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        This book is one of the best I’ve read on how to reconstruct life after a high-demand religion. Daniels resists the temptation to flatten Mormonism into a cartoon villain or reduce deconstruction to a new set of tribal talking points. Instead, he offers something much rarer: depth, honesty, nuance, and a real path forward. Letters to a Young Ex-Mormon understands that leaving a religion is not just about changing your beliefs. I wish I had this book when I was deconstructing.

        Britt Hartley, No Nonsense Spirituality

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Daniels has given us a compassionate, capacious, and life-affirming field guide that achieves joyful wisdom without being prescriptive. This book is the perfect companion for any deconstructive journey toward healing. If you are yearning to reclaim your humanity, Letters to a Young Ex-Mormon is a necessary read.

        Katherine Indermaur, I/I

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Daniels addresses not just the painful deconstruction of faith, but the crucial work of reconstruction—including the beautiful act of reclaiming terms and concepts that our religious traditions offered us, but do not own. This book provides a rich map of the landscape, while still empowering every reader to ultimately navigate and define their own unique journey.

        Natasha Helfer, LMFT, CST-S, Sex & Religious Trauma Therapist
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      To all who came before.

      

      And to my family who taught me that it is better to be in relationship than to be right.
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        Furthermore, we have not even to risk the adventure alone, for the heroes of all time have gone before us. The labyrinth is thoroughly known. We have only to follow the thread of the hero’s path, and where we had thought to find an abomination, we shall find a god. And where we had thought to slay another, we shall slay ourselves. Where we had thought to travel outward, we will come to the center of our own existence. And where we had thought to be alone, we will be with all the world.

        Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The best criticism of the bad is the practice of the better.

        Richard Rohr, Things Hidden

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        To heal is to respect oneself as a creature, no more and no less.

        Wendell Berry, What Are People For?
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      When I was a young Mormon attending Brigham Young University, I read a book by Adam S. Miller called Letters to a Young Mormon. This book was a lifeline for me. It is a simple and beautiful book written with incredible wisdom and gentleness. In it, Adam strikes an intimate tone reminiscent of hushed late-night conversations spoken with friends at a campout while everyone else sleeps. In the preface to the second edition (which I got signed), Adam confesses, “my spiritual gift, small as it is, is more like a brand of nearsightedness that, regardless of what I’d like, has kept me focused on what’s ordinary and close at hand.”⁠1 For a Mormon boy formerly obsessed with the “deep doctrines” of Mormonism like King Follette, worlds without end, Temple Rites, 2nd Anointings, and such, this present-centered nearsightedness was medicine to my soul. Letters to a Young Mormon, among many other books, helped me see through the mess of my deconstruction to the heart of my life and experience.

      I am nearly a decade on from that first reading of Letters to a Young Mormon. While I’m not old, I’m not exactly young anymore. My back hurts, I’m stiff in the mornings, and I’ll probably need a colonoscopy soon. And like all things that grow, change happens. Despite being born in Provo, Utah, graduating from Seminary, completing a mission, and making it all the way through Brigham Young University, I’m not exactly Mormon anymore. Not simply because The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has severely distanced itself from that word. But because my life has taken me away from active participation. It has been many years since I’ve attended a sacrament meeting, I drink alcohol and coffee, I’ve had sex outside of marriage, I obviously no longer hold a Temple Recommend, and I definitely have altered my consciousness through one form or another.

      In place of traditional Mormonism, I’ve created a deep and transformative spiritual practice that includes regular meditation, therapy, cooking, reading, gardening, hiking, shadow work, psychological integration, grieving what I lost, and accepting the life I have. This life of mine is not the life I expected to live. But it is mine all the same. I am still living a life of faith, that is, surrendering constantly the story of what I want my life to be and living loyal to the life I have. And in this process, I’ve discovered some of my own spiritual gifts. Like Adam, I also have a spiritual nearsightedness that keeps me focused on the here and now. But more relevantly, I love being human. This passion for authentically being what I am is a gift that drives me to want to be as human as possible—jettisoning all that isn’t me while embracing all that is (light and dark, ego and shadow, blond hair and blue eyes, irritable bowels and a herniated disc).

      But this life of mine no longer includes Mormonism as it once did. Rather than leaving it, I feel like I grew out of it. Its traditional usefulness in my life had run out. The well ran dry. As an unmarried adult male with a passion for social justice and a distaste for billion-dollar enterprises, there just isn’t really a place for me anymore. I struggle to think of myself as an Ex-Mormon because such a label still operates under a tight dualistic worldview I no longer have (more on this later). I like “post-Mormon” as it feels big enough to honor my own history while allowing me to grow beyond it. But many people I love do consider themselves Ex-Mormons. And I see many young Ex-Mormons struggle with how to deconstruct worldviews and leave something that had previously been such a tremendous part of their identity.

      To leave Mormonism and to leave it well is a difficult task because it requires us to become bigger and freer and wiser. It requires us to rethink almost every thought, leaving no stone unturned. We must brave a wilderness we’ve been taught is full of dangers. It requires hard conversations with those we love; confronting existential questions that don’t have easy answers. Ultimately, leaving Mormonism takes us on a journey to meet and integrate our shadows, rooting out hatred and planting love in our hearts.

      This book isn’t about my story out of Mormonism. It is a series of letters written to young people who find themselves on the outside of something that once held them close and brought order and structure to their Universe. If you’re reading this, it is likely that you cared a lot about or even loved being a Mormon and are grappling with how to grow beyond it. This book isn’t a long list of reasons why you should leave Mormonism. It’s about growing up and waking up. It’s about transforming instead of transmitting your pain. Which is to say that mostly it’s about life and the living of it.

      A warning for the coming pages: we often prefer our pain to healing. Sunk cost fallacy, familiarity bias, and social pressures work to keep us identified with our hurt. This book is a practice in touching the wound so it can be cleaned and healed. Certain chapters might hurt or be triggering. But you need to know where your pain is so you can understand your wound. Healing cannot happen in the dark.

      At times it may feel like I am defending the Church, Mormonism, Church leaders, or historical figures. I’m not. Abuse, gaslighting, bigotry, and bad behavior absolutely need to be called out, and those who perpetuate unjust systems need to be held accountable. And. We who are called to that work need to do it in such a way that we preserve our own human dignity by accepting that we are not working with demons, we are working with people. People full of weakness, ignorance, hubris, wisdom, beauty, strength, good intentions and bad. But people all the same.

      The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is an easy scapegoat to blame endlessly for everything that is wrong with ourselves and the world. But if we continually think that we stand outside the problem by critiquing the Church purely from the outside, we will be blind to our own participation in the evils of the world. By humanizing and universalizing the whole situation from top to bottom, including ourselves and our parents and prophets and bishops and everyone, we can loosen the knot, untangling it enough to slip out.

      Our anger about the abuse or trauma we have experienced is real and good and informative and very often right. So remember this—I am not saying you can’t be angry. Your anger is a gift. But anger that only throws stones is gratuitous and is worse than unhelpful. It will trap you. There is no end to how much you can feed anger and resentment. Hate is endlessly hungry. Without care, you can waste your life fighting dragons that were actually just your own shadow projected on the opacity of a faceless institution. So feel this deeply: if hate could make you and others better, if hate could ruin a Church, heal the world, lift up the broken, and build a better world, it would have done so already. And it hasn’t. So we must include our anger and also transcend it.

      Navigating all of this is like being set in the middle of a maze—the labyrinth of coming home to oneself—in the midst of culture, family, inheritance, biology, psychology, and much more.  For me, coming home to yourself entails reducing unnecessary suffering, increasing freedom and love, and radically showing up for all aspects of your life. In this maze there are leviathans, shadows, allies, antagonists, common pathways, and creeping vines. But, as Joseph Campbell says, we don’t have to risk it alone. This living labyrinth is mapped and the way is known. We have only to follow the thread left for us as an inheritance from all who have gone before. What follows in this book is a map of a pathway through the labyrinth to a life beyond Mormonism. These are common milestones and tools used by myself and many others who have taken their life apart to reassemble it into something more helpful. This isn’t the only way through the labyrinth. There are likely as many pathways as there are people. So take what works and leave what doesn’t.

      As much as you might not want to believe it, you can find your way back to yourself while being a card-carrying member. There is a false binary in our minds that one path or the other is the only or proper or correct path. I’m not interested in helping you leave Mormonism just as I’m not necessarily interested in helping you stay.⁠2 There are other books by more committed people dedicated to those projects. My aims are broader and more tangential. Elder M. Russell Ballard once asked in a conference address, “If you choose to become inactive or to leave the restored Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, where will you go?”⁠3 My interest and hope is that, in or out of Mormonism, we find our way back to ourselves—to our deliciously human lives. And then live them. Because life is the point.

      I’ve read Letters to a Young Mormon more times than most books, and honestly, so should you. It is a great text, not just for being Mormon, but for being human. In this book, Letters to a Young Ex-Mormon, I hope to capture a similar tone and style—gentle, compassionate, clear-eyed, simple, practical. I hope to provide perspective with a map and compass for the wilderness ahead. And I hope to show something of what it means to live in a way that refuses to abandon life even while abandoning Mormonism.⁠4

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 Adam S. Miller, “Letters to a Young Mormon”, 2nd ed. (Salt Lake City, UT: Deseret Book; Provo, UT: Neal A. Maxwell Institute for Religious Scholarship, 2018), viii.

          

          2 If you haven’t picked up yet, I don’t much care whether you leave or stay in Mormonism. I don’t believe there is a correct path or choice. The path-of-best-fit will depend on the life that is being lived and there is no way I can be prescriptive about such a choice. My base assumption is that if you are reading this book, you have already made the choice to leave or love someone who has.

          

          3 M. Russell Ballard, “To Whom Shall We Go?” Ensign or Liahona, November 2016.

          

          4 Sorry, Adam, for this bastardization of your own sentence.
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            In the Beginning… Again

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear L,

      

      Here you are. At the end of one life and at the beginning of the next. You might be scared. You might be angry. You might be lonely. You might even be a little excited. All of these things can be true for your experience. Leaving Mormonism brings with it new freedoms and new experiences; not all of them without risk. The path through this wilderness will be lined with novelty but also familiarity. This is because wherever you go, you carry yourself with you.

      It’ll take much more than removing your name from the Church’s records to become something other than what you were as a Mormon. It is important to learn this truth so that you aren’t shocked to encounter the familiar stories about worthiness or work or belonging showing up in your new Ex-Mormon life. They show up because they are in you. And you bring yourself into every new experience you have.

      The roots of Mormonism run deep in our bodies and minds. Even though you are young, two or three decades of being Mormon cannot be undone in a week, or a month, or even a year. Mormonism, for better and worse, shaped how you see yourself and the world. It was so much more than simply a membership in an institution. It was the framework and context for everything. Some of these roots can be a gift if you let them: love, compassion, service, general freedom from substance abuse, community. Yet some of these roots are wounds you will need to work to heal and transcend: competitive social hierarchy, dualistic either-or thinking, patriarchy, the hubris of certainty, and more.

      It’ll take real work: mindfulness of your thoughts, watchfulness of emotional triggers and behavioral patterns, gentleness in your failures and the failures of others. You see, it took almost no effort at all on your part to become as Mormon as you were. Yes, you might have worked hard for that Personal Progress Medallion or that Seminary graduation. But it was like walking downhill. The gravity of culture and family brought you there. But to go on the further journey of disentangling yourself from Mormonism and Mormon ways of engaging with the world will feel like fighting gravity. To begin again and become something new will take sustained effort. But it’s work that has been done before and the labyrinth is known. So you won’t be alone.

      Many Ex-Mormons, through no fault of their own, understand leaving Mormonism to be a change of teams. Once you loved Mormonism and championed its truths and tried to sway the unbelievers. Now you hate Mormonism and champion its falseness and try to sway the believers. This sort of switch makes a kind of sense.

      On the surface, it appears radical change has taken place. You do all the things you might never have done as an active Mormon. You read the CES letter and get your friends to read it too. You drink, smoke, or sleep around. You rage against religion, become atheists, democrats, leftists, etc. All the while, you still behave in very Mormon ways; policing who is in or out, evangelizing your new worldview, framing everything through the lens of ex-Mormonism. To a regular person that has no context whatsoever, the difference between a true-believing Mormon and a true non-believing Ex-Mormon is minimal. They are playing the same game; they have just changed teams. The goal here, in these pages, is to help you grow beyond the game entirely so you can just live.

      Mormonism didn’t just shape your beliefs about the world. It shaped the way in which you believe things about the world. Leaving Mormonism will require you to get bigger and also more subtle to perceive the stories that shaped this way. And depending on how intensely you were Mormon, how deep those roots of orthodoxy wrapped themselves around your heart and mind, you will need to do an equal amount of work to untangle it all and become something new.

      The good news, though, is that before you were Mormon, you were human. And being human is a wash of anxiety, pleasure, joy, hunger, work, contentedness, passions, and pains. Mormonism taught you a way of relating to your humanity that was wrapped up in cosmic stories about your goodness and worth. It was a kind of work, within Mormonism, to care for your humanity. That work won’t change. You carried being human with you through Mormonism and you will carry it with you on your journey beyond it.

      You cannot avoid yourself. All your strengths, weaknesses, parts, proclivities, humors, and tendencies will journey with you through this transition. Removing the pressure of Mormonism might shift energies around a bit. It could feel like walking on a leg that has been asleep for a long time. But you are you and you’ll still be you on the other side of Mormonism. Ideally more you than you have ever been. The tasks and practices explored in this book are to help uncover and reveal the you that has already always been there. We aren’t trying to get anywhere besides here.

      Outside of Mormonism, it will still take work to create a relationship with your humanity. Hopefully more engaging and generous, more spacious and allowing. You will still need to care for all your body’s hungers all the same—being a prisoner neither to indulgence nor asceticism. You will still have to learn confidence and learn what work is worth your time and effort. You will still confront the task of aging and dying. Being Mormon or not won’t change these deeply human tasks because in or out of Mormonism, the task is the same—to live.

      In the work of leaving Mormonism, you carry yourself with you. This is both a blessing and a curse. If you learn to pay attention with compassion, you can work with the curses and turn them into blessings. At the beginning of this journey, it is important you know that this is about so much more than changing teams. This is about waking up and coming home to yourself. It is about unlearning much of what you were taught, recognizing the value in much as well, and then beginning again with more intention. It is about growth and transformation. Whether or not your name is on the records of the Church is of little consequence compared to the journey you are embarking on.

      

      Love,

      M
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      Dear L,

      
      Until now, the framework for understanding yourself in the context of your life and reality is that you are a Child of God. The point of your life was to receive a body by coming to Earth, participating in ordinances and making covenants that will deliver you safely, on the other side of life, back into the presence of God. In being human, you belong to a divine lineage that stretches back through eternity. And, with faith in Christ and adherence to the Covenant Path, your progression becomes eternal and your potential godly. This Universe and Earth, a stage and set dressing for this grand Plan of Salvation. More or less.

      I don’t know how much of this framework you retain, if any. Keep all of it. Keep none of it. Keep some of it. Despite what some will tell you, we don’t actually know why any of us are here. Reality’s presence is confounding. “We don’t know what’s going on here,” writes Annie Dillard, “our life is a faint tracing on the surface of mystery.”⁠1

      Whether or not humans are involved in some grand divine drama doesn’t change the fact that you are here now, living a life. And knowing the metaphysical details of your existence isn’t as necessary to living a good life as you think.

      You may have come from somewhere and you may be going somewhere when this is all done. You also may just be a little instance of life on this planet that came from nowhere and will go nowhere when it's done. Though on this side of death, it’s hard to say anything with certainty, and so we must deal with what we have at hand. Just the bare fact of your existence. Your life.

      Who are you? What are you? The answers to these questions are open-ended, unresolved, and multifaceted. There are many ways to look at you, through many different lenses and in many different mirrors. All will tell a different story. Your sense of “you” is like an aglet on the end of a shoelace, synthesizing and holding all these stories together. You are a bit like a Russian Nesting Doll containing various identities, parts, and stories that may or may not align with each other. But to really get a sense of who you are, we need to start from the beginning—again.

      In the beginning, there was nothing.⁠2 And then, there was everything. Something happened and what we know as reality unfolded, inflated, and expanded, creating all of space and time. Diffuse hot clouds of potential lasted for hundreds of millions of years until hydrogen atoms condensed out of pure light, clumping together under gravity to become stars, which burned, creating new atoms and molecules. Living for billions of years, these stars died, scattering their enriched substance into more diffuse clouds of molecular potential, which eventually collapsed into new stars and new potentials.

      For 13.8 billion years, galaxies wheeled
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