22920/Asia-area—Welcome-mat-is-out-in-several-countries.html

1650 Klingler, Fay. “Himalayan setting for edification, service,” LDS Church News, 19 July 2003. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/44065/Himalayan-setting-for-edification-service.html

1651 Topham, Lynne S. “Light in the Land of Mystery,” New Era, July 2003, 20.
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The Kathmandu congregation was organized by Elder Carmack and Elder Tai in 2001. No additional units 
have been organized since that time.

Activity and Retention

In 2003, there were fifty active members in the Kathmandu Branch. Members, particularly youth, took respon-
sibility in sharing the Church’s teachings and inviting friends and family to meetings. At the end of 2009 there 
were approximately one hundred active members. Thirteen were enrolled in seminary and institute during the 
2008–2009 school year. Active membership is estimated at 60–70% due to the strong devotion of converts.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: English.
No scriptures are available in Nepali or other indigenous languages. The Church has translated the Living 
Christ Testimony, The Family: A Proclamation to the World, the Articles of Faith, Gospel Fundamentals, and 
the Testimony of the Prophet Joseph Smith in Nepali.

Meetinghouses

The Kathmandu Branch meets in a renovated building.

Health and Safety

Violence towards religious minority groups is a safety concern for missionaries and members. HIV/AIDS 
infects 0.5% of the population.

Humanitarian and Development Work

The Church provided DPT immunizations in 1991.1652 Senior missionary couples provide humanitarian assis-
tance. Wheelchair donations have occurred since 2004.1653 In 2008, the Church donated 750 wheelchairs and 
partnered with other aid organizations in providing seven hundred 110 pound bags of rice for the Goldhap 
Bhutanese Refugee Camp and Sunsari District flood victims.1654 Clean water projects were conducted in 
20061655 and 2008.1656

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

Current restrictions on proselytism limit LDS missionary efforts. No direct proselytism is allowed; church 

1652 “’I love little children,’” LDS Church News, 15 June 1991. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/20877/I-love-little-chil-
dren.html

1653 Assis, Fernanco. “Helping in Brazil by giving mobility,” LDS Church News, 24 March 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/50277/Helping-in-Brazil-by-giving-mobility.html

1654 Bradshaw, Lynn R and Glenna. “Nepal expresses thanks with parade,” LDS Church News, 3 January 2009. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/56384/Nepal-expresses-thanks-with-parade.html

1655 “Clean water projects,” LDS Newsroom, retrieved 4 March 2010. http://newsroom.lds.org/ldsnewsroom/eng/
background-information/clean-water-projects

1656 “Clean water,” Humanitarian Services, retrieved 4 March 2010. http://www.lds.org/library/page/display/0,7098,6212–1–
3216–1,00.html
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growth occurs primarily through word of mouth through family and friends of existing members and among 
those who express spontaneous interest. Christians report harassment from police and Hindu extremist groups.

Cultural Issues

In accordance with Hindu culture, LDS meetings are held on Saturday. Converts from Hindu backgrounds 
often face ostracism from their families and communities. The widely practiced custom of drinking tea every 
morning presents a challenge for prospective converts. Hindu celebrations may also present challenges for 
members in balancing the Church’s beliefs with their cultural customs. Few are familiar with Christianity, 
requiring prospective LDS missionary approaches in Nepal to be tailored to those with a Hindu or Buddhist 
background in order to maximize understanding of LDS teachings.

National Outreach

Outreach remains very limited by geography and government. In 2003, members attending the Kathmandu 
branch came from a twenty-mile radius around Kathmandu.1657 Although most members reside in and around 
Kathmandu, the population is largely unreached and unaware of the Church’s presence and teachings. 97.5% 
of Nepalis live outside of Kathmandu. Many ethnic groups do not have a single Latter-day Saint.

Nepal’s large rural population presents future challenges for outreach. The greatest opportunities for reaching 
the large numbers of people are in Kathmandu and in large cities near the Indian border, although the nation 
is very rural and only 6% live in the ten largest cities. Small cities and towns high in the Himalayas at times 
are difficult to access and have limited communication and transportation.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Convert retention and member activity are high for a nation with a small membership and limited Church 
presence, as manifest by the number of missionaries serving from the Kathmandu Branch and the member-
missionary work accomplished by youth converts. The large number of active youth provides opportunities 
for the Church to have returned missionaries use their skills to help build the Church in Kathmandu and 
other cities. High convert retention and member activity rates have largely risen from member-missionary 
approaches to outreach and most converts developing weekly church attendance and a strong testimony prior 
to baptism.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

The caste system presents obstacles for membership growth and retention. Converts from varying castes and 
ethnic groups often have little social contact with each other outside of Church. These issues may lead to 
problems with assimilation. Ethnic groups who have relocated from other regions to Kathmandu may also 
face integration challenges.

Language Issues

Nepali has no LDS scriptures translated and only a few materials. Local members have long awaited a Nepali 
translation of the Book of Mormon. Besides Nepali, there are no translations of church materials in local 
languages. Low literacy rates present obstacles, although opportunities exist for literacy programs as a form of 
service and passive mission outreach.

1657 Klingler, Fay. “Himalayan setting for edification, service,” LDS Church News, 19 July 2003. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/44065/Himalayan-setting-for-edification-service.html
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Missionary Service

Nepal is one of the few nations with fewer than 200 Latter-day Saints that would be self-sufficient in staffing 
its local missionary force if proselytism was permitted. In late 2008, there were ten young men serving missions 
from Nepal. It is unclear whether such a large number of local members have perpetually served missions since 
this time. Seminary and institute will play a major role in providing missionary preparation for members 
desiring to serve missions.

Leadership

The Church has well developed local leadership in a country with small membership. Nepali members lead the 
Kathmandu Branch under the supervision of a senior missionary couple.1658 A large number of Nepali young 
men have served missions, many in neighboring India. As these missionaries return, they contribute greatly to 
leadership and establishing the Church. Returned missionaries may prove instrumental in establishing addi-
tional congregations and assisting in Church outreach outside the capital in accordance to Nepali law.

Temple

Nepal belongs to the Hong Kong China Temple District. Temple trips from Kathmandu rarely occur due to 
the small, young membership, financial constraints, and distance. A potential temple in India would be much 
more accessible but is unlikely for many more years due to few members in South Asia.

Comparative Growth

Other nations in South or Southeast Asia with proselytism restrictions have seen results similar to Nepal. 
Bangladesh has had a branch for several decades with around the same number of members. Church member-
ship in Laos has met as a branch since the early 2000s and has as many members as Nepal. Pakistan has seen 
greater success, growing from 130 members in three branches in 1993 to several thousand meeting in ten 
branches in 2009, although full-time proselyting missionaries have been key to this growth. Nepal enjoys one 
of the most active memberships for nations with fewer than 500 members.

Christians have struggled to gain converts due to cultural pressures and government restrictions, but greater 
growth has occurred in the past decade. Christian groups grow in membership as their members share their 
faith with friends and family. The LDS Church has also seen great progress due to member involvement in 
missionary work, but this progress is limited to Kathmandu, whereas other denominations have a presence 
in many of the largest cities. Seventh Day Adventists and Jehovah’s Witnesses report moderate membership 
growth and slow congregational growth.

Future Prospects

As local members share their faith with family and friends and missionaries return home and stay in Nepal, 
greater growth will occur. A second branch may be organized to reduce travel time for members or from lack of 
space in the current renovated meetinghouse. Additional groups or small branches may be organized in larger 
cities as returned missionaries move to these locations and share their beliefs with those around them. Greater 
outreach with humanitarian missionaries will likely not occur until greater religious freedom is granted. A 
translation of the Book of Mormon and other LDS scriptures in Nepali is greatly needed for increasing gospel 
understanding, strengthening member testimonies, and for member-missionary activity within the confines 
of Nepali law.

1658 Klingler, Fay. “Himalayan setting for edification, service,” LDS Church News, 19 July 2003. http://www.ldschurchnews.
com/articles/44065/Himalayan-setting-for-edification-service.html
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Pakistan

Geography

AREA: 796,095 square km. Located in South Asia, Pakistan borders India, China, Afghanistan, Iran, and 
the Arabian Sea. The glacier fed Indus River runs through the middle from north to south, watering the 

Indus Plain, where most agriculture takes place. Arid and semi-arid climates cover most areas. The Thar Desert 
occupies much of the territory bordering India. Plains dominate half of Pakistan, with the Balochistan Plateau 
to the west by Iran. The Himalaya and Karakoram mountains occupy northern regions with some of the 
world’s highest peaks. Pakistan is administratively divided into four provinces, one territory, and one capital 
territory. Two additional administrative entities function in disputed areas, which include Azad Kashmir and 
Gilgit-Baltistan.

Peoples

Punjabi: 44.68%
Pashtun: 15.42%
Sindhi: 14.1%
Sariaki: 8.38%
Muhagirs: 7.57%
Balochi: 3.57%
Other: 6.28%

Punjabi and Sindhi belong to the Indic ethnic group and live on the northern and southern Indus Plain, 
respectively. Pashtun and Balochi belong to the Iranian ethnic group. Pashtun inhabit the mountainous border 
region with Afghanistan stretching from Quetta to the Karakoram Mountains. Balochi are found in the arid 
western areas bordering Iran. Sariaki live in the central areas of the Indus Plain. Muhagirs reside in and around 
Karachi. 1.04 million Afghan refugees live in Pakistan.

Population: 190,291,129 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 1.551% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 3.07 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 64.52 male, 68.28 female (2012)

Languages: Punjabi (48%), Sindhi (12%), Sariaki (10%), Pashtu (8%), Urdu (8%), Balochi (3%), Hindko 
(2%), Brahui (1%), other (8%). National or official languages include Urdu and English. Urdu is a widely 
spoken second language. Pakistanis speak 72 different languages. Languages with over one million speakers 
include Punjabi (60.6 million), Pashto languages (18.87 million), Sindi (18.5 million), Sariaki (13.8 million), 
Urdu (10.7 million), Balochi (5 million), Hindko languages (2.51 million), Brahui (2 million), and Eastern 
Farsi (1 million).
Literacy: 49.9% (2001)

History

Pakistan was home to the ancient Indus civilization 5,000 years ago, which influenced the surrounding regions. 
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Several empires expanded from the west into Pakistan in ancient times, including the Persians and Greeks 
under Alexander the Great. Arabs later arrived and brought Islam to the region, followed by Afghans and 
Turks. Many of the inhabitants who were formerly Buddhist or Hindu converted to Islam. Muslim empires, 
such as the Mughal Empire, controlled Pakistan for several centuries during the Middle Ages. The British East 
India Company arrived in the eighteenth century and controlled the region until independence in 1947. In 
preparing the region for independence, the United Kingdom attempted to segregate the Muslim and Hindu 
populations to reduce religious tensions and formed Pakistan and East Pakistan, known today as Bangladesh. 
The segregation was incomplete and land disputes arose, resulting in wars in 1947–48, 1965, and 1971 
between India and Pakistan over Kashmir, as well as numerous border skirmishes. East Pakistan seceded from 
Pakistan to form Bangladesh during the third war. Tensions escalated between India and Pakistan following 
nuclear weapons testing by the two countries in the late 1990s. Strong relations with the United States resulted 
from Soviet threats in the region. These were later strained following nuclear weapons testing in the late 1990s 
but improved from Pakistan’s cooperation in the United States’ war on terrorism in Afghanistan in the early 
2000s.  However, relations have again become increasingly strained due to casualties from U.S. drone strikes 
in Pakistan, resentment of U.S. policies, and other factors.

In the 2000s, Islamist militant groups, mainly Al Qaeda and Taliban residing in border regions near Afghanistan, 
destabilized Afghanistan and threatened Pakistan’s stability. Tensions between India and Pakistan improved 
following nuclear weapons development but later rose following the involvement of radical Pakistani Islamist 
groups in the November 2008 terror attacks in Mumbai. Other events in the late 2000s threatened the 
stability of Pakistan as a nation state, including the assassination of Benazir Bhutto in late 2007, the rising 
unpopularity of President Musharraf and his resignation in 2008, and the loss of large amounts of territory 
to Taliban militants in 2009 in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas and North West Frontier Province.

Culture

Dance, music, poetry, and theatre all influence daily life. Polo is popular in northern areas, and cricket is 
played nationwide. Islamic holidays are widely celebrated. Clothing for men consists of baggy pants and 
loose-fitting tunics. Since Muslims constitute 95% of the population, pork is not eaten, and most fast during 
the daylight hours of the month of Ramadan. Unlike neighboring India, there are no castes. Women have 
more rights and freedoms compared to many other Islamic states, evidenced by the power and popularity of 
the late Benazir Bhutto. Women suffer from much lower literacy rates (36%) than men (63%) due to cultural 
restraints on female education. Alcohol is shunned due to the influential Muslim majority.

Economy

GDP per capita: $2,800 (2011) [5.81% of one hundred U.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.504
Corruption Index: 2.5 (2011)
Economic growth and development continue, although most are underemployed, and growth is slow 
due to poor management, corruption, and political unrest. One quarter of the population lives below the 
poverty line. Services account for half of the GDP, and agriculture and industry each make up around 25%. 
Agriculture employs 43% of the workforce. Primary agricultural products include cotton, wheat, and rice. 
Industries include textiles, food, pharmaceuticals, and construction materials. Primary export partners are the 
United States, the United Arab Emirates, and Afghanistan, whereas China, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab 
Emirates are the primary import partners. Inflation has worsened in recent years, and foreign investment has 
been lacking due to nation instability. Earthquakes in 2005 killed over 70,000, left three million homeless, 
and weakened national infrastructure.

Corruption is widespread. Bombings in larger cities and Federally Administered Tribal Areas are commonplace. 
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Pakistan experiences high levels of drug trafficking of heroin and morphine from Afghan sources that are 
distributed from Pakistan around the world. Opium poppy farming occurs in some areas of Pakistan.

Faiths

Muslim: 95%
Other (Christian and Hindu): 5%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 1,000,000
Seventh Day Adventists 13,740 122
Latter-day Saints ~3,400 ~13
Jehovah’s Witnesses 1,022 18

Religion

Seventy-five percent (75%) of Muslims are Sunnis. Islamic holidays are national holidays. Religious minorities 
tend to live in their own communities to avoid persecution and discrimination. Most Christians are Catholic 
or belong to independent Pakistani denominations.

Religious Freedom

Persecution Index: 14th
Pakistan is an Islamic republic with a constitution that limits the religious freedom of minority religious 
groups. Some tolerance exists for religious minorities to live and practice their beliefs. Only Muslims may serve 
as president or prime minister, and senior officials and parliament members must take an oath to maintain the 
nation’s Islamic identity. Blasphemy laws transgressed by the defiling of the Koran or prophets in Islam can 
result in death or life imprisonment. Religious persecution can result in imprisonment. Religious minorities 
receive harassment from police and the Sunni majority. Violent attacks on Christian churches and religious 
minority communities frequently occur.

Government attempts to treat minorities more fairly by placing some in government positions, but societal 
discrimination remains severe. Some statements in schools and textbooks refer to non-Muslims derogatively.

Non-Islamic missionaries may operate in the country but must profess to not be Muslim and affirm that they 
do not preach against Islam. The government restricts the total number of missionaries by only replacing ones 
who leave the country. Marriages between different religious groups are not recognized by the state. The most 
serious restrictions are placed on the Ahmadiyya sect of Islam. Ahmadis are not permitted to identify them-
selves as Muslims, hold public meetings, or sell religious literature and are banned from performing religious 
pilgrimages to Islamic holy sites.1659

Largest Cities

Urban: 36%
Karachi, Lahore, Faisalabad, Rawalpindi, Multan, Hyderabad, Gujranwala, Peshawar, Quetta, Islamabad, 

1659 Pakistan,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127370.htm
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Sargodha, Sialkot, Bahawalpur, Sukkur, Jhang, Shekhupura, Larkana, Gujrat, Mardan, Kasur, Rahim 
Yar Khan.
Cities listed in bold do not have congregations.

Six of the twenty-one largest cities have a Church congregation. Eighteen percent (18%) of the national popu-
lation lives in cities over 250,000 people.

LDS History

The first members living in Pakistan were foreigners. The first Pakistani missionary from the Islamabad Branch 
began serving in January 1987.1660 In 1995, the Church was registered with the government and seminary 
began.1661 Outreach in Pakistan occurs exclusively among Christians. Significant numbers of Pakistanis have 
also joined the Church in Canada and the United Kingdom.

Membership Growth

LDS Membership: ~3,400 (2012)
When the first missionaries arrived in mid-1993 there were 130 members.1662 Sixty baptisms occurred between 
the fall of 1992 and the fall of 1993. By 1997, there were 500 members. Membership increased to 786 at the 
end of 2000 and to 957 the following year.

Membership increased to over 2,000 by 2005. Eighty convert baptisms occurred in 2008.

Congregational Growth

Branches: 13+ (2012)
A small group met in Islamabad as early as the 1970s. Branches were first established in the mid-1980s in 
Islamabad and Lahore. A branch was created in Karachi around 1991. The first senior missionary couple arrived 
in early 1993 and began working among Pakistani Christians in Karachi and Lahore. A second missionary 
couple arrived by the summer of 1993.1663 At the time, both couples were engaged in proselytism only among 
Christians in three branches and four groups.1664 The Islamabad Pakistan District was created in the 1990s.

By the end of 2000, there were six branches in one district. By August 2001, six branches met in Faisalabad, 
Islamabad, Karachi, Lahore, Taxilla, and Sialkot. Jurisdiction for Pakistan was transferred from the Singapore 
Mission to the newly-created India New Delhi Mission in November 2007. A second district was created 
in Karachi in September 2008 from at least two branches. Only native Pakistani missionaries serve in the 
Pakistan Zone. By May 2009, there were four branches, each clustered around Islamabad and Lahore, forming 
the Islamabad Pakistan District and two additional branches in Karachi. In the late 2000s, district conference 
for the Islamabad district was often divided into two sessions with one in Lahore to reduce travel demands. 
Sometime in the early 2010s, Lahore became its own district. Congregations functioning as groups or depen-
dent branches may meet in additional locations.

1660 “FYI: For Your Information,” New Era, Aug 1987, 40–43.

1661 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Worldwide seminary,” LDS Church News, 31 May 1997. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/29087/Worldwide-seminary.html

1662 Sheffield, Sheridan R. “Asia area: Welcome mat is out in several countries,” LDS Church News, 19 June 1993. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/22920/Asia-area—Welcome-mat-is-out-in-several-countries.html

1663 Sheffield, Sheridan R. “Asia area: Welcome mat is out in several countries,” LDS Church News, 19 June 1993. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/22920/Asia-area—Welcome-mat-is-out-in-several-countries.html

1664 “The Church in India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka,” Liahona, Oct 1993, 22.
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Activity and Retention

Activity and retention have been strong in Pakistan since the first Pakistanis joined the Church. The first 
Christian to receive the Rover Badge in the Pakistani scouting program was a Pakistani member in charge of 
scouting in Punjab Province in 1991.1665 Elder Dallin K. Oaks held a weekday fireside in late 2007 attended 
by 475.1666 The Church Education System had one hundred members enrolled in classes between 2008 and 
2009. Over 200 young single adults met for a nationwide conference in late 2008. In early 2012, over 1,000 
attended the Lahore Pakistan District conference. Dozens of Pakistani missionaries were serving missions in 
early 2010, many in their native country. Branches likely have between fifty and one hundred active members 
with perhaps some larger branches. Active membership may be as high as 1,700 members, or approximately 
50–55% of total membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: English, Urdu, Farsi.
A translation of selections from the Book of Mormon became available in Urdu in 1988. An entire Book 
of Mormon translation was completed in late 2007. Three issues of the Liahona magazine were published 
a year in Urdu as of late 2009. Audiovisual materials are available for Joy to the World and The Restoration. 
Some Primary materials are also available in Urdu. Book of Mormon selections are available in Farsi. Gospel 
Principles and The Prophet Joseph Smith’s Testimony are available in Farsi and Pashto. Gospel Principles Simplified 
and The Prophet Joseph Smith’s Testimony are available in Punjabi.

Meetinghouses

A building housing the Taxila Branch was damaged in the 2005 earthquake.1667 Other branches may meet in 
Church-built buildings, but most likely meet in rented spaces or renovated buildings.

Health and Safety

Health issues are typical of most developing countries. HIV/AIDS infects less than 0.1% of the population. 
Safety issues present a major concern. Violence targeting religious minorities presents a safety concern for 
members and missionaries; violence includes intimidation, kidnapping, sexual and physical violence, and 
murder. Suicide bombings occur regularly and without warning in the largest cities and the most unstable 
areas near the Afghan border. Fighting in the Kashmiri region restricts missionary work. High crime and 
corruption in Karachi pose safety threats. No nonnative missionaries serve in Pakistan due to safety issues.

Humanitarian and Development Work

The church provided needed humanitarian aid for sufferers of the 2005 earthquake. Fifty thousand blankets, 
1,000 winterized tents, 300,000 pounds of medical supplies, and 42,000 hygiene kits were initially sent. Due 
to inadequate provisions of refugees for winter temperatures, the Church purchased and delivered an addi-
tional 150,000 blankets and 5,000 winterized tents in late 2005.1668

1665 Sheffield, Sheridan R. “Asia area: Welcome mat is out in several countries,” LDS Church News, 19 June 1993. http://www.
ldschurchnews.com/articles/22920/Asia-area—Welcome-mat-is-out-in-several-countries.html

1666 Stahle, Shaun. “Few, but faithful,” LDS Church News, 22 September 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/51061/
Few-but-faithful.html

1667 “Members impacted by 7.6 quake in Pakistan,” LDS Church News, 15 October 2005. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/
articles/48008/Members-impacted-by-76-quake-in-Pakistan.html

1668 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Blankets, tents shipped to avert second disaster,” LDS Church News, 3 December 2005. http://
www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/48231/Blankets-tents-shipped-to-avert-second-disaster.html
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Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

Government and cultural issues are very similar since religion strongly affects both. Government and society 
restrict the Church’s missionary program to just Christians, permitting in outreach to only 1–2% of the popu-
lation. Pakistan has more liberal laws concerning religious minorities than many other Islamic states, allowing 
Christians to assemble and to have missionaries. Christians often live segregated from Muslims in compounds 
or villages. This presents opportunities for the Church to reach large numbers who can legally be reached. 
Limitations on the numbers of missionaries who can enter Pakistan restrict Church missionary programs that 
usually rely heavily on full-time missionaries. Missionaries cannot preach against Islam.

Cultural Issues

Many of the restrictions on missionary work and religious freedom stem from Islamic cultural influences on 
government. Those who join the Church may not only be ostracized but may become the target of violence. 
British rule and the presence of religious minorities for hundreds of years may have contributed to the greater 
leniency for these groups to operate despite the integration of Islam and government.

The abstinence of most Muslims from alcohol provides opportunities to reach this religious group once soci-
etal and government restrictions improve. The frequent, widespread consumption of tea may present barriers 
between local customs and Church doctrine. The low literacy rates of women present difficulties for under-
standing Church doctrine and strengthening testimonies.

Ethnic violence in the southern areas around Karachi threatens the Church’s greater establishment among all 
ethnicities.

National Outreach

No other nation in South Asia has as widespread an LDS presence as Pakistan. Only Christians can be reached 
by the Church, leaving some 98% of the population unreached. Although government and society limit 
outreach, a large amount of success has been achieved as membership grew from only a couple of hundred 
to over 2,000 in fifteen years. The Sindh and Punjab Provinces, the two most populous, and the Islamabad 
Capital Territory have cities with congregations. North West Frontier Province (17.1 million), Balochistan (6.5 
million), Federally Administered Tribal Areas (3.2 million), Azad Kashmir (3 million), and Gilgit-Baltistan 
(0.87 million), amounting to 17% of the national population, have no LDS congregations. Although only 
a small fraction receive outreach from missionaries, the Church has spread to several of the largest cities. A 
presence in the largest cities provides the opportunity to lay a foundation for future growth in the most popu-
lous areas. No outreach is conducted in rural areas, where 64% of the population resides. Rural areas may 
be unreachable for many years due to the concentration of many Christians in compounds and the Church’s 
efforts to become most established in larger cities.

Outreach to more isolated Christian communities is restricted by the limited amount of Pakistani missionaries 
and members and distance from mission headquarters in New Delhi. Although the membership growth in 
Pakistan likely heavily influenced the decision to create the India New Delhi Mission, the mission must also 
allocate mission resources and visits between Nepal, Bangladesh, and Bhutan, all of which have very limited 
Church membership facing government restrictions and societal challenges.

About half of all Catholics reside in the Lahore area and make up a large portion of Pakistani Christians. 
These areas seem to pose the greatest opportunities for the Church to expand among unreached Christians. 
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Catholics number in the tens of thousands in some remote areas like Quetta. Greater outreach may occur if 
active members move to these locations and share the Gospel with fellow Christians.

Some outreach has occurred among Afghan refugees as a result of humanitarian contacts. Several Afghan 
families have joined the Church, primarily in New Delhi, India.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Convert retention and member activity appears high for a nation with a small membership and a limited 
Church presence. The fireside held by Elder Oaks was attended by nearly a quarter of the total Pakistani 
members and nearly half of actives. The Church has spread to many cities in Pakistan as the result of active 
members who engage in missionary work with their family and friends. Many nations with restrictions on 
proselytism struggle to have members who have so willingly served missions and helped build the Church 
like in Pakistan. Great potential for additional growth and outreach are likely as the large number of active 
members and retained converts are creating a strong member base.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

The ethnic groups with the greatest Church outreach are those with the most Christians and include the 
Punjabi, Sindhi, and Sariaki. The most severe ethnic violence is found in the south, especially in Karachi. 
Bitter ethnic conflict between the Sindhi and Mohajirs has continued for decades. Incoming Pashtuns have 
also experienced violence from Mohajirs. The integration of these groups into the same congregation may be 
difficult, particularly if most members belong to one group. This situation would challenge members in the 
congregation and potential members from rival ethnic groups in joining the Church.

War and instability from Taliban insurrection limit outreach among the Pashtun. The lack of appreciable 
numbers of Pashtun Christians limits the potential for mission outreach. Outreach to Balochis is difficult, as 
Christians are few and Balochis populate remote, sparsely populated far western areas.

Language Issues

The Church benefits from a large proportion of the population speaking Urdu as a second language. This has 
helped unify converts from differing ethnic groups that may meet in the same congregation. Limited language 
materials in the most spoken first languages provide outreach to over half the population. This provides 
great opportunity for missionary work but hampers gospel scholarship, as only Urdu has the complete Book 
of Mormon translated. The Doctrine and Covenants and Pearl of Great Price are unavailable in any native 
languages of Pakistan. A Book of Mormon translation in Punjabi may be forthcoming since many members 
live in regions where it is widely spoken.

Missionary Service

Pakistani members regularly serve missions and comprise the entire missionary force in Pakistan. In early 
2012, there appeared to be at least thirty members serving missions. High levels of devotion to the Church 
prior to baptism appears correlated with good representation of local members serving full-time missions. 
Returned missionaries provide invaluable leadership manpower and experience.

Leadership

Leadership is strong but limited. The district president of the Islamabad Pakistan District in 2007 was a 



930	 REACHING THE NATIONS

twenty-nine-year-old returned missionary.1669 Most members are youth or middle-aged. It is difficult for 
members to marry in the Church with a small membership distributed over a large country. Young Single 
Adult activities have helped to introduce single members to each other in order to encourage marriage inside 
the Church. Leadership concentrates on preparing membership for stakes to be established.

Temple

Pakistan pertains to the Hong Kong China Temple District. Temple excursions for Pakistani saints occur 
periodically, but attendance is limited due to constraints on distance, time and money. Church leaders in New 
Delhi in 1992 promised members that if they were faithful, a temple would someday be built in New Delhi. 
A future temple in New Delhi would reduce demands on time, money and distance for Pakistani members, 
although tensions between India and Pakistan may limit travel.

Comparative Growth

Several Muslim-majority nations have more members than Pakistan. Indonesia has experienced slower 
membership growth, taking forty years to grow to over 6,000 members meeting in twenty-two congrega-
tions. Sierra Leone had the Church first established in the late 1980s and has more than three times as many 
members and twice as many congregations as Pakistan. Attendance in other Islamic countries with sizeable 
membership consists primarily of expatriates or military personnel, such as in Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and the 
United Arab Emirates.

Other Christian groups typically have larger Church memberships but have had native members for decades 
before the LDS Church’s arrival. Growth rates of the LDS Church since its establishment among natives expe-
riences similar trends compared to other, smaller Christian groups.

Future Prospects

Self-sufficiency with native missionaries and local leadership has promoted relatively high retention and 
member activity as well as generating ongoing growth. Prospects appear favorable for continued growth 
among Christians, although there are no present prospects for expansion among Pakistani Muslims. Districts 
will likely not mature into stakes until additional branches are created. A mission based in Pakistan seems 
unlikely until greater religious tolerance from government occurs.

1669 Stahle, Shaun. “Few, but faithful,” LDS Church News, 22 September 2007. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/51061/
Few-but-faithful.html
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Sri Lanka

Geography

AREA: 65,610 square km. Sri Lanka is an island southeast of the tip of southern India in the Indian 
Ocean. Plains cover most of the island, with few mountains in the southern interior. Monsoons occur 

from December to March and June to October. Forest occupies most of the terrain. Deforestation and urban-
ization present the biggest environmental problems. Sri Lanka is divided into eight administrative provinces.

Peoples

Sinhalese: 73.8%
Sri Lankan Moors: 7.2%
Indian Tamil: 4.6%
Sri Lankan Tamil: 3.9%
Other: 0.5%
Unspecified: 10%

Ethnic groups claim ancestry from Sinhalese, who arrived from northwest India in the sixth century BC, 
Tamils from Southern India, or Arab traders. Sinhalese occupy the entire interior and southern and western 
coastal areas. Sri Lankan Tamils dominate northern and eastern shorelines and arrived several centuries after 
the Sinhalese, whereas Indian Tamils were brought to work on plantations by the British and populate interior 
northern Sri Lanka and in several scattered communities in southern areas. Sri Lankan Moors descended from 
Arab traders and live in scattered enclaves.

Population: 21,481,334 (July 2012)
Annual Growth Rate: 0.913% (2012)
Fertility Rate: 2.17 children born per woman (2012)
Life Expectancy: 72.43 male, 79.59 female (2012)

Languages: Sinhala (74%, 15.5 million), Tamil (18%, 3.77 million), other (8%). The official language is 
Sinhala, and national languages include Sinhala and Tamil. English is spoken by 10% of the population and 
regularly used in government.
Literacy: 90.7% (2001)

History

The first inhabitants arrived from northern India in the sixth century BC. Tamil settlers arrived 2,000 years 
ago and began inhabiting the northern areas of the island. Arab and Malay traders arrived around 1000 AD 
and some settled on the island. Civilizations in southern India began exerting greater influence by establishing 
a Tamil kingdom in the north in the fourteenth century. Portuguese and later the Dutch explored and traded 
in the region. The British East India Company took control in 1796, and in 1802 a crown colony was estab-
lished. The entire island came under total British control shortly thereafter and adopted the name Ceylon. 
Plantations were established, and workers were brought from India. Independence from the United Kingdom 
occurred in 1948, and the name was changed to Sri Lanka in 1972. Friction between the majority Sinhalese 
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and the northern minority Tamils erupted into civil war by 1983 and continued until rebel forces were ulti-
mately defeated in 2009. Tens of thousands died from the fighting, and almost half a million were displaced.

Culture

Sri Lanka’s two main cultural forces are the Sinhalese and the Tamils. British cultural traditions influenced 
native traditions during colonial rule, especially in urban centers. Sri Lankans drink tea regularly. Festivals 
celebrating religious holidays are observed from Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists. Cricket is the most popular 
sport. Few drink alcohol or smoke tobacco.

Economy

GDP per capita: $5,600 (2011) [11.6% of one hundredU.S.]
Human Development Index: 0.691
Corruption Index: 3.3
A civil war lasting more than two decades, policies with socialist aspects, and the 2004 tsunami have limited 
economic growth. Despite these challenges, the GDP per capita increased $500 between 2006 and 2008. 
More than half of the GDP originates in the services sector, whereas industry and agriculture account for 
29% and 13%, respectively. Each of these sectors employs about a third of the workforce. Twenty-two percent 
(22%) of the population lives below the poverty line. Primary agricultural products include rice, sugarcane, 
and grains. The largest industries are rubber processing, food processing, telecommunications, banking, and 
textiles. The United States, United Kingdom, and India are primary export partners. Most imports arrive 
from India, China, Iran, and Singapore. Sri Lanka’s location just south of India provides accessible trade access 
between the Middle East and Southeast Asia.

Although corruption levels are lower than many other South Asian countries, significant corruption problems 
persist and government transparency is limited.

Faiths

Buddhist: 69.1%
Muslim: 7.6%
Hindu: 7.1%
Christian: 6.2%
Unspecified: 10%

Christians

Denominations Members Congregations
Catholic 1,400,000
Jehovah’s Witnesses 5,153 86
Seventh Day Adventists 3,837 37
Latter-day Saints 1,319 3

Religion

Buddhism arrived in the third century BC. Buddhists live throughout the country, especially in central and 
southern areas, and influence government. Islam arrived with Malay and Arab traders a thousand years ago. 
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Eastern areas are mostly Muslim, and northern areas are predominantly Hindu. Most Hindus are Tamil. 
Christians typically live in the west. Around 80% of Christians are Catholic.1670

Religious Freedom

The constitution allows for religious freedom, but religious freedom of minorities experiences little protec-
tion. Persecution from Buddhists toward minority groups has been severe. Buddhists feel threatened by the 
conversion of many Buddhists to Christianity and harass most Christian churches. False reports circulate that 
Christians force or coerce Buddhists with other means to convert. Many Christian missionaries and pastors 
were murdered or reported missing due to violence from Buddhist extremists in the late 2000s. Most of these 
cases were never pursued by police and government, and those committing these crimes have gone unpun-
ished. The predominately Hindu Tamils persecute Muslims and expelled all Muslims in areas of their control 
in 1990. Religious education is required in schools in which students can study Buddhism, Islam, Hinduism, 
or Christianity.1671

Largest Cities

Urban: 15%
Colombo, Dehiwala-Mount Lavinia, Moratuwa, Negombo, Trincomalee, Kotte, Kandy, Kalmunai, 
Vavuniya, Jaffna.
Cities listed in bold do not have congregations.

Three of the ten largest cities have a Church congregation. Nine percent (9%) of the national population lives 
in the ten largest cities.

LDS History

The first missionaries arrived in 1853. Due to opposition to the Church from locals, the missionaries stayed 
only for a short time and returned to India. Two missionaries stopped in Sri Lanka in 1975 to evaluate whether 
the country was ready for missionary work. The first members to live in Sri Lanka were from the United 
States. A Texas businessman who was a member of the Church shared the gospel with a family he had met 
in Sri Lanka in 1976. In the following year, several members of the family were baptized. The father of the 
family served as the first branch president in 1978. Several senior missionary couples began serving in the late 
1970s, working with humanitarian efforts and teaching those who wanted to learn more about the Church, 
but active proselytism did not take place.1672 The Church became officially registered in 1979. The first native 
missionaries began serving in the 1980s. Missionaries from the Singapore Mission began serving in Sri Lanka 
in the late 1990s. In November 2007, Sri Lanka came under the jurisdiction of the India Bangalore Mission. 
In late 2007, eight young American missionaries served in the country on tourist visas. Foreign missionaries 
were withdrawn in late 2008 due to increasing violence directed towards Christian missionaries and visa prob-
lems. Only three native missionaries remained on the island. At least one senior missionary couple continues 
to serve in the country. A senior missionary couples conferences for the thirteen couples in the India Bangalore 
Mission was held in Sri Lanka in early 2009. Missionaries were optimistic that the visa issue would be resolved.

1670 “Sri Lanka,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127371.htm

1671 “Sri Lanka,” International Religious Freedom Report 2009, 26 October 2009. http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/
irf/2009/127371.htm

1672 “Sri Lanka,” LDS Newsroom, retrieved 5 March 2010. http://newsroom.lds.org/ldsnewsroom/eng/contact-us/sri-lanka
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Membership Growth

LDS Membership: 1,319 (2012)
Membership grew to 135 in 1990. By the end of 2000 there were 313 members.

Due to increases in the number of young, foreign missionaries, accelerated membership growth began in the 
early 2000s. Membership increased to 663 in 2002, 851 in 2004, and 1,108 in 2006.

Most years between 2001 and 2007 saw membership growth rates over 10%. Membership growth rates 
declined in the late 2000s due to the withdrawal of most full-time missionaries.

Congregational Growth

Branches: 3 Groups: 2? (2012)
The Sri Lanka Branch was created in Colombo in March 1978. A second branch was created in Colombo in 
1998 for Sinhala speaking members. The first branch created outside Colombo was the Negombo Branch in 
2000.1673 A district was created in Colombo in October 2000. By the end of 2000, there were three branches 
in the Colombo Sri Lanka District. A fourth branch was created in Kandy in 2002. A group for members in 
Chilaw began meeting in the 2000s.

The Sinhala speaking branch in Colombo was discontinued in 2008. The Chilaw Group likely continues to 
meet.

Activity and Retention

Retention has suffered during the past decade. This has likely been partially due to Sri Lanka’s remote loca-
tion in the Singapore Mission before the mission realignment in late 2007. Additional congregations have 
likely not been organized due to poor member activity. Each of the three branches appears to have over one 
hundred active members, with some branches having as many as 200. Active members likely number around 
four hundred, or 30% of total membership.

Language Materials

Languages with LDS Scripture: English, Sinhalese, Tamil.
The Book of Mormon is translated into Sinhalese and Tamil. Limited Church material translations for priest-
hood, relief society, Sunday School, young women, and primary are available in Sinhala and few leadership, 
priesthood, Sunday School, and primary materials are available in Tamil. Both languages have several audio-
visual materials translated, such as Joy to the World and The Restoration. No translations of the Doctrine and 
Covenants or Pearl of Great Price are in Sinhalese or Tamil. The Liahona has two issues a year for Sinhala and 
four issues a year for Tamil.

Meetinghouses

The first Church-built meetinghouse was dedicated in December 2001 in Colombo.1674 An additional meet-
inghouse was approved by the Asia Area Presidency in the fall of 2009. Branches in Negombo and Kandy 
likely meet in rented spaces or renovated buildings.

1673 “Sri Lanka,” Deseret News 2010 Almanac, 579–80.

1674 “Sri Lanka,” Facts and Statistics—LDS Newsroom, retrieved 17 April 2012. http://www.mormonnewsroom.org/
facts-and-statistics/country/sri-lanka/
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Health and Safety

Health issues do not pose serious threats to missionaries and are typical for tropical Asian nations with 
developing economies. Safety is a concern due to threats and acts of violence against Christian missionaries. 
Violence between ethnic groups poses some danger to native and foreign missionaries.

Humanitarian and Development Work

Humanitarian missionaries began teaching English as a second language in 1982.1675 A large increase in aid 
and development projects began following the 2004 tsunami. Immediately following the tsunami the Church 
sent first aid, Atmit nutritional supplements, and clothing.1676 650 Fishing boats were built with assistance of 
the Church. Micro-credit loans were issued to hundreds of women.1677

Opportunities, Challenges, and Prospects

Religious Freedom

The Church enjoys greater religious freedom than many other Asian nations. Pressures from Buddhists limit 
religious freedom and may have influenced government to not issue visas to foreign missionaries. There is 
little government initiative to protect the rights of Christians and prosecute radicals who commit violent acts 
against religious minorities

Cultural Issues

Those desiring to join the Church must give up customs of tea consumption. However, rates of alcohol and 
tobacco consumption are low. Converts potentially come from Buddhist, Hindu, Christian, or Muslim back-
grounds, which challenges the ability of missionaries and local leaders to meet individual needs and teach the 
gospel to their understanding. British colonialism has assisted in the Westernization of many, which may cause 
friction between the more educated and less educated Sri Lankans. Some Christian groups view the Church 
unfavorably and persuade others to avoid missionaries and members.1678

National Outreach

The withdrawal of foreign missionaries has reduced much of the Church’s previous outreach. Only 4% of 
the national population lives where a congregation is organized, and only two of the eight provinces have a 
branch: Western and Central. With foreign missionaries serving for less than a decade, most inhabitants in 
Colombo, Negombo, and Kandy are unaware of the Church’s presence.

National outreach faces many challenges. Infrequent visits and few mission resources were allocated when 
assignments were made to the Singapore Mission. Following visas issues and civil war, national outreach has 
been reduced. Members have been less successful at producing a local missionary force than many other South 
Asia nations. Persecution of Christians and Hindus from Buddhist militants has contributed to the Church’s 
caution in Sri Lanka in extending outreach into additional areas. Predominantly Muslim and Hindu areas will 

1675 “Sri Lanka,” Facts and Statistics—LDS Newsroom, retrieved 17 April 2012. http://www.mormonnewsroom.org/
facts-and-statistics/country/sri-lanka/

1676 “2005: Year in review,” LDS Church News, 31 December 2005. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/48334/2005-Year-
in-review.html

1677 Weaver, Sarah Jane. “Work continues in Southeast Asia,” LDS Church News, http://www.ldschurchnews.com/arti-
cles/49004/Work-continues-in-Southeast-Asia.html

1678 “Pure religion: Mending a heart,” LDS Church News, 8 June 2000. http://www.ldschurchnews.com/articles/50675/Pure-
religion-Mending-a-heart.html
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be difficult to reach due to hardships experienced during the civil war. The greatest opportunities for outreach 
are in the Western Province around Colombo, where over five million people live. Nearby communities have 
the largest Christian populations in the country. These areas may be receptive to future outreach.

High literacy rates can benefit Church outreach through greater printing and distribution of proselytizing 
materials than currently. With vision and planning, church literature could be distributed in unreached areas.

Member Activity and Convert Retention

Before the mid-2000s, member activity was high and convert retention strong. Rapid membership increase, 
quick-baptize tactics of foreign missionaries with limited preparation of converts from diverse backgrounds, 
and distance from mission headquarters in Singapore resulted in worsening activity and convert retention. 
The little progress that has been achieved in increasing active membership is evidenced by the dissolution 
of the Sinhala-speaking branch in 2008 and the lack of any new congregations being organized since 2002 
despite the doubling of nominal membership.

Ethnic Issues and Integration

The most severe persecution and violence has been based on racial differences and not religious differences. 
Violence and friction between the Sinhalese and Tamils in the north impede prospects for establishing the 
Church there.

Language Issues

Both Sinhala and Tamil have a large amount of materials available despite the small size of current Church 
membership speakers. Speakers of languages with Church material translations account for over 90% of the 
population. Difficulties for foreign missionaries learning both these languages present the greatest linguistic 
challenges for the Church, since missionaries are not guaranteed to remain in Sri Lanka for their entire 
missions. The Church may experience some difficulty with speakers of both languages meeting in the same 
congregation when active membership is not large enough to justify the creation of separate congregations 
for each language. High literacy benefits the development leadership and activity. The 46,000 speakers of Sri 
Lankan Creole Malay are difficult to reach due to the small number of speakers and the adherence of many 
to Islam.

Leadership

Leadership developed early in the Church’s history, with a Sri Lankan instated as a first branch president in 
1978 and the creation of the first district when only 300 members lived in the country. As membership growth 
increased rapidly, leadership growth has not increased commensurately, as no congregations have been created. 
Sri Lanka’s missionary force is not self-sustaining, as evidenced by the rapid decline in growth after foreign 
missionaries were withdrawn in 2008.

Temple

Sri Lanka belongs to the Hong Kong China Temple District. Temple trips occur infrequently due to distance 
and financial constraints. A future temple in India would reduce many of the demands on time, money, and 
distance for Sri Lankan members but would still require considerable sacrifice.
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Comparative Growth

Membership growth in Sri Lanka has been slower than average for nations in Asia due to slow growth rates 
between 1980 and 2000. Cambodia and Mongolia both experienced more sustained, rapid growth, yet congre-
gations were first established fifteen years later than in Sri Lanka. Pakistan grew from the same number of 
members in the early 1990s to over 2,500 members in ten branches and two districts. Other nations have had 
very limited growth despite a Church presence for several decades. Sri Lanka’s membership growth between 
2000 and 2008 has been among the most rapid for countries with fewer than 2,000 members, yet there has 
been little increase in actual church attendance over this period.

Only a few Christian groups experienced sustained, rapid growth, which has slowed recently. Seventh Day 
Adventist growth has been low since 2000 with membership increasing by a couple hundred, although five new 
congregations have been organized. The greatest growth has been with Pentecostal and Evangelical churches. 
These groups utilize member-missionary work and plant churches in new areas.

Future Prospects

Greater membership and congregational growth will likely not occur until the return of foreign missionaries. 
Local leadership and member-missionary efforts have not been able to maintain membership growth attained 
by fulltime missionaries. Senior missionary couples focus on local leadership development and reactivation 
efforts.

Branches in Colombo, Negombo, and Kandy may divide when warranted by growth in active membership. 
Once there are at least five branches, over 120 active Melchizedek Priesthood holders, and 1,900 members a 
stake may be established, although current trends suggest that this goal is far distant. Improving convert reten-
tion through approaches tailored to the needs of individuals of diverse religious and cultural backgrounds and 
careful preparation of prospective converts to ensure that gospel habits are in place will be crucial to achieving 
real long-term growth
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