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Abstract 

Previous studies of religious institutions, social change and pluralism have adhered to 

the conventional sociological dichotomy between the individual and structure. In studies 

involving LGBTIQ+ issues and religious organisations, primarily from the United States, the 

celebration of individual agency over structural determinants predominates. This literature also 

suggests religious institutions be seen as structurally inert, unresponsive or deliberately 

reactionary when participating in public debates about controversial social changes. This thesis 

attempts to overcome this image by arguing that contemporary religious institutions 

dialogically mediate social change through “condensing symbols”. Through church magazines, 

secular newspapers, public letters and historical documents, institutional elites propagate a 

discursive understanding of how organisations adapt to change. The thesis’ three case studies 

provide examples of how the  Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, Anglican 

Archdiocese of Sydney and the liberal Religious Society of Friends  have engaged the public 

through controversial debates, such as same-sex marriage,  to  discursively negotiate, respond 

and resist pluralism. How an institution develops and deploys “condensing symbols” allows us 

to tackle the broader sociological issue of how religious institutions structurally adapt, through 

these symbolic mediators, to change. 



10 

Acknowledgements 

The forthcoming document is the culmination of twelve years of growth, development and 

struggle. Numerous academic personalities, with forbearance and tutelage, have contributed to 

this thesis. Academic staff past and present at Macquarie University and the University of 

Sydney have all added to my intellectual palette. I especially want to thank Associate Professor 

Ben Spies-Butcher, of Macquarie University, for being a mentor and friend. Also, the past 

ITAS officers of Warrawarra Indigenous Studies Department at Macquarie for all the nurturing 

and encouragement. 

From the University of Tasmania, I am indebted to Prof Douglas Ezzy, Dr Susan Banks, Dr 

Max Travers and Alison Stone. This includes the conversations about philosophy and social 

theory that I very much relished over my candidature. 

Personally, it was my “families” that got me through this intellectual endurance test. In 

Tasmania: Peter, Susan Banks, Kaitlyn Whitelaw, Eli Preston, Gerry Smith, Silvino and 

Elizabeth Rowntree, Elrick the Barista, and recently, Sandra “Sashi” Lote. In New South Wales: 

Adam Boland (father), Sharlene McKenzie (Mother), Kim Coleman (step-mother), Ethan and 

Taneesha, Nanna (Maxine Puglisi), (Aunty) Catherine McGrath, Bo Davidson and his family, 

Nathan Graham, and Joel Tibbitts.  



11 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

How do societies change? How do ideas and culture power this process? What is the role of 

religion and religious institutions in the rapidly pluralising societies of the West? How does 

“change” affect religious institutions? Despite the precipitous decline of faith in ‘traditional’ 

religious institutions, some of these same groups have fought to maintain their public voice in 

controversial social debates. An example, directly related to this thesis, is the Anglican 

Archdiocese of Sydney (Sydney Anglicanism or Sydney Anglicans) and its recent high-profile 

campaign against same-sex marriage in Australia. According to the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 31% of Sydney residents self-identified as Anglican in 1996 (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 1997). Twenty years later, this figure had decreased dramatically to 11.1% of 

Sydneysiders (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017c). This decline in membership did not 

dissuade Sydney Anglican leaders from waging a vocal campaign against same-sex marriage 

in Australia during 2017 (Chapter 6). 

Examples like this might suggest that religious institutions are ‘raging against the tide 

of history’, seeking to stem the inexorable forces of institutional decline and change through 

public reassertions of religious authority. However, I suggest that the reality of contemporary 

religious institutions in the West is far more complex. I argue that the public behaviour of 

institutional leaders and other elites is symptomatic of organisational change and adaption to 

broader society, not of decline or retrenchment. This is fundamentally a theoretical problem. 

As sociologists, we need to seriously look at the tools and assumptions at our disposal for 

analysing the behaviour of contemporary religious institutions. We need to critically engage 

with what sorts of questions we are prepared to ask. Crucially, we need to begin to ‘look outside 
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the box’ and adopt multidisciplinary approaches to the puzzle of how religious institutions 

behave as societies change. This thesis is my attempt to start some of these conversations. Some 

are extensions of much older disciplinary debates. An example is the perennial sociological 

discussion about the role of individual agency or structure in powering social change. This is a 

core problem at the heart of this thesis. Do institutions change because they are the 

manifestation of individual choice, the embodiment of “majoritarian” preferences or is change 

a function of structural changes? As with many sociological debates, the answer might be 

somewhere in the middle.  

Contemporary religious organisations adapt to change because of multiple reasons, 

which only grow in complexity as pluralism accelerates. Therefore, the relationship between 

“agency” and “structure” is highly contextual, relying on an institution’s particular history and 

culture. This thesis represents a reiteration and reformulation of many of these debates within 

organisational studies, the sociology of religion, and history to uncover how religious 

organisations react to social change. However, this thesis also takes, what may seem at first, a 

decidedly “structuralist” approach to its central hypothesis. I suggest that this “bias” arises only 

in the context of the overwhelmingly “individualist” tone of previous investigations of Queer 

issues, religious institutions and social change. In light of this, I argue, that much of this thesis’ 

findings adjust a persistent focus on one side of the scales, especially in literature that is 

published in the United States. Refocusing on the “symbolic” and discursive aspects of how 

religious elites understand, negotiate, respond or resist to social change is this thesis’ 

fundamental premise, and contribution to an ongoing discussion.  

 As a person whose academic experience is primarily in modern history and sociology, 

I have a particular interest in how ‘big’ ideas affect human behaviour and influence the course 

of human societies. Much of this analysis is retrospective. Nevertheless, I would argue that 

some ideas, practices, and cultural symbols have particular historical longevity. They are 
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fundamental to the ‘symbolic universes’ that all humans use to make sense of “the world” 

(Berger, 1969a, 1969b; Berger & Luckmann, 1971). Some ideas, symbols and discourses are 

so potent they appear objective, factual or even transcendent. They make irrefutable claims 

upon our psyches and motivate us in ways we sometimes do not comprehend. By charting how 

these ideas, symbols, and discourses change through time, we are uncovering the engine of 

social change.  

 By selecting religious institutions and changes in social norms regarding LGBTIQ+ 

issues for analysis, I have sought to provide commentary on something that is both topical and 

timeless. The latter aspect is indicative of my continuing interest in sociological theory and the 

historical evolution of religious ideas. It is also relevant to my own complex relationship with 

Christianity, in particular the Roman Catholic Church and Anglo-Catholic traditions. 

Underneath the case studies of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, the Anglican 

Archdiocese of Sydney and The Religious Society of Friends, and how they have dealt with 

social change and debates surrounding LGBTIQ+ issues, is a raft of deeper sociological issues. 

I have tried to identify not only how religious institutions have discursively responded to 

change, especially around and through marriage equality, but also how they adapted to change 

through symbols and symbolic issues. Fundamentally, how have religious institutions 

structurally adapted to contemporary pluralism through the use of symbols and emotive moral 

debates? Change not inertia; adaption not decline. These are the core lessons I have sought to 

illustrate throughout this thesis.  

In this context, this thesis can be reduced to two deceptively simple questions: 

How have contemporary religious institutions used symbols, through public and church media, 

to understand, negotiate, respond and, in many cases, resist social change? And: 
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How have changes in social norms around LGBTIQ+ issues affected how religious institutions 

structurally interact with broader society? 

To answer these questions, I have needed to be sensitive to the nuances and contextual factors 

that influence religious groups. This means not only being cognisant of their institutional 

histories and theologies, but also their contemporary fortunes. I draw on extensive secondary 

resources to accomplish the historical aspects of this project. I have used documentary analysis 

of church documents, magazines and public newspapers to delve into what ways marriage 

equality illustrates how religious institutions respond to pluralism, adapting to rapid social 

change. 

 This thesis is the beginning of a much larger project that spans multiple disciplines. 

Adopting a flexible practice, I have sought to use insights from history, organisational studies, 

social movement theory, sociology and documentary analysis to try to illustrate the dynamic 

behaviour of religious institutions responding to broader social change. I hope this will help 

initiate not only a discussion of religious institutions under pluralism, but a wider debate about 

the theoretical and methodological tools we use as sociologists to analyse social or institutional 

change. 

Structure of the Thesis 

This thesis’ structure is unorthodox. This reflects both its research design and its 

changing format over the lifespan of the project. In Chapter 2, I begin with a thorough literature 

review. I analyse literature dealing with LGBTIQ individuals and religious institutions. 

Focusing on previous literature that explores micro, congregational and institutional 

interactions between LGBTIQ+ individuals and religious institutions. Analysis of this previous 

literature provides the necessary background to this thesis’ three case studies. The review 

provides a window into how LGBTIQ+ and religious institutions have been previously 
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discussed. However, it is important to realise that same-sex marriage and attraction are only 

two issues among a variety of ethical issues that religious institutions have had to grapple with 

publicly. For example, during the analysis of magazine materials published by the Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, also tested the hypothesis that satanic symbolism in articles 

discussing abortion and pornography may point ro a period of structural tension between the 

institution and society. I found evidence that elites use a combination of satanic symbolism and 

discussion of contemporary moral debates, across a whole range of emotive moral issues, to 

discursively narrate, adapt and respond to change. In this way, the substantive issue being 

debated, in the case of this thesis same-sex marriage, is secondary to uncovering how these 

public symbolic discourses assist institutional structures to adjust to change dialogically across 

historical time.   

In chapter 3, I stepped away from previous literature that specifically discusses the 

intersection of LGBTIQ+ individuals and religious institutions as a discrete issue. I expand the 

literature review to encompass the range of theoretical frameworks used to primarily 

investigate how institutional structures evolve over time and how wider social change affects 

organisational behaviour.  Therefore, this chapter is split into three sections reflecting the 

variety of theoretical frameworks available and the religious nature of the institutions 

investigated in this thesis. Firstly, I attempt to unpack the particular understandings of 

secularism and pluralism that animate the thesis. Secondly, I concentrate on Sociological 

Institutionalism (SI) and Discursive Institutionalism (DI).  Although pre-existing 

institutionalist frameworks overwhelmingly deal with secular structures, sociological 

institutionalism is important because elements of it are used in congregational studies 

undertaken in the US. The framework also represents a structuralist answer to the perennial 

“action and structure” debate. Although sociological institutionalism is emphatically 

structuralist in orientation, it does attempt to explain “rational” behaviour, at an individual or 
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institutional level, within a functionalist framework. Although, discursive institutionalism 

emerges primarily from political science, it does provide a number of valuable insights into 

how discourse allows elites to adapt institutional structures. In the second section, I will then 

explore neo-Weberian theories of religious intraorganisational conflict and their focus on 

symbolism. Finishing with an exposition of “moral panics”, “paradigm shifts,” “moral shocks,” 

and “condensing symbols". While this discussion does not represent a cohesive or new 

framework, I do seek to creatively use the concepts discussed above, especially “condensing 

symbols”, to show how symbolic discourses are one dynamic way religious institutions have 

adapted to social change. 

Chapter 4 outlines how this thesis is a methodological agglomeration of historical, 

sociological and textual analysis. It concentrates on how religious elites, discursively and 

symbolically, articulate various responses to contemporary social change, especially in the 

media. Religious elites use secular media and church publications to articulate these narratives. 

Even though this thesis did not directly utilise Discourse Historical Analysis, I argue it is a 

possible foundation for future research. It offers a firm precedent for using documentary 

analysis to investigate how religious elites use discourse and symbolism to adapt institutionally 

to social change through public available texts. In the second half of this chapter, I catalogue 

the practicalities of investigating religious institutional behaviour, symbols, social change and 

same-sex marriage through this thesis’ three case studies.   

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 contain the three main case studies. The institutions under 

investigation are: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the Anglican Archdiocese 

of Sydney and the liberal Religious Society of Friends (liberal Quakers and liberal Quakerism). 

It is important, from the outset, to acknowledge that each of these discrete case studies were 

undertaken separately and over a two-and-a-half-year period. This reflects the thesis’s original 

“by publication” design, which was not revised until late in the project. The case studies are 
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illustrative of a theoretical framework that developed over time. Each additional organisation 

allowed me to further my understanding of how religious institutions react to social change and 

controversial subjects in an incremental way. As discrete case studies, two of the institutions 

are emblematic of conservative institutions trying to cope with the daily machinations and 

contingencies of controversial social change. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints 

and the Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney are largely reactive and resist social change wrought 

by changing social norms around same-sex attraction and, more contemporaneously, same-sex 

marriage. The Religious Society of Friends was chosen as an emphatic contrast to the previous 

two organisations. The responses of this liberal group are extremely different to its conservative 

counterparts, reflecting Liberal Quakerism’s unique historical, cultural, and theological milieu. 

The uniting factor between all three is the fact that each have attempted to engage with same-

sex attraction and marriage at different points in their organisational history.  

 Chapter 8 ties my analysis of religious institutional behaviour, social change, 

condensing symbols and same-sex marriage together. Using the theoretical concepts from 

Chapter 3, I discuss the broader implications of refocusing on the discursive and symbolic 

elements of institutional responses to social change. Each of the following studies are as unique, 

as they are similar. This is especially true of the last involving the liberal Religious Society of 

Friends, whose response to social change was for markedly different reasons to its conservative 

contemporaries. When analysing the various theoretical lenses used in three case studies, I 

treated each chapter as part of a broader historical timeline. This is because each case study is 

one episode in a wider process. Only after pragmatically adapting the theoretical frameworks 

discussed in Chapter 3, could I make broad conclusions about the role of discourse and symbols 

in mediating social change among religious groups.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review—LGBTIQ+, Religiosity and Institutions 

Previous studies on religious institutions and LGBTIQ+ issues concentrate on individual 

agency, the structural factors facilitating or obstructing action, and the public positions adopted 

by religious leaders regarding same-sex issues. Individuals are seen as the dynamic centre of 

analysis, with structural elements downgraded or treated with skepticism. This skepticism 

arises from the notion that religious institutions are largely unresponsive to social pressures or 

actively resisting change. This literature provides an important background to this thesis and a 

foil to what follows in latter chapters. Furthermore, ultimately, it also illustrates that there needs 

to be a refocusing of our analytical lens away from sharp distinctions between individual and 

structure, especially in highly fluid and unstable social environments.  This chapter is broken 

down into two sections. In the first section, I will specifically analyse the existing literature 

surrounding LGBTIQ+ individuals in contemporary religious institutions. Secondly, I will 

assess the previous quantitative and qualitative literature on Queer issues and social change, 

suggesting that the former is largely descriptive and only demonstrates the reasons “why” 

change has occurred.  LGBTIQ+ issues in religious institutions are not the main focus of this 

thesis.  However, these issues act as a powerful symbolic mediator of broader institutional 

adaption.  The literature provides an important sensitizing foundation to later chapters. 

Religious Institutions, LGBTIQ+ Issues and Contemporary Research 

The academic literature investigating LGBTIQ+ issues, religious institutions and social change 

implicitly reflects longstanding sociological debates about the role of agency and structure in 

human relations. Affecting the literature is also the dominant US cultural tradition of viewing 

local congregations as a primary site of political deliberation and social activism (Putnam & 

Campbell, 2012 [2010]); and the general trend of religious individualism in the contemporary 

West (see, Heelas, Woodhead, Seel, Szerszynski, & Tusting, 2005; Roof, 1993). All these 
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works provide valuable insights. However, I argue that the predominance of micro-level 

analysis among authors engaging with LGBTIQ+ individuals and religious institutions 

critically distorts analysis. Overemphasizing the creative potential of LGBTIQ+ individuals to 

exercise agency ignores crucial structural factors that constrain ‘choice’. Nevertheless, I also 

suggest that macro-level investigations can potentially over-correct this tendency, depicting 

religious organisations as omnipotent, monolithic and impervious; ultimately, crushing 

individual agency under the sheer weight of their authority and accumulated cultural power. 

This will allow us to identify a “middle” ground between the two points on the analytical 

spectrum between agent and structure or individual and cultural context.  

The literature examining the relationship between LGBTIQ+ individuals and religious 

organisations contains both key insights and weaknesses. These can undermine or improve a 

framework’s effectiveness for uncovering how religious institutions react to social changes in 

rapidly transforming societies. Through critically engaging with literature, I am attempting to 

begin a more nuanced discussion of the how these LGBTIQ+ issues and religious institutions 

dialectically interact through symbolic mediators in the public sphere.  

The Individual, LGBTIQ+ and Religious Institutions 

A ‘spectrum’ individual response dominates contemporary literature on religious institutions 

and LGBTIQ+ issues. Some emphasise the almost unlimited creative potential of the individual 

in their quest to reconcile LGBTIQ+ and religious identities (Barringer & Gay, 2017; 

Beckstead & Morrow, 2004; Gross, 2008; Levy & Lo, 2013; McQueeney, 2009; Murr, 2013; 

O'Brien, 2004; Scroggs, Miller, & Stanfield, 2018; Wilcox, 2009; Wolokomir, 2006; Yip, 

1997a, 1997b, 1999, 2002). For example, Yip (2002) highlights not only the range of positions 

but also the importance of individual creativity when reconciling LGBTIQ+ and religious 

identities. He concludes: 
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Finally, an overwhelming majority of respondents also demonstrated the primacy of the self, and the scarce 

influence of religious authority structures, in the formation of their Christian faith and sexual ethics for 

Christian living. They acknowledged that such processes of formation should take place within a Christian 

framework. The steering wheel of these processes, however, is occupied primarily by the self … (Yip, 

2002, p. 209). 

Occupying the ‘intermediate’ position is a group of authors who see the relationship between 

individual religious expression and institutional parameters as intrinsically connected 

(Johnston, 1983; Pitt, 2010; Sumerau & Cragun, 2014a; Thumma, 1991; Trammell, 2015; 

Wilcox, 2009; Wolokomir, 2006). Pessimistic investigators see institutional power and 

authority as nearly hegemonic when dealing with LGBTIQ+ individuals, stymying personal 

initiative (Pitt, 2010; Trammell, 2015). I argue that any over-emphasis on the role of the 

individual diverts attention from the structural factors that constrain choice, even in instances 

where institutional structures are seen as oppressive towards individuals. Individuals are 

dynamic. Institutions, on the other hand, are static, domineering and hostile to LGBTIQ+ 

individuals.  It also reduces attention to the effects of social and cultural aspects such as 

affluence that facilitate the exercising of agency, and diminishes the continuing institutional 

relevance of notions of power and authority. 

Positive depictions of LGBTIQ+ religiosity highlight the ingenious ways individuals 

overcome systemic prejudice by formulating their own subjective spiritualities. Individuals 

pursue compromises or radical departures with orthodox faith by creatively adapting cultural 

resources to personal circumstances (Barringer & Gay, 2017; Gross, 2008; McQueeney, 2009; 

Murr, 2013; Scroggs et al., 2018; Thumma, 1991; Wilcox, 2009; Wolokomir, 2001, 2006; Yip, 

1997a, 1997b, 1999, 2002). For example, Wolokomir (2006) examines two distinct groups of 

Queer Christian men personally struggling with their sexual and religious identities. One 

identified group of men sought to harmonise both their Queer and pre-existing Christian 

identities. By undertaking this cognitive and practical work, they hoped to create an affirming 

sense of LGBTIQ+ Christianity. The other group uncovered by the author rejected any positive 

fusing of their religious and sexual identities, choosing to see them as mutually exclusive. In 
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this instance, the men embraced the heterosexual norms of conservative Christianity as a way 

of remedying their dilemma. Wolokomir suggests:  

For them, the discrepancy between who they claimed to be (Christian) and what they actually felt/did 

(homosexuality), over time, led to a chronic sense of inauthenticity- a sense of faking being a good 

Christian. This sense of inauthenticity is a consequence of what I am calling an identity dilemma 

(Wolokomir, 2006, p. 46). 

Living an ‘authentic’ religious and Queer self can take on overtly political dimensions as 

individuals openly challenge institutional authority through their personal actions. This echoes 

broader discourses about the radical potential of LGBTIQ+ identities that have underpinned 

some analyses of gender since the early 1970s (Adam, 2010; Altman, 1973; Cruikshank, 1992; 

Weeks, 1996). There is also a substantial convergence between the politization of individual 

LGBTIQ+ subjectivities and the implications of growing religious individualism (Heelas et al., 

2005; Roof, 1993). The individual actor is the primary motor for compelling change in the face 

of institutional intransigence. Andrew Yip’s (1997a, 1997b, 1999, 2002) research investigates 

the confrontational dynamics that arise when individual belief and identities collide with 

institutional dogma. Individuals rely on a mixture of practical and theological amendments to 

challenge, cajole or seek protection from negative religious authorities. This may also take the 

form of gaining concessions from an organisation. Yip (1997a) argues that this creative co-

option of theological arguments that have been traditionally used against LGBTIQ+ individuals 

empowers them when airing grievances: 

 "Attributing one's sexuality to God's intended creation is the ultimate justification for 

 its acceptability and unchangeability. If one's sexuality is God-created, it cannot, and 

 most of all, should not, be changed” (Yip, 1997a, p. 123). 

 

Murr (2013) found a similar strategy utilised by Queer women in the face of institutional 

hostility. Individual believers assert their religious identities to counter the negative intent of 

leaders. By being proactive, these women created durable religious identities that confront 

systemic discrimination and establish their own form of Christian practice. Murr argues: 
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Developing an affirming personal theology went hand in hand with rejecting the authority of the Church 

and of Christian leaders. Each of the participants who “took in” messages that they were sinning reported 

a process of questioning and eventually rejecting the teachings of their Christian leaders (Murr, 2013, p. 

364). 

Choice and individual agency can have truly groundbreaking implications, taking a person 

well beyond the realm of institutional religion and toward a more radical form of religious 

individualism. This kind of individualism is innately skeptical of traditional religious authority, 

rejecting the creative adaption and positive dialectical antagonism seen above. This variety of 

religious seeker is reminiscent to the individuals wanting “subjective-life” experiences 

identified by Heelas et al. (2005). These experiences “…emphasise inner sources of 

significance and authority and the cultivation or sacralization of unique subjective lives…” 

(Heelas et al., 2005, p. 6). People choose from an eclectic mix of spiritual materials to construct 

satisfying religious lives. Wilcox (2009) is an example of a study about religious individualism 

amongst Queer women.  Illustrating how the ability to choose led to a multitude of different 

spiritual practices among Queer women in Los Angeles, Wilcox captured a variety of 

“subjective-life” solutions that individuals adopt, which include ‘12 step’ programs and 

meditation. These women took advantage of increasing affluence, advancing 

telecommunications, access to information, widespread consumerism and transport networks 

to facilitate greater religious choice. Wilcox describes how choice, affluence and pluralism has 

affected the lives of Queer women in the Los Angeles area, using the distinctively North 

American analogy of the market that puts the empowered individual front and centre:  

Ultimately, they shopped for the truth, and for the religious institution whose truth agreed with theirs and 

was accompanied by rituals and resources that fit their needs, tastes, and schedules. In a capitalist economy 

and a religiously pluralistic culture even religion can become a commodity, hawked from market stalls or 

displayed on the tenth shelf of a supersize grocery store (Wilcox, 2009, p. 78). 

 A separate literature focuses on individual agency and religious institutions to highlight 

how some view acquiescing to conservative institutional norms as a solution to the tension 

between their sexual and religious identities (Pitt, 2010; Thomas & Olson, 2012a; Trammell, 

2015). I argue that individualism is still central to understanding how LGBTIQ+ people 
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conduct their religious lives; however, this ‘intermediate’ position stresses that organisational 

and cultural factors constrain agency. This in markedly different to the creative agents 

identified by Wilcox (2009), Wolokomir (2006) and Yip (1997a). Accordingly, individuals 

seek to adapt their LGBTIQ+ identity to the mores of conservative Christianity. Among these 

authors, a greater awareness exists of how structural forces such as class, gender, religious 

tradition, history and autobiographical characteristics inform a person’s choice. Practically, 

consenting to institutional demands, instead of agitating for change, can have positive 

psychological effects for the individual. Analysis illustrates how Queer conservative 

Evangelical men consciously subscribe to institutional norms to strengthen their sense of self. 

Thumma (1991) argues that this institutional setting is essential to whether these individuals 

successfully integrate their conservative religious and Queer identities. Queer members 

communally reinforce and perform their sense of self for other like-minded congregants. 

Through creative integration and practical experience, individuals can craft a religious self 

within the confines of Evangelical Christianity, while also acknowledging their sexualities. 

Thumma finds that in the context of Good News, a gay Evangelical group, that: “Through 

interaction with the group, members construct a gay Evangelical Christian identity as an 

alternative to their previous dissonant religious and sexual identities” (Thumma, 1991, p. 345). 

At the opposite end of the ‘spectrum’ from creative agency, writers such Trammell (2015) have 

identified examples where the collective influence of religious authority, personal solidarity 

and cultural heritage severely curtail the expression of sexual identities in a religious setting. 

In their study of Evangelical testimonies published in Christianity Today, Trammell found that: 

Christianity Today suggests that a person can be both gay and Christian, as long as that Christian recognizes 

his or her sexuality as a condition of sinful pain rather than as a redemptive, affirming pleasure… Their 

dominant themes reflect the traditional evangelical beliefs as much as, if not more so than, it does to the 

lived experiences of gay Christians. It is clear that these writers address homosexuality as a repressive state 

from which one must be redeemed by Jesus Christ and his church (Trammell, 2015, p. 12). 
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LGBTIQ+ individuals can seem the victims of an organisation’s unwillingness to adopt official 

stances that are more accommodating. However, LGBTIQ+ members of these conservative 

organisations still ostensibly exercise ‘choice’. Nevertheless, I would argue, their actual 

capacity for agency is aggressively policed by leaders who curtail it under the collective force 

of convention, theology and institutional authority. Extensive socialisation in a conservative 

Christian milieu predisposes the individuals affected to defer to institutional authority, 

subordinating personal agency and sexual expression to the dictates of the group. 

 The individual is a central theme in many contemporary investigations of LGBTIQ+ 

issues and religious institutions. I argue that a spectrum of individual responses to religious 

organisational dictates exists in the literature. These range from forceful illustrations of creative 

agency to the abrogation of a person’s sexual identity under the dominance of religious 

authority, tradition and cultural expectations. Importantly, I suggest that excessive focus on the 

role of the individual distracts from the structural factors that constrain choice. It also recasts 

the effects of socio-economic factors such as affluence that facilitate the exercising of agency 

at the discretion of the individual themselves. Institutional change, adaption and resistance are 

mute questions because of the subordination of these factors to the individual agent. A body of 

literature from the United States presents evidence from congregational studies that maintain a 

commitment to individual agency, while introducing environmental and social determinants. 

This allows researchers to illuminate the quotidian discussions between individuals and 

analyses the possible strength of organisational factors in shepherding these politicised debates.  

Congregations and LGBTIQ+ issues 

Investigations, primarily from the United States, of religious congregations represent the 

dominant “middle” position between individual and structure. This intermediate position seeks 

to maintain the dynamism of the autonomous agent, while also arguing that circumscribing this 
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behaviour is a whole range of structural factors practically represented in the local congregation. 

In the context of LGBTIQ+ issues, authors primarily focus on how same-sex attraction and 

marriage are discussed, resisted or affirmed in individual congregations and denominations 

(Ammerman, 1990, 1997; Gadge, Day, & Wildeman, 2007; Gadge, Olson, & Wildeman, 2008; 

Gadge & Wildeman, 2008; Hartman, 1996; Putnam & Campbell, 2012 [2010]; Whitehead, 

2013a, 2013b, 2017a). I contend that congregationalist analysis advances beyond purely micro-

level research and shows ‘how’ agency is constrained by daily interactions between partisans 

and the effects of institutional structures. Congregational studies do provide partial insights 

into how sociological factors affect how groups change and engage with LGBTIQ+ issues, in 

particular. Nevertheless, the cultural US-centrism that dominates congregationalist analyses 

seriously curtails their applicability beyond the North American context. This is explicitly 

connected both to celebration of individual capacities and the paramount position of voluntary 

associations in US lore (Putnam et al., 2012 [2010]). This literature eventually slips back into 

viewing the “individual” agent as the primary focus of analysis. Although congregational 

studies do rebalance the scales, the overarching ideological and historical commitment to 

democratic values re-skews the analytical lens. 

 Congregations are not moribund and are enlivened by the actions of their members as they 

grapple with social change, responding to shifting local environments and appealing to new 

constituencies. Ammerman (1997) suggests that this ability to adapt and evolve is critical. 

Individual agency is important because, “someone has to see the connections between the 

congregation as it now exists and the congregation as it might someday exist” (Ammerman, 

1997, p. 326). For Ammerman (1997), critical individuals are instigators of change and 

promotors of agendas based on their assessment of local circumstances. This results in a 

confluence of internal and environmental factors. Internal factors, such as a congregation’s 

broader commitment to liberalism, may provide the necessary impetus for a congregation to 
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adopt progressive policies towards LGBTIQ+ issues. The existence of LGBTIQ+ 

constituencies within an organisation’s immediate environs may persuade a group to adopt an 

affirming policy. This responsiveness to local conditions, initiated by members, is also central 

to Becker (1999) and Whitehead (2013a, 2013b, 2017a). 

Becker (1999) further highlights the intersecting nature of the local congregation and 

broader social structures. Receptivity to LGBTIQ+ issues is directly influenced by community 

perceptions of the role of religious institutions in society. Becker’s investigations of 

congregational behaviour in the United States identifies crucial aspects of how local religions 

groups deal with structural change. Congregations are immersed in their local communities and 

inevitably reflect community norms and values. “They are found in rituals and repertoires of 

action. They are found in metaphors and official discourses of all kinds… and in the preferences 

for some types of programs over others” (Becker, 1999, p. 182). Local congregations 

symbolically embody a political, ideological and theological position in the local community. 

Furthermore, this is an agent-centred understanding of community action. “Power, which is 

often conceived of as a property of interpersonal interaction or control of resources, also has 

an institutional face in who has access to participation in public arenas of discourse" (Becker, 

1999, p. 182). Becker’s observations about the nature and position of local congregations in 

the US are a conscious effort to weld both structural and individual elements together, 

explaining why some congregations adopt certain positions regarding LGBTIQ+ issues. 

 Whitehead (2013b, 2017a), like Becker (1999), tries to provide conceptual reasons why 

particular US congregations pursue progressive policies towards LGBTIQ+ issues. Both 

authors also critically use theoretical insights from ‘new’ or ‘sociological institutionalism’ (see 

below). However, Whitehead explicitly uses the theme of “loose coupling” to describe local 

behaviour. Whitehead argues that a significant minority of congregations publicly welcome 
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LGBTIQ+ members, particularly groups that self-identify with theological and political 

liberalism. He suggests that these tendencies strongly correlate with ‘affirming’ policies. 

The results from the present investigation support this assertion: the theological and political ideology, 

demographic composition, and location of a congregation are all significantly associated with its 

acceptance of gays and lesbians in committed relationships beyond the effects of religious tradition 

(Whitehead, 2013b, p. 312). 

 “Loose coupling” explains how different congregations dissent from official denominational 

policies while nominally maintaining their affiliations. Local communities may implement 

‘affirming’ strategies sensitive to community expectations, despite being members of 

conservative umbrella organisations. Denominational leaders tacitly support these 

developments for pragmatic reasons. 

Loose coupling is an important organizational adaptation, especially concerning homosexuality, because 

it allows an inclusive congregation to adapt to a changing environment without disturbing the organization 

as a whole. Gays and lesbians are integrated into congregational life but the organization does not have to 

make a formal declaration that could lead to both internal and external conflict (Whitehead, 2017a, p. 831). 

Gadge’s collaborative work (Gadge et al., 2007; Gadge et al., 2008) examines the interplay 

of denominational policies and local congregational dynamics on how LGBTIQ+ policies are 

formulated. Educative materials and official directives are critical interlocutors between 

denominational leaders and individual congregations. In an analysis of how individual 

congregations debated homosexuality before and after a denomination-wide discussion within 

the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, the authors argue:  

While local factors clearly influenced how congregations responded to homosexuality before the national 

study, the denominational study materials and clergy's use of them shaped how different opinions were 

presented and framed in and following the studies (Gadge et al., 2007, pp. 255-256). 

Moderating congregational responses to LGBTIQ+ issues and broader social change is clearly 

influenced by a matrix of individual and structural factors; whether these be individual clergy 

or institutional attributes. On the role of local leaders, Gadge and Wildeman (2008) argue that 

they occupy an ambiguous position in congregational debates over LGBTIQ+ issues. Like 

denominational leaders, they can guide the conversation by providing theological expertise and 

literature. However, an underlying disparity between a clerical leader’s more liberal ideological 
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beliefs and the relative conservatism of their congregants, prevents local leaders from pursuing 

reforms without consultation. Crucially, the authors illustrate the salience of factors such as a 

local leader’s gender in influencing how they choose to interact with LGBTIQ+ issues. They 

found that female clergy more readily adopt progressive positions that stem from their personal 

commitment to gender equality and feminist activism. 

 U.S. studies on local congregations try to link individual agency and structural elements 

together in an attempt to explain why some groups experience change and others resist. These 

also represent one solution to the problem of agency and structure. Researchers achieve this by 

suggesting that local congregations are a practical example of this “middle” position. 

Reinforcing this localism, is a strong history of church-based political activism, such as the 

civil rights movement. I argue that the implicit and explicit use of theoretical concepts drawn 

from “new” or “Sociological Institutionalism”, allows writers such as Ammerman (1997), 

Becker (1999), Gadge et al. (2007; 2008) and Whitehead (2013b, 2017a), to maintain their 

commitment to agent-centred action while implanting important structural factors into their 

analysis. This nexus is seen by commentators as essential to understanding how religious 

institutions have engaged LGBTIQ+ issues. Nevertheless, I contend that these elements also 

result in significant shortcomings. The individualism underpinning some of the conclusions, 

specifically the democratic assumptions that colour them, may reduce their transcultural 

applicability. They implicitly subscribe to the US tradition of viewing local voluntary 

organisations as incubators of social change and debate (see Putnam & Campbell, 2012 [2010]) 

Unfortunately, despite making strides to look at structural factors, much of the 

congregationalist research is still animated by an underlying commitment to  individualism, 

which places the creative agent front and centre.  
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Macro-level Case Studies of LGBTIQ+ issues, Religious Institutions and Social Change 

 Analysis of large institutional structures turns the agency/institutional dyad on its head. 

These writers concentrate on how history, culture, theological tradition, social position and 

political milieu effect religious institutions and their involvement with LGBTIQ+ issues 

(Ammerman, 1990; Barry & Renner, 2004; Bates, 2004; Bendroth, 1996; Bergera, 2012a, 

2012b; Burns, 1990; Chaves, 1999; Hassett, 2009; Jordon, 2000; Kniss, 1997; McGillion, 2005; 

Porter, 2006, 2011; Quinn, 1994a, 1994b, 1996, 1997; Sumerau, Cragun, & Williams, 2015; 

Thomas & Olson, 2012b; Wilde, 2007). Authors imagine religious organisations as enormous 

bureaucratic entities riddled with competing factions, institutional interests, political tensions 

and complicated relationships with the wider community. These antagonisms also manifest on 

the boundaries between institutions and wider society. Questions of power, authority and 

cultural authority are central. I argue that many of these investigations suffer from an ‘us’ 

versus ‘them’ mentality that does not adequately illustrate the fluidity of the debates, the 

multiplicity of interests or the influence of change and adaption, on supposedly stable 

institutions. Structural explanations for the clash between religious organisations and changing 

social norms construct rich narratives, drawing on the influence of history and culture, both 

within and external to a group. The importance of the individual agent is explicitly downgraded, 

except for key leaders who have sufficient authority and customary influence to effect change. 

This elite behaviour is guided by ingrained perceptions of precedence, authority and ideology. 

As in congregationalist studies, social context circumscribes the LGBTIQ+ activities within 

institutional norms. However, this includes factors beyond the individual and local. 

Organisations are products of particular cultural histories, and this is why they can seem like 

unitary lumbering monoliths, as opposed to the dynamic local organisations recounted above. 

The macro-level approach to the investigation of institutional responses to LGBTIQ+ issues is 
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exemplified by studies of the Anglican Communion, Roman Catholicism and the Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints  

Anglicanism’s seismic ructions over the issue of same-sex marriage has been well-

documented (Bates, 2004; Hassett, 2009; Hilliard, 1997; McGillion, 2005; Porter, 2006, 2011). 

Traditionally, the Anglican Communion has benefited from its premier position atop the British 

establishment. This authority has been challenged recently because of the decline of 

colonialism, the rise of globalisation, increasing cultural pluralism and changes in technology: 

Up until the summer of 1998, most Anglicans in the West could pretty well ignore the radical shifts in 
demographics that have occurred in the Communion over the last four decades and thus avoid the hard 

questions of identity and authority. The cultural, economic, and political power of the Western Anglicans 

shielded them from deeply engaging in the realities of an increasingly diverse and plural church (Kwok, 

2001, p. 25). 

 Reflecting this diversity, both historically and in the contemporary Anglican Communion, 

the Church is seen as a collection of competing theological, historical and cultural traditions, 

magnified by increasing pluralism and cultural exchange (Hamid, 2001). Anglican’s traditional 

diffuse diocesan power structures under the symbolic head of the Archbishop of Canterbury. 

further nurture plurality and independence (Hassett, 2009). This points to important differences 

between Roman Catholicism, with its large unitary hierarchy and the decentralised Anglican 

Communion, as they attempt to grapple with LGBTIQ+ issues:  

The Catholic Church all over the world is still debating and pondering the exact meaning of the Second 

Vatican Council; most important debates over theology as well as the current boundaries of dissent depend 

on various interpretations and applications of the conciliar decrees and spirit (Burns, 1992, p. 51). 

Large multinational churches, no matter how their internal hierarchies are divided, have 

experienced greater internal pluralism. Nevertheless, some organisations are more susceptible 

to fragmentation, such as the Anglican Communion because of entrenched customs, culture 

and history. This is publicly transmitted through the actions, discourse and symbols used by 

leaders. 
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  Bate’s (2004) analyses the contours of the LGBTIQ+ debate within the Anglican 

Communion over the past 30 years. The range of responses to LGBTIQ+ concerns within the 

Communion, across the multiple cultural contexts, has amplified the internal fault-lines, with 

each ‘faction’ accusing rival leaders of lacking resolve or purpose. Bates' analysis within the 

Anglican Communion provides a practical example of how Anglicanism’s traditions of 

decentralised authority has not only led to accelerating diversity, but also increasing 

polarisation between liberals and conservatives within the Communion. “Homosexuality has 

naturally become the issue on which these groups have chosen with a ferocity bordering on 

obsession to assert their position" (Bates, 2004, p. 14). Hassett (2009) concentrates on the 

cultural cleavages between conservative African and American dioceses, and progressive 

Western sections of the Church. Hassett’s book is important because it not only illustrates the 

global reach of the conflict, but also enumerates the various antagonisms between the liberal 

Episcopal elite and an internationally connected conservative minority. Flashpoints arise 

between critical leaders who represent the various factions who use homosexuality as symbolic 

cipher and boundary marker for institutional antagonism regarding the position of the Church 

in secular society and effects of social change. It is through symbolic mediators that leaders 

articulate the forces that propel the conflict. Contextual “cultural, political, and economic 

factors, and particular histories of missionisation and revival, have created significant 

diversity…” (Hassett, 2009, p. 25).  This has direct influence on how various leaders interpret 

how LGBTIQ+ issues are symptomatic of problems besetting Anglicanism. 

Australian studies focusing on the behaviour of the Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney in the 

face of systemic social change offer an example of the type of resistance that disciplined 

diocesan leaders can muster (McGillion, 2005; Porter, 2006, 2011). Leaders within the 

Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney have displayed particular skill translating parochial 

evangelical moral concerns for wider secular consumption. They have been keen to exploit the 
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Anglican Church’s customary position as society’s moral guardian (Hilliard, 1997). Porter 

(2006, 2011) and McGillion (2005) depict the leaders of the Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney 

(from this point Sydney) as proactively resisting or ignoring broader social changes 

surrounding same-sex issues in Australia. Porter argues that LGBTIQ+ issues represent 

longstanding concerns about the Church’s diminishing standing as ‘moral guardian’, 

conservative antagonism with liberals within the Church and the rise of secularism. In 

summarising her argument about the behaviour and symbolism of LGBTIQ+, Porter concludes: 

Certainly there is a strong element of power politics in their position; opposition to same-sex marriages 

and gay clergy is, for the very cultural reasons I just outlined, the ideal ‘line in the sand’ for conservatives 

to draw in their bid for ascendency in the church (Porter, 2011, p. 70). 

For Sydney, LGBTIQ+ concerns are multifaceted. They symbolically represent the 

organisation’s long-term anxieties about liberal ascendency, increasing dialogue with 

secularism and the breakdown of religious authority. In the context of this thesis, this illustrates 

the factional and political disputes that can beset large religious institutions, which superficially 

appear unitary. Sydney, and other factions within Anglicanism use same-sex attraction and 

marriage as issues to prosecute their wider agendas. For example, the theme of Anglican 

“orthodoxy” has become a powerful symbolic rallying point for conservatives. This surmounts 

entrenched institutional boundaries between Evangelical and Anglo-Catholic traditions and 

reformulates the internal contours of the Anglican Communion to present a stronger position 

against liberal Anglicans.  

The Anglican Communion is in the process of being reshaped around the symbolic marker of 

homosexuality, creating a new dividing line that joins together portions of the Anglo-Catholic and 

Evangelical parties (oddly enough, those who had previously been furthest removed from one another) as 

“Orthodox Anglicans,” and increasingly divides them from Anglican constituencies that they identify as 

Liberals (Brittain & McKinnon, 2011, p. 370). 

 

Discussions of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS or LDS Church) and 

its policy towards same-sex attraction and marriage have been comprehensively analysed in 

recent years (Barker, Parkinson, & Knoll, 2016; Bergera, 2012a, 2012b; Cook, 2017; Knoll, 
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2016; Petrey, 2011; Quinn, 1996, 2000; Sumerau & Cragun, 2014b, 2016; Sumerau, Cragun, 

et al., 2015; Sumerau, Mathers, & Cragun, 2018; A. M. Williams, 2011). This may reflect the 

Latter-Day Saint elite public opposition to changes in community norms regarding LGBTIQ+ 

issues, but also a plethora of other social topics such as feminism and the limits of religious 

authority in a contemporary liberal democracy. Latter-Day Saint cultural and institutional 

norms foster a disciplined attitude towards social action. The Church is governed by a strict 

hierarchy that is believed to be under the direct and continuing revelatory authority through 

His representatives on Earth (Oman, 2007; Shepherd & Shepherd, 1984a).  

One of the ways the effects of social change enter large institutional settings is through the 

discourses used by church leaders. Symbols, such as LGBTIQ+ issues, are developed into 

larger complex narratives designed to convey an institution’s policy position. Discursive 

mediation of social change is central to a group of authors analysing the role of elite opinion, 

cultural norms, and Latter-Day Saint responses to the changing norms concerning sexuality 

(Sumerau & Cragun, 2014a, 2014b, 2015a, 2015b, 2016; Sumerau, Cragun, & Smith, 2017; 

Sumerau, Cragun, et al., 2015; Sumerau et al., 2018). Using documentary analysis and 

interviews, Cragun, Samerau and their collaborators have built an extensive body of work 

focusing on Latter-Day Saints and sexuality. Concentrating on the performative aspects of 

gender, they have elaborated how LDS culture articulates and reinforces heteronormative 

norms. Latter-day Saints dramatically embody notions of gender, which buttresses ingrained 

discriminatory practices against women and LGBTIQ+ individuals (Sumerau & Cragun, 2014b, 

2015b; Sumerau et al., 2017). In constructing ideal notions of masculinity, Sumerau et al. (2017) 

argue that “LDS leaders’ representations drew upon these secular ideals and integrated them 

into their religion rather than constructing a distinct religious ideal of manhood” (Sumerau et 

al., 2017, p. 224). 
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Leaders also attempt to create and use discursive narratives for policy purposes beyond the 

Church, especially in areas where the organisation’s interests are directly affected. Cragun and 

Samerau (2015), researching subtle changes in public rhetoric regarding same-sex attraction in 

Latter-day Saint General Conference talks and Ensign magazine articles, conclude that Church 

authorities have remained implacable towards LGBTIQ+ activism. The authors suggest that 

the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints is mostly immune to social change because of 

its vehement position and the strength of member acculturation to Latter-Day Saint social 

norms. Leaders attempt to construct an impermeable symbolic boundary to surround the 

Church. Superficial alterations in the Church’s rhetoric are a form of dissembling designed to 

dissuade critics. Despite these trenchant discourses, the rhetoric of leaders is still dialectically 

responding to secular developments. Church leaders are still reacting, assimilating and 

rejecting secular discourse that do not conform to their understanding of sexuality, and 

organisational interests. Sumerau et al. (2015) acknowledge this dynamic aspect of leader’s 

rhetoric: 

LDS elites, however, constructed homosexuality in relation to shifting societal, religious, and LGBTQ 

attitudes. They shifted their discursive constructions of homosexuality following both major victories by 

LGBTQ activists—such as the visible protests of the 1960s and 1970s—and major transformations within 

other religious institutions—such as shifting notions of homosexuality by Catholic and evangelical elites. 

These findings thus reveal the importance of addressing the seemingly reciprocal relationship between 

sexual and religious discursive work and political activism (Sumerau et al., 2015, pp. 306-307). 

 This discursive work points to a variety of important ways in which large religious 

institutions react to social change and pluralism. Leaders can comprehend, navigate and 

respond to social change through the conscious use of discursive narratives. This is assisted 

through the use of core themes, such as masculinity and homosexuality, as key symbols. This 

entire process is intimately connected through the dialectical relationship between society and 

the religious institution. Such dynamism dispels the image of large religious institutions as 

impenetrable and inert monoliths; the energies released by growing pluralism have an incessant 

and inexorable effect on the structure of religious organisations. 
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The existing literature analysing religious institutions, LGBTIQ+ issues and social change 

is marked by competing methodological and theoretical perspectives. Perennial debates within 

sociology about the proper effects of agency and structure, the most appropriate level of 

analysis and the role of transdisciplinary research appear throughout. Micro-level or 

individualist frameworks dominate the study of LGBTIQ+ experiences. Some authors fully 

embrace the mantra of ‘choice,’ suggesting that individual believers can positively create their 

own religious compromises and solutions, despite continuing institutional hostility. Others are 

more circumspect about the efficacy of agency, viewing it as hemmed in by culture, history, 

socialisation and access to appropriate material resources.  Individualist approaches do not fully 

apprehend the dynamism of contemporary religious organisations, especially as they attempt 

to adapt continuously to pluralism. The individual is largely seen as the responsive agent, even 

when the capacity to act of some in conservative institutions is severely curtailed. US scholars 

have adopted a congregational lens to bring individualist and structuralist perspectives together, 

representing previous attempts at establishing a “middle” way. The immediate social environs 

of a congregation provide the structural impetus for change. They rely on practically 

documenting the daily politics of religion and LGBTIQ+ issues in local settings to give their 

underlying hypotheses empirical validity. However, the attempts to re-establish this 

“intermediate” position arguably undercuts the continuing US tradition of seeing voluntary 

organisations as expressions of democratic values or vehicles for individuals to pursue social 

and political activism. The merging individualist and structuralist aspects in congregationalist 

research still continue to frame the individual as the main creative agent and initiator of 

institutional change. Individual activists are still important for stimulating action. Macro-level 

research concentrates on the institution’s situatedness in wider cultural and historical spheres; 

and how these affect organisational notions of authority, power and legitimacy. I argue that 

institutional debates about LGBTIQ+ issues are the consequence of shifting social and political 



 

36 

 

norms bearing down on a group. Structural and discursive evolution alters underlying notions 

of institutional legitimacy and competency. This also requires us to tackle the recurring theme 

of secularisation, to what extent it has affected religious organisations and how it has changed 

broader social dynamics. The rate of organisational evolution identified by macro-level  

analysts is qualitatively different to the dynamism of individualist work. The behaviour of 

institutions in public fora such as the media, provide an avenue into how they achieve 

organisational outcomes. 

The existing literature analyzing religious institutional behaviour through the issues of 

same-sex attraction and marriage is extensive and ever expanding. The individual is a pervasive 

theme within much of this work. According to some commentators, individuals possess not 

only an infinite capacity for creativity, but also dissent and disengagement from discriminatory 

organisations. This literature celebrates the resourcefulness of LGBTIQ+ individuals to express 

their spirituality in meaningful ways (Barringer & Gay, 2017; Gross, 2008; McQueeney, 2009; 

Murr, 2013; Scroggs et al., 2018; Thumma, 1991; Wilcox, 2009; Wolokomir, 2001, 2006; Yip, 

1997a, 1997b, 1999, 2002). Others have argued for a limited understanding of agency when 

interacting with religious institutions (Pitt, 2010; Thomas & Olson, 2012a; Trammell, 2015). 

They suggest that some LGBTIQ+ individuals can choose to operate within conventional 

religious structures; acquiescing broadly to conservative norms, conventions and cultural 

expectations. In extreme examples, LGBTIQ+ suppress their sexual identities to adhere to 

conservative gender norms. What emerges is a spectrum of responses to the dilemma of how 

LGBTIQ+ individuals relate to religious institutions. 

 Macro-level examinations of LGBTIQ+ topics and contemporary religious institutions 

usually take two forms. Congregational research attempts to solve the historic sociological 

debate between individual agency and social structure by focusing on local communities 

(Ammerman, 1990, 1997; Gadge et al., 2007; Gadge et al., 2008; Gadge & Wildeman, 2008; 
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Hartman, 1996; Putnam & Campbell, 2012 [2010]; Whitehead, 2013a, 2013b, 2017a). 

Individual decision making is crucial to explaining the range of congregations and the tactical 

decisions made within them. These individuals are also aware of the immediate structural 

forces bearing down on local religious communities and the necessity of responding to them. 

Macro-level analysis explicitly engages with the cultural, historical and political structures  that 

effect organisational evolution (Ammerman, 1990; Barry & Renner, 2004; Bates, 2004; 

Bendroth, 1996; Bergera, 2012a, 2012b; Burns, 1990; Chaves, 1999; Hassett, 2009; Jordon, 

2000; Kniss, 1997; McGillion, 2005; Porter, 2006, 2011; Quinn, 1994a, 1994b, 1996, 1997; 

Sumerau, Cragun, et al., 2015; Thomas & Olson, 2012b; Wilde, 2007). These studies view 

institutional change as a complex and protracted process. Elite authorities and legitimate 

individual representatives are important. However, they are always constrained by the 

cumulative effects of institutional history. 

Conclusion 

 Previous studies of LGBTIQ+ issues and religious institutions have taken particular 

forms. Broadly, analyses conform to the conventional sociological binary between individual 

and structure. This dichotomous relationship means that many authors focus on the creative 

autonomy of religious LGBTIQ+ individuals against staid or obstructionist religious polities. 

In these examples, religious individuals adapt spiritual resources to their circumstances. This 

emphasis on autonomous action can result in some individuals quitting ‘traditional’ religion, 

creating their own idiosyncratic solutions. This echoes wider sociological findings concerning 

the rise of  religious individualism (Heelas et al., 2005; Roof, 1993; Wilcox, 2009). In other 

investigations, LGBTIQ+ individuals are still seen as active agents; however, instead of 

moving beyond conventional religious or adapting them to their circumstances, they conform 

in various ways to religious custom. Individuals either find ways to reconcile their sexuality to 

the rules that govern religious organisations or deny their sexuality to maintain their religious 
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affiliation. Theoretically, such analyses view religious beliefs and practices as ‘material’ for 

the expression of individual preferences. Individualist investigations tend to ignore deeper 

sociological concerns such as authority, legitimacy and power.   

 Congregation studies use portions of sociological institutionalism, and qualitative 

methods such as participant observation, to uncover how local groups are responsive to changes 

in their local communities (Ammerman, 1990, 1997; Gadge et al., 2007; Gadge et al., 2008; 

Gadge & Wildeman, 2008; Hartman, 1996; Putnam & Campbell, 2012 [2010]; Whitehead, 

2013a, 2013b, 2017a). Local congregations are voluntary organisations intimately enmeshed 

in the community. Members perceive alterations in the sociological composition of their 

environment and rationally adjust the available resources and services to meet consumers. 

Institutional change is caused by these local structural changes and a congregation’s desire to 

meet the needs of the local community. Therefore, the emergence or existence of a LGBTIQ+ 

constituency may cause a congregation to change. 

 Pre-existing macro-level discussions of religious institutions and LGBTIQ+ issues 

usually treat denominations as discrete studies. Large, internally diverse and internationally 

situated denominations such as the Roman Catholic Church, the Anglican Communion and the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints are coalitions of competing interests. Progressives 

and conservatives clash over institutional responses to LGBTIQ+ issues (Barry & Renner, 2004; 

Bates, 2004; Bendroth, 1996; Bergera, 2012a, 2012b; Burns, 1990; Chaves, 1999; Hassett, 

2009; Jordon, 2000; Kniss, 1997; McGillion, 2005; Porter, 2006, 2011; Quinn, 1994a, 1994b, 

1996, 1997; Sumerau, Cragun, et al., 2015; Thomas & Olson, 2012b; Wilde, 2007). These 

assessments are descriptive and journalistic in nature. They concentrate on the political 

machinations of the main personalities in the context of an institution’s wider history. 

Sociological analysis is either implicit, secondary or ignored. With the exception of Chaves 

(1999), Kniss (1997), Porter (2011), Sumerau et al. (2015) and Wilde (2007), institutions are 
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publicly portrayed as monolithic and entrenched interests, that actively resist change. 

Individual choice, preferences and autonomy are largely forgotten or downplayed; therefore, 

such literature is in many ways the opposite to the case studies reviewed at the beginning of 

this chapter. 

 This thesis is attempt to offer a different ‘middle way’ between the polarity between 

individual and structure. I concentrate on the discursive and symbolic ways religious 

institutions respond to social change, especially around the issue of same-sex marriage. This 

builds on the previous literature dealing with LGBTIQ+ issues except that, in following 

chapters, I try to overcome the binary between autonomous individual and monolithic 

conservative institution. In the next chapter, I look at the wider theoretical literature analysing 

institutional behaviour, exploring sociological and discursive institutionalism before moving 

to neo-Weberian theories of religious intra-organisational conflict, moral panics and 

condensing symbols.  
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Frameworks: Institutionalism(s), Neo-

Weberian Theories of Religious Institutions, Moral Panics and 

Condensing Symbols  

Chapter Three discusses potential theoretical concepts that may provide a  “middle way” for 

religious institutional analysis that uses symbols to explain structural  adaption and change. 

This “middle way” inevitably brings to the fore the broader “action/structure” debate and the 

role of rational action vs structural determinism.  In the context of LGBTIQ+ individuals and 

religious institutions, is institutional change or resistance powered by individuals or complex 

structural factors, which can seem opaque and reactionary? Previous attempts  to overcome the 

dichotomisation between agent/structure include Bourdieu’s theory of “field,” “habitus” and 

“symbolic capital” (see.Bourdieu, 1988, 1990, 1991a, 1991b, 1996, 1998, 2005, 2014) and 

Giddens’  theory of “structuration” (see Giddens, 1984). Bourdieu, in particular, has been used 

to explain intraorganisational conflict in the Anglican Communion (see Brittain & McKinnon, 

2011; McKinnon et al., 2011). Whilst acknowledging these previous attempts at surmounting 

the action/structure binary, I begin the first section of this chapter with an in-depth discussion 

of Sociological Institutionalism (SI) and Discursive Institutionalism (DI). Elements of 

sociological institutionalism have been influential in US studies of local congregations and 

social change. I introduce discursive institutionalism to compare it with the sociological variant 

and elaborate crucial components for Chapter 8. To further shift towards a discursive and 

symbolic understanding of institutional behaviour, I will introduce the neo-Weberian 

framework of religious intraorganisational conflict as proposed by Chaves (1993a, 1993b, 1994, 

1995, 1999)  and Kniss (1997).  
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In the second half of this chapter, I will turn to literature discussing pluralism and 

secularisation; moral panics; “crisis” and “paradigm shift”; and notions of “condensing 

symbols” and “moral shock” drawn from social movement theory. This does not represent a 

unified theory of religious institutional behaviour. However, pragmatically utilising theories 

and concepts to analyse the discursive, emotive and symbolic parts of religious institutional 

behaviour, I can further our understanding of how such organisations respond to controversial 

social changes. Concepts outlined in the chapter have been used throughout the course of the 

project. Through them, I was able to slowly gain a deeper discursive and symbolic 

understanding of the relationship between religious institutions, social change, symbols, 

pluralism. This moves beyond the conventional individual/structure binary that marks previous 

literature investigating LGBTIQ+ and religious institutions, possibly setting down a discursive 

‘middle way’ elaborated in Chapter 2. Themes such as “panic”, “crisis”, “paradigm shift”, 

“moral shock”, and “condensing symbols are used in Chapter 8 to illustrate the commonalities 

in behaviour across the three case studies: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, the 

Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney and the Religious Society of Friends.  

Sociological/New Institutionalism (SI) and Religious Institutions 

 Institutionalist perspectives are common within US literature on institutional behaviour, 

especially its sociological variant (Brinton & Nee, 1998; DiMaggio & Powell, 1991a, 1991b; 

Friedland & Alford, 1991; Meyer & Rowan, 1991). Sociological institutionalism tries to 

explain why certain bureaucratic and structural forms become ‘industry standards’ among 

similar organisations.  

The new institutionalism in organisational analysis has a distinctly sociological flavour. This perspective 

emphasises the ways in which action is structured and order made possible by a shared system of rules that 

both constrain the inclination and capacity of actors to optimize as well as privilege some groups whose 

interests are secured by prevailing rewards and sanction (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991a, p. 11).  
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 Broadly, Sociological Institutionalism is a functionalist theoretical framework. Researchers 

argue that organisations ultimately strive for efficiency and cultural legitimacy. The latter is 

achieved by mimicking the procedures, structures, codes of conduct, and rules that are seen as 

best practice. These “…are rationalised and impersonal prescriptions that identify various 

social purposes as technical ones and specify, in a rule-like way, the appropriate means to 

pursue these technical purposes rationally (Meyer & Rowan, 1991, p. 41). This functionalist 

tendency to converge on culturally legitimate standards is called “isomorphism’ and 

compliance can be ‘coercively’ sought by surrounding institutions (DiMaggio & Powell, 

1991b). Critically, these harmonising behaviours have material and symbolic consequences. 

This is because the willingness of an institution to accede to bureaucratic norms symbolically 

signals to other organisations that these standards are legitimate and efficacious. 

Thus institutions are symbolic systems which have nonobservable, absolute, transrational referents and 

observable social relations which concretise them. Through these concrete social relations, individuals and 

organisations strive to achieve their ends, but they also make life meaningful and reproduce those symbolic 

systems (Friedland & Alford, 1991, p. 249).  

 The procedural, isomorphic and symbolic elements converge in Nee’s (1998) discussion of 

Sociological Institutionalism’s ‘context-bound rationality’. These structuring characteristics 

provide the parameters for rational action, either at an organisational or at an individual level. 

Organisations act within the constraints of the surrounding environment. Garnering legitimacy 

is subject to conforming and signaling acquiescence to these generally accepted norms. 

Structural patterns also prefigure what is considered rational behaviour by individuals within 

an institution (Powell, 1991). 

 As a theory of organisational behaviour, Sociological Institutionalism represents a 

broad coalition of theorists committed to introducing sociological concepts to organisational 

studies, rather than a comprehensive framework. One commonality that many SI theorists share 

is an emphasis on structural stability as opposed to change (Schmidt, 2008, 2010).  This, I 

would argue, functionalist presupposition might actually render SI’s ability to account for the 
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maddening speed and diversity of contemporary pluralistic society. A second problem is that, 

to dilute its functionalist tendency, without fully erasing it, and describe contemporary 

pluralism, SI theorists adapt other concepts from other frameworks. An example of this 

borrowing among Sociological Institutionalists is the use of Bourdieusian concepts, such as 

“field” and “habitus” (see DiMaggio & Powell, 1991a; DiMaggio & Powell, 1991b; Friedland 

& Alford, 1991). As Swartz (2008) argues, such interpretations, particularly from the US, 

reveal “a tendency in the American appropriation of Bourdieu to extract one concept from the 

overall orienting framework and to try to test it empirically” (Swartz, 2008, p. 47). This 

selectivity also prompted Emirbayer and Johnson (2008) to argue in relation to “field”: 

However, while the concept of organisational field has indeed offered a powerful improvement on earlier 

understandings of organisational environments, we believe that the potential utility of the field concept as 

originally formulated and subsequently refined by Bourdieu has been diminished by its application solely 

to the level of organisational (Emirbayer & Johnson, 2008, p. 3). 

 

I argue that the difference between the Bourdieusian and Sociological Institutionalism’s 

definitions of field results in a tendency to reify these structures as objective facts. They do  not 

recognise the dynamic bundles of cultural, historical, ideological and political currents. In SI, 

structures overwhelm individuals and command obedience. The theory also lends itself to a 

kind of empiricism, which emerges in congregational studies from the United States (Chapter 

3). Change is caused by the remote machinations of elite actors that possess sufficient power 

and legitimacy to shift structures. Diversity is always subservient to institutional survival. This 

results in the assessment of undermining contingent and contextual factors that are important 

to understanding institutional change, and a dilution of the broader Bourdieusian program of 

merging individual and structural factors symbiotically. Fundamentally, I would suggest that 

this means a return of the dichotomous relationship between individual and structure, and not 

the vaunted “middle” way, because it decidedly preferences structural factors. Furthermore,  

Bourdieusian interpretations of religious institutional behaviour exist (McAlexander ert al. 
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2014; McKinnon et al., 2011). These concentrate on the conflictual and contextual aspects of 

the religious institutional field. Institutions are venues for the authentication and legitimation 

of power. This process does not point towards stability, but actors incessantly seek to dominate 

other internal groups and dictate institutional policy. 

Sociological Institutionalist Perspectives and the Study of Local Congregations 

 The eclecticism that has marked the broader development of sociological 

institutionalism, has also seemingly influenced its piecemeal practical application for 

investigating how US congregations have responded to LGBTIQ+ activism and institutional 

change (Ammerman, 1997; P. E. Becker, 1999; Gadge et al., 2007; Gadge et al., 2008; Gadge 

& Wildeman, 2008; Whitehead, 2013a, 2013b, 2017a; Wilde, 2007). I argue that Sociological 

Institutionalism's functionalist commitment to explaining ‘diversity in unity’ resonates with 

congregational studies investigating how local communities have responded to LGBTIQ+ 

issues in a religious context. These studies have also latently attempted to illustrate a “middle” 

point between congregant and institution. Sociological Institutionalism can be pragmatically 

adapted as a loose, nominal, framework to explain not only agent-centred dynamism, but also 

the constricting influence of religious authority and legitimacy. Congregational behaviour is 

seen as a response by rational individual agents to wider environmental pressures. These 

rational ‘choices’ are a flow-on effect of the cultural norms, values and social structures in 

which a local congregation is embedded. Institutions, and their individual members, are acutely 

aware of these changing factors. This is because the wider social “field” is objectively “real”, 

with evolution as an inevitable requirement of survival. However, within the study of religious 

organisations this empiricism does not result in a rigorous quantitative analysis beyond basic 

observations about the demographic characteristics of an institution and its surrounding 

environment.  
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For example, Ammerman (1997) and Becker (1999) use extensive participant observations 

and other qualitative methods to produce empirical typologies of organisational forms, which 

are anchored in reasoned understandings of how certain social characteristics create the 

conditions for particular congregations. I suggest that Sociological Institutionalist studies of 

religious institutions take a “middle way” that merges individual choice and the irrevocably 

stable or evolutionary nature of religious institutional change. Entrepreneurs emerge from 

within the congregation, identifying new opportunities or seeking to conform to shifting norms. 

This responsiveness to social change is critical for institutional survival. Becker argues that 

acquiescing to changing social structures is fundamentally driven by individual agents. 

“Community congregations are likely to cope with rapid social change in the environment, 

having a wide variety of energetic lay leaders who are likely to be informed about what is going 

on in community…” (Becker, 1999, p. 193). Emerging from this “middle way” is the symbiosis 

of two similar notions of rational action at the levels of individual and congregation. Within a 

physical and objective social environment, both the individual and congregation are “rational” 

actors. Congregations are intermediators between the micro and the macro. They are responsive 

to individuals, but essentially under pressure from the broader social environment and tending 

towards stability. Therefore, institutions appeal both to certain combinations of individual 

preferences, then attempt to harmonise these with macro-sociological structures. This is the 

“diversity in unity” that many religious institutional studies identify. An example of this is 

identified in Whitehead’s concept of “loose coupling”: 

Loose coupling is an important organizational adaptation, especially concerning homosexuality, because 

it allows an inclusive congregation to adapt to a changing environment without disturbing the organization 

as a whole. Gays and lesbians are integrated into congregational life but the organization does not have to 

make a formal declaration that could lead to both internal and external conflict (Whitehead, 2017a, p. 831). 

Similar themes emerge in Ammerman’s (1997) discussion of “social ecologies”. Broad shifts 

in social structure allow and legitimate particular macro institutional behaviour and the actions 

of individuals propel specific rational responses to a congregation’s immediate locale. Both 
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micro and macro currents meet in the middle legitimating local diversity and overall social 

stability. Ammerman suggests that congregations are not only the expression of cultural factors 

but also a function of specific material conditions. 

 As the ebb and flow of demographic and economic change reconfigure urban neighbourhoods, the 

institutions anchored there inevitably change as well…. As those concerns are redefined by shifts in the 

economy or the population, the array of religious organisations in a community will be altered, as well 

(Ammerman, 1997, p. 310).  

 Becker (1999) and Ammerman (1997) both describe local congregations as being 

deeply attuned to the communities in which they live. Local leaders adjust the services 

available depending on the sociological composition of the society around them. A 

congregation’s reticence or inability to change jeopardizes its long-term viability. 

Summarizing the case studies that make up Congregation and Community (1997), Ammerman 

argues: 

Adaption can take many forms, but it is not an easy process. It requires determined effort at finding 

resources, establishing new partnerships, developing leaders, new programs, and new ideas, and often 

involves fighting among people who love each other. Most congregations do not choose adaption. They 

choose not to fight and thus not change. They may be aware that the ecology in which they were born no 

longer exists, but they continue to do what they know to do (Ammerman, 1997, p. 345). 

Congregations are creatures of their immediate environment. However, for Ammerman, there 

is a degree of uncertainty because structural evolution does not automatically result in 

institutional change. Leaders or members still need to acknowledge that circumstances have 

changed and that the group’s long-term survival requires action. Implicitly, Ammerman 

suggests that this is not a genuine “choice.”  Following Sociological Institutionalism, a 

congregation must change if they are to going to survive beyond the natural lives of its current 

members. If the socio-economic composition of a congregation’s immediate community 

changes, a congregation must change or appeal to a wider audience to retain its cultural 

legitimacy. 

At the forefront of Wilde’s (2007) study of the Second Vatican Council is an attempt 

to design a version of Sociological Institutionalism that emphasises not the integratory factors 
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that connect individual, congregational and macro-level factors into a stable whole, but how 

this whole process is governed by an overarching belief that actors are responding rationally to 

objective conditions. There is an explicit merging of parts of Religious Market Theory’s 

utilitarian individual responding to empirical conditions or calculations (Finke & Stark, 2000; 

Finke & Stark, 2005b; Iannaccone, 1992, 1994; Iannaccone et al., 1995), and sociological 

Institutionalism’s concern for structuring guidelines, protocols, practices, cultural legitimacy 

and symbolic isomorphism.  

Sociologists who study capitalist markets and organisations and have found that organisations compete not 

just for resources and customers, but political power and institutional legitimacy, for social as well as 

economic fitness and thus that success of organisations can be explained as much by how well they 

resonated with their symbolic environment as by their technical efficiency (Wilde, 2007, p. 45). 

Furthermore: 

The symbolic environment most relevant to an institution is called its organisational field, those 

organisations that, in the aggregate, constitute a recognised area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource 

and product consumers, regulatory agencies and other organisations that produce similar services or 

products (Wilde, 2007, pp. 45-46). 

 Sociological Institutionalism’s strengths purportedly lie in its ability to explain ‘why’ 

similar organisations symbolically comply with a set of legitimate norms, values and 

procedures. These act as series of structural boundaries that frame institutional and individual 

behaviour.  ‘Entrepreneurs’ or individuals identify and exploit shifts in structural norms. 

Congregational studies, such as Ammerman (1997), Becker (1999) and Whitehead (2013a, 

2013b, 2017a) illustrate the influence of agents, structural variables, and material factors in 

negotiating local changes. Subsuming all these components is the presumption of rationality 

and materialism which is emphasised by Wilde (2007). This reinforces, I argue, the 

methodological individualism at the heart of much of the literature concerning LGBTIQ+ 

issues and religious institutions. Sociological Institutionalism’s concentration on ‘rational’ 

action and its narrow understanding of symbolism, reduces its sensitivity to culture, discourse 

and history. The centrality of the ‘individual’ can also over-emphasise the power of 

‘entrepreneurs' in some contexts, while contradicting Sociological Institutionalism’s implicit 
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functionalism that emphasises stability (see, Brinton & Nee, 1998; DiMaggio & Powell, 1991b; 

Friedland & Alford, 1991).  

Discursive Institutionalism 

Discursive Institutionalism (DI) is deliberately designed to solve the functionalist bias 

outlined in sociological institutionalism by explicitly examining the discursive and ideational 

processes that undergird organisational change (Art, 2006; Hay, 2001, 2006; Hope & Rauda, 

2012; Schmidt, 2008, 2010). I suggest that this general focus on change is a particular strength 

of discursive institutionalism. I will also show later in the case studies that concepts such as 

‘paradigm shift’ and ‘crisis’ developed by Hay (2001, 2006) are helpful in trying re-theorise 

how religious institutions understand, negotiate, respond or resist changes in social norm. 

discursive institutionalism also begins to shift the focus away from the rational, self-interested 

agents and institutions in previous investigations of LGBTIQ+ issues. Behaviour and change 

is the result of a bewildering interplay of multiple factors; between discourse, culture, political 

context, history and ad hoc interpretation. This last factor is undertaken by both individuals 

and groups, based on their constantly evolving understanding of the surrounding social 

environment. Therefore, change within Discursive Institutionalism is incessant and 

multidimensional.  

Discursive Institutionalism seeks to overcome institutionalism’s tendency towards 

‘path dependency’; an example is ‘isomorphism in Sociological Institutionalism. Path 

dependency describes the proclivity of large, historically entrenched bureaucracies to follow 

precedent when formulating policies (Peters, Pierre, & King, 2005, p. 1276). Schmidt argues 

that Discursive Institutionalism is:  

an umbrella concept for the vast range of works in political science that take account of the substantive 

content of ideas and the interactive processes by which ideas are conveyed and exchanged through 

discourse. On the substantive dimension of ideas and discourse, DI scholars consider ideas about ‘what is 

and what ought to be’ at different levels of generality, going from policy ideas to programmatic ideas or 

paradigms to deeper philosophical ideas (Schmidt, 2010, p. 3). 
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 The inclusion of the political, cultural and symbolic aspects of organisational behaviour 

regarding social change is achieved by concentrating on how issues are discursively packaged 

for elite or public consumption. The discursive institutionalist framework illustrates how elite 

individuals cognitively construct plans of action and normatively legitimate these within a 

larger ideational schema (Schmidt, 2008). Change is fundamentally caused when antagonistic 

ideas compete for broader legitimacy through the strategic use of cultural authority (Hay, 2006; 

Schmidt, 2008). The concept of ‘discourse’ is strongly analogous to the role of “framing” in 

media studies; whereby actors guide public opinion through highly partisan interpretations of 

reality and assumptions about material circumstances: 

By using the term discourse, we can simultaneously indicate the ideas represented in the discourse (which 

may come in a variety of forms as well as content) and the interactive processes by which ideas are 

conveyed (which may be carried by different agents in different spheres). The discursive processes alone 

help explain why certain ideas succeed and others fail because of the ways in which they are projected to 

whom and where. But the discourse itself, as representation as well as process, also needs to be evaluated 

as to why it succeeds or fails in promoting ideas (Schmidt, 2008, p. 309). 

Stressing the fluid, contextual and dialectical features of institutional change, Discursive 

Institutionalism offers a significantly different interpretation of individual initiative and 

rational action than Sociological Institutionalism. Agency is simultaneously learnt, active and 

not wholly prescribed by social structure. Individuals make decisions based on their assessment 

of the narratives available. This is an interactive procedure because an individual may come to 

idiosyncratic conclusions, influenced by previous experience, history, culture, tradition and 

constantly evolving contemporaneous contexts. Crucially, individuals are ‘rational’ within the 

confines of these constantly evolving discursive norms and notions of legitimacy, which are 

vying for institutional ascendency (Hay, 2006; Schmidt, 2008, 2010). Agency in discursive 

institutionalism is fully emmeshed a web of broader social forces. Hay argues: 

Within this perspective, change is seen to reside in the relationship between actors and the context in which 

they find themselves, between institutional “architects,” institutional subjects, and institutional 

environments. More specifically, institutional change is understood in terms of the interaction between 

strategic conduct and the strategic context within which it is conceived, and in the later unfolding of its 

consequences, both intended and unintended (Hay, 2006, p. 64). 
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Discursive Institutionalism, I argue, represents an important step towards a more nuanced 

comprehension of religious institutional behaviour and LGBTIQ+ issues. It maintains that 

individuals can plausibly act as rational agents within the constraints of an erratic environment. 

Themes of legitimacy and power are crucial to framing action, and also constantly changeable. 

This is fundamental to uncovering the effects of changing social norms on contemporary 

religious institutions. Organisational elites are not only grappling with structural changes that 

possibly sap them of cultural credibility; they are seeking to actively engage with the instability 

experienced under pluralism to reinforce their power. Elites attempt to propagate discourses 

which help explain surrounding social developments, but also purposefully pursue institutional 

interests in this dynamic environment. 

 The variety of “institutionalisms” available is emblematic of the contested debates 

among theoreticians struggling to comprehend the behaviour of large organisations. 

Sociological Institutionalism ostensibly takes ‘culture seriously’ by placing notions of culture, 

norms and values in the foreground. The theory uses ideas such as “coercive isomorphism”, 

“contextual rationality”, efficiency and legitimacy to explain why similar organisations 

acquiesce to common structural forms. This suggests that institutions are largely reactive not 

proactive. Within the sociology of religion, components of Sociological Institutionalism have 

been used in US studies of congregational change. Sociological Institutionalism’s concern for 

entrepreneurial individualism, structural uniformity, cultural legitimacy and material efficiency 

may reinforce tendencies already present in the literature on LGBTIQ+ persons and religious 

institutions. These are: the belief in creative individual agency, a focus on material resources 

available to LGBTIQ+ individuals and the subordination of cultural factors when attempting 

to explain the behaviour of individuals. Discursive Institutionalism’s focus on change begins 

to shake us from our lethargy and analytical drought. Discursive Institutionalists look at the 
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symbolic, discursive and cultural factors that motivate change, which is sensitive to the 

endemic contingency experienced under pluralism. 

Neo-Weberian Theories of Religious Institutional Change  

Neo-Weberian examinations of religious institutions concentrate on the internal 

symbolic confrontations between secular and religious authority within institutions (Chaves, 

1993a, 1993b, 1994, 1999; Kniss, 1997). This work focuses on the internal tensions that exist 

between energetic internal factions trying to exert their influence over an organisation. Symbols 

are central mediators of this structural conflict. Symbols within the neo-Weberian framework 

function in ways described by Berger (1969a, 1969b) and Berger and Luckmann (1971). For 

Burger and Luckmann symbols are cognitive tools used by humans to convey meaning, 

organize ‘the world’ and provide stability. In his work seminal work on secularisation, Berger 

(1969a, 1969b) suggests that traditional religious authority and legitimacy is underlined by a 

coherent “sacred canopy” . 

Their empirical tenuousness is transformed into an overpowering stability as they are understood as but 

manifestations of the underlying structure of the universe. They transcend the death of the individuals and 

the decay of entire collectivities, because they are now grounded in a sacred time within which merely 

human history is but an episode. In a sense, then, they become immortal (Berger, 1969a, p. 37). 

This canopy is a collection  of ‘plausibility structures’ and powerful symbols that mediate 

meaning. “Thus, each world requires a social “base” for its continuing existence as a world that 

is real to actual human beings. This “base” may be called its “plausibility structure” A “sacred 

canopy” and “plausibility structures” are challenged by the emergence of secularisation.  

While neo-Weberian theories have significant commonalities with “traditional” 

theories of religious institutions and their position in society, they do not subscribe to the overt 

pessimism or overt functionalism of their forebears.  For instance, Weber (1951, 1958, 1964, 

1965, 1968a, 1968b, 1968c)  sought to show that the tension between religious and secular 

authority increased throughout history, with secularism and the process of secularisation, 



 

52 

 

outstripping their religious rivals. The forces of secularisation, bureaucratization and changes 

in the division of labour would ultimately render religious authority obsolete. Moreover, 

symbols for neo-Weberians do not serve the same purpose as they do in a Durkheimian context. 

Durkheim (2008) suggested that religious symbols functioned as mechanisms to integrate the 

various elements in society, and legitimate the various roles that a society needs to perpetuate 

itself and the ethical norms that govern a community. For neo-Weberian theorists, symbols are 

dynamic and their meanings is less a reflection of a social structure and more determined by 

their various shifting interpretations, as they are appropriated or employed by agents. 

For neo-Weberian’s like Chaves and Kniss, secularisation does affect contemporary 

religious institutions; however; its effects are restricted, and symbols retain crucial cognitive 

and practical functions.  Tensions emerge between different internal groups representing 

competing centres of authority embodied in the different symbols they use. Mark Chaves 

(1993a, 1993b, 1994) engages with these internal dynamics, synthesizing notions of legitimacy, 

power and symbolism to explain institutional experience of wider social change. Chaves’ 

engagement with these sociological factors is a conscious challenge to  Religious Market 

Theory (RMT) (Chaves, 1995; Chaves & Gorski, 2001) . Religious Market Theorists suggest 

that people possess an innate religiosity which they seek to express through the pluralistic 

religious marketplace. The proclivity towards spirituality is assumed. Religious institutions 

calve out niches inside the market as they try to satisfy the religious needs of individuals. 

Change is a result of alterations in individual preferences. Consideration of religious authority 

and institutional power is subordinated to the stimulus provided by individual consumers. 

These may or may not be mediated through sociological factors such as gender, class and 

institutional culture US (Finke, 2004; Finke & Stark, 1989, 2000, 2005b; Hull & Bold, 1998; 

Iannaccone, 1992, 1994; Iannaccone et al., 1995; Miller, 2002; Perl & Olson, 2000; Stark & 

Bainbridge, 1980; Stark & Iannaccone, 1994a, 1994b; Stark & McCann, 1993).  
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Building on Weber’s arguments concerning the nature of institutional authority and  the 

elite  monopolization of “religious goods”, Chaves (1993a) suggests that internal  secularisation 

leads to the emergence of “dual structures” inside religious organisations.  An increasing 

structural differentiation between “religious authority” structure and “agency structures” takes 

place; describing the internal tension between secular and religious elites and their particular 

claims to legitimate authority within an organisation. Surmising the different ‘structures’ 

within denominations, Chaves argues: 

For the religious authority structure, on the one hand, congregations are objects of control. This follows 

directly from the religious authority function of controlling access to religious goods… For the agency 

structure, on the other hand, congregations are a resource (Chaves, 1993b, p. 9). 

The split between rival factions inside contemporary religious institutions is fundamentally a 

battle over an organisation’s material resources. Secular professionals have become 

increasingly important to the daily functioning of many groups as their responsibilities expand 

beyond religious matters. This has not led to the simple displacement of religious elites. 

Tension between the blocs emerges, not only over the organisation’s spiritual functions, but 

over access to its material resources. Although Chaves suggests that this transferal of 

institutional authority has led to greater bureaucratic centralization in the US context, I would 

argue that these antagonisms equally involve questions of meaning and discourse. Controlling 

an organisation’s material resources is predicated on providing legitimate reasons for this 

monopoly. Chaves argues: 

Once denominations develop substantial agency structures, however, I submit that many conflicts and 

schisms can be understood as struggles for control of the substantial material and symbolic residing within 

the agency structure (Chaves, 1993a, p. 162). 

 

Following his concept of “dual structures”, Chaves suggests that secular professionals 

are introduced to assist in the practical running of religious organisations. Over time, rivalries 

develop between religious and secular professionals over the direction of a group; however, 

this does not mean that secular actors establish achieve undisputed dominance. Both blocs are 
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in creative tension and need each to pursue their own ends. In this scenario, I argue, symbols 

are reordered to appeal to changing notions of power and legitimacy over institutional resources; 

used as multidirectional boundary markers and used to connect with the external cultural world. 

This gives one side a temporary advantage over its institutional competitors until events call 

for a different response. Nevertheless, religious and secular authority is also organisationally 

symbiotic. Chaves’ Ordaining Women (1999) demonstrates this feature and how the symbolic 

mediation of change does not involve rigid boundaries between actors. Female ordination split 

many US church polities between conservatives and liberals, who used female ordination as a 

symbolic issue to create intraorganisational boundaries between disputants and society. Using 

the example of female ordination, Chaves suggests: 

In an important sense, it is impossible to draw a clear line between “internal” and “external” influences on 

women’s ordination. Although I would argue that the women’s movement, for example, is a source of 

“external” pressure on denominations, it exercises this pressure largely through women and men inside 

denominations who, influenced by the outside movement, advocate, either, individually or collectively, 

greater equality within religious organisations (Chaves, 1999, p. 39). 

Institutional combatants use certain symbols for specific reasons.  Symbols are key markers 

of membership, agendas and ideologies inside contemporary religious institutions. The forces 

of change and resistance draw on these potent symbolic tropes, such as the Bible or secular 

feminism, to illustrate their institutional dominance and legitimate agendas. In Chaves’ (1999) 

example of female ordination, institutional elites sympathetic to reform utilise their experience 

of the women’s rights movement, to bring in frames and symbols from the wider feminist 

movement, adding to their cultural authority against religious objections. These sympathies 

also illustrate a crucial link between intraorganisational conflict and broader social change. 

“Social and historical proximity to the secular women’s movement makes it much more likely 

that conflicts over women’s ordination are understood by participants as conflicts over the 

principle of gender equality ” (Chaves, 1999, p. 165).  As internal groups reinterpret their own 

parochial symbols and make additions, they fundamentally alter the shape of its undergirding 

‘symbolic universe’ and the structure or posture of the organisation. I suggest that symbolic 
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adaption, co-option and engagement not only effects the complexion of a religious group, but 

it also effects how an organisation will perceive its “rational” interests similar to Schmidt (2010) 

account of  rationality. According to Schmidt (2010), institutions:  

…pursue their goals in accordance with their beliefs about the facts but – as already noted – they are not 

only able to think, say, and act but also to think about their thoughts, reflect upon their actions, state their 

intentions, alter their actions as a result of their thoughts about their actions, and say what they are thinking 

of doing and change their minds in response to persuasion by others regarding what they are thinking, 

saying, and doing (Schmidt, 2010, p. 17). 

Engaging with the boundary between institution and society is crucial to understanding how 

symbols act as mediators of change. In Kniss’s (1997) investigation of Mennonite intra-

organisational conflict symbols help transmit meaning, demarcate boundaries between internal 

factions, and mediate change between institution and society. However, unlike Chaves, Kniss 

focuses explicitly on the structural factors that affect “what” symbols are used for and “how” 

they are used. For Kniss, the most important macro-level factors are the ‘isms’ that all actors 

subscribe to within a particular cultural tradition that animates an organisation:  

Cultural change refers to changes in the shared meaning assigned to social realities or to changes in the 

representation of the shared meanings. I have in mind trends such as progressivism, rationalism, 

modernism, individualism, and changes in the various forms of cultural expression that represent or 

reinterpret changing “isms” (Kniss, 1997, p. 111). 

 

Symbols are the interlocutors that connect all these levels together, underneath this common 

“symbolic universe”. Kniss argues: “…symbols are intentionally constructed and manipulated 

by creative agents and are received and perceived by various audience in particular social 

contexts” (Kniss, 1997, p. 112). Therefore, in Kniss’s view, symbols act as framing devices 

which render social change cognisant and allow actors to pursue specific outcomes or mobilise 

particular constituencies. The key difference between Chaves and Kniss  is that the latter places 

greater emphasis on how broader societal developments and concepts influence intra-

organisational behaviour.  
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 Re-evaluating the ideas of Berger (1969a, 1969b), Berger and Luckmann (1971), 

Chaves (1993a, 1993b, 1994, 1999) and Kniss (1997) allows us to reassess how contemporary 

religious institutions have used symbols to mediate social change. I have argued that previous 

studies of religious institutions, LGBTIQ+ issues and social change (Chapter 2) have relied on 

a specific image of the “rational” creative individual and institution. Institutions are either 

benign barriers or maliciously pursuing reactionary policies. Organisations are not the porous 

and dynamic entities that they have become in contemporary society. Despite attempts to 

‘rebalance’ through congregationalist studies in the US, the rational individual remains. 

Congregational studies try to construct their own middle way between the individual and 

institution. This perspective also personifies the organisation itself as a reasoning entity that is 

guided by its material. This means that congregations and denominations are largely reactive, 

as they attempt to minimise tensions between themselves and society. This functionalism is 

poorly suited to identifying social change because it presupposes that an institution will always 

seek to conciliate with broader society to guarantee its continuing cultural legitimacy.  

 Neo-Weberians Chaves (1993a, 1993b, 1994, 1999) and Kniss (1997) simultaneously build 

on, and circumscribe, many of the conclusions offered by Berger and Luckmann. While 

acknowledging the salience of secularisation in explaining pluralism, Chaves concentrates on 

how secularisation has led to the internal restructuring of contemporary religious institutions. 

Chaves argues religious and agency (i.e. secular) authority are in tension because of this 

redistribution of authority. Religious and secular professionals compete for control of an 

organisation’s material resources and the ability to exercise legitimate authority. This ability is 

derived from a “symbolic universe”, which each actor is ultimately seeking to impose on the 

other. Nevertheless, I argue that this is not a ‘zero-sum’ game because of contemporary 

pluralism. Although, Chaves is correct in identifying symbolic mediation of conflict as core 

features of intra-organisational conflict, both sides of any dispute are mutually beholden to 



 

57 

 

each other. Secular and religious elites are linked through self-interest because each needs the 

other to formulate responses to rapidly diversifying societies. I would suggest, that in some 

cases, tensions between religious and secular authorities is unavoidable and productive. Kniss’ 

(1997) observations about symbols reinforces many of Chaves’s observations but argues that 

many combatants are embedded in a similar cultural heritage that acts a common reference 

point and renders symbols understandable.  

Pluralism introduces fundamental tensions between society and religious institutions, and 

within an organisation. It is unhelpful to see institutions as unitary or immune as implicitly 

imagined in work investigating contemporary religious organisations and LGBTIQ+ 

individuals in Chapter 2. Moreover, the sense of confusion initiated by contemporary social 

change is extremely emotive for many religious elites grappling with broader social 

liberalisation. This may preclude us from seeing the whole process as strictly “rational”. Some 

pre-existing analytical tools are incapable of fully grappling with the ideational, moral and 

ethical that contemporary institutional conflicts entail. Research that lionises the autonomous 

individual tends to downgrade emotive and structural factors for a view of the agent that is 

emphatically rational. Individuals seek to satisfy their intrinsic religiosity, methodically 

weighing material and personal interests. An extreme example of this form of utilitarian 

individualism appears in Religious Market Theory, whereby structural factors are largely a 

function of individual desires (Finke, 2004; Iannaccone, 1992, 1994; Iannaccone et al., 1995; 

Stark & Bainbridge, 1985; Stark & Iannaccone, 1994a, 1994b)  Sociological Institutionalism 

is avowedly structuralist. However, it tries to maintain that an organisation’s actions are still 

objectively rational. An organisation still acts “rationally” when its material interests are 

threatened or its cultural legitimacy is called into question by broader social changes.    The 

moral character of the issues at the centre of contemporary religious institutional change 

reinforces these underlining emotive characteristics. This moves it away from empirical 
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discussions of resources and institutional structure; opening the possibility that organisations 

can work towards agenda that could be judged irrational. However, by using notions of 

rationality that are contextual from discursive institutionalism and symbolic mediation, I can 

begin to breakdown the stale empiricism and individualism that dominates the literature. 

Extending this hypothesis to include concepts such as “moral panic” and “institutional crisis” 

also helps focus on the emotional aspects of symbolic mediation that help institutions grapple 

with social change. They assist organisational elites to engage, negotiate and respond to the 

world around them, legitimating their position within a group and among the general 

community. This is achieved through consistently readapting symbols, ideas and discourses to 

ever shifting contingencies. Public displays of discursive competence may, in fact, be a 

substitute for declining religious authority, another way of maintaining cultural relevance in a 

pluralistic age.  

Pluralism, Moral Panics Moral Shocks, Institutional Crisis and Condensing Symbols: 

The Power of Emotions 

 Pluralism and secularisation have affected religious institutions in specific ways that 

have given rise to symbolic mediation and the emotionality of discourses. To elucidate this 

thesis’ perspective on these two concepts, I briefly discuss Berger, Luckmann, Taylor and 

Connolly (see. Berger, 1969a; Berger, 1969b; Berger & Luckmann, 1971; Connolly, 1999; 

Luckmann, 1967; Taylor, 2007) The breakdown of traditional religious authority because of 

increasing pluralism results in a sense of emotional dread pervading intra-organisational and 

inter-organizational life. I contend that these ‘crises’ of purpose and power caused by the 

collapse of traditional religious authority, can motivate organisations to find symbolic 

mediators to resolve tensions. At its core, this process is contextual and reflexive. Institutional 

leaders must “rationally” readjust their behaviour based on incomplete ideational and symbolic 
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signals from both within and external to the organisation. Religious elites must respond 

effectively to pluralism’s bewildering rapidity to shore up their own institutional position and 

display their competence. However, this innate dynamism also intensifies this sense of crisis. 

To better understand the theoretical implications of both these factors - institutional crises and 

panics - I draw further from Discursive Institutionalism (Art, 2006; Hay, 2001, 2006; Schmidt, 

2008, 2010) and delve deeper into literature discussing the nature of moral panics (Cohen, 2011; 

Fejes, 2008; Garland, 2008; Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994; Gusfield, 1972; Jenkins, 1992; 

Tettey, 2016; Thompson, 1998). By doing so, I can gain an understanding of how emotion, 

symbols and discourse are central to institutional leaders constructively understanding, 

negotiating, engaging or resisting broader social change.  

Berger, Luckmann, Taylor, Connolly: Secularism and Pluralism 

 Underlying the theoretical arguments in this section are particular notions of 

secularisation and pluralism which have evolved over the course of the project. I have gradually 

developed a comprehension of these two fundamental processes that is contextual, provisional 

and conflictual. This fits the thesis’ broader contention that contemporary religious institutions 

engage, mediate and conflict with other social actors through salient “condensing symbols”. I 

am specifically indebted to ideas originating in Berger, Luckmann, Taylor and Connolly in 

formulating my own notions of pluralism and secularisation that are at the core of this thesis 

(see. Berger, 1969a; Berger, 1969b; Berger & Luckmann, 1971; Connolly, 1999; Luckmann, 

1967; Taylor, 2007). 

 The early commentaries of Berger and Luckmann - both collectively and as individual 

authors (Berger, 1969a; Berger, 1969b; Berger & Luckmann, 1971; Luckmann, 1967) have 

been extraordinarily influential in discussions of secularisation and pluralism within the 

sociology of religion. The authors describe a diversifying world as traditional institutions and 
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their legitimating ‘symbolic universes’ and “plausibility structures” collapse under pressure 

from pluralism. Pluralisation accelerates as traditional authority structures break down. Two 

possibilities emerge in this scenario that are, in some sense, antagonistic. Firstly, the collapse 

of traditional “sacred canopies” leads to competitive pluralism where multiple “plausibility 

structures” are in mutual tension. In this environment, symbols combine in novel ways and 

transmit a variety of meanings (Berger, 1969b). Secondly, despite the advent of pluralism, 

secularisation is treated as an inevitability, irrevocably consigning the traditional religion to 

history. This is an endorsement of the conventional secularisation thesis that views the demise 

of religious institutions under the hegemonic powers of secular bureaucracy and contradicts 

the previous invocation of mutual tensions: 

Externally, the religious institutions deal with other social institutions as well as with each other through 

the typical forms of bureaucratic interaction. “Public relations” with the consumer clientele, “lobbying”  

with the government, “fund-raising” with both governmental and private agencies, multifaceted 

involvements with the secular economy (particularly through investment)- in all these aspects of their 

“mission” the religious institutions are compelled to seek “results”  by methods that are, of necessity, very 

similar to those employed by bureaucratic structures with similar problems (Berger, 1969a). 

 

Despite this pessimism about the continuing vitality of religious institutions, there are 

important observations that help us understand contemporary pluralism and organisational 

behaviour. The authors leave open the possibility that creative tension may exist between 

secular and religious institutions. Under pluralism, legitimating “plausibility structures” and 

their symbolic mediators compete with rivals (Berger, 1969b). Furthermore: 

It is important to bear in mind that most modern societies are pluralistic. This means that they have a shared 

core universe taken for granted as such, and different partial universes coexisting in a state of mutual 

accommodation (Berger & Luckmann, 1971, p. 142). 

In this thesis, I contend that this “state of mutual accommodation” is more conflictual, dynamic 

and contingent than suggested by both Berger and Luckmann, nor does this process invariably 

lead to the demise of religious authority or structures. Symbols, liberated from their old unitary 

“universes” become valuable resources for communicating meaning and engaging with the 

outside world. Institutional elites add, subtract and adapt, depending on their relationship with 
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the secular world. Moreover, these spheres are inter-penetrated, porous and in constant 

dialogue. Secularism is feature of this process because it helps analyse the effects of non-

religious groups and bureaucratic structures on a group, but should not be treated as an 

inexorable force. I also argue that pluralism describes a cultural context in constant 

unpredictable flux where a bewildering array of actors, forces and events interact in a 

seemingly random fashion.  

  Debates around “post-secularisation” assist in making the conceptual leap that is 

complementary to this thesis’ framework. Crucial are the insights of Charles Taylor. In a 

relatively brief comment about post-secularism in his magisterial A Secular Age (2007), Taylor  

offers this view of post-secularism: 

 I use this term not as designating an age in which the declines in belief and practice of the last century 

would have been reversed , because this doesn’t seem likely, at least for the moment; I rather mean a time 

in which the hegemony of the mainstream master narrative of secularisation will be more and more 

challenged. This, I think is now happening. But because, as I believe, this hegemony has helped to effect 

the decline, its overcoming would open new possibilities (Taylor, 2007, pp. 534-535). 

According to Kaltasis (2019) Taylor suggest that:  

   The post-secular public sphere is a “fragile” and ever-changing common social space in the sense that 

no comprehensive view represents the ultimate authority. Every claim to universality- religious or secular- 

is rendered unstable by the co-presence of the other perspectives and is open to contestation from multiple 

perspectives” (Kaltasis, 2019). 

 

In this account, pluralism and secularism are certainly features of the modern social landscape. 

However, religious and metaphysical worldviews begin to participate in social discourse from 

a position of parity or equality. I would argue that another way of framing this reality is that 

different symbolic discourses are constantly in dialogue with another. This dialogue does result 

in conflict, but these tensions are positive. Pluralism is an incessantly shifting field of action, 

whereby institutional elites use different symbolic resources to navigate a constantly changing 

environment. Symbols convey meaning and transmit authority. Taylor’s arguments concisely 

characterise the contingency, contestability and dynamism that religious institutions are 
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submerged in on a daily basis. Secularism certainly effects change, but it also releases the 

phenomenal power of pluralism, which has made the discursive mediation of change crucial. 

The structural consequences of this new environment are best described by William Connolly 

in Why I am not a Secularist  (1999): 

It seems to me that an overt metaphysical/religious pluralism in life provides one key to forging a positive 

ethos of engagement out of the multidimensional plurality of contemporary life. In such a culture, people 

are called upon neither to leave their metaphysical baggage at home when they participate in various 

publics nor to adopt an overarching faith acknowledged by all parties who strive to promote the common 

good (Connolly, 1999, p. 185).  

 

Moral Panics Moral Shocks, Institutional Crisis and Condensing Symbols 

How do religious institutions develop responses to the destabilising emotive effects of 

pluralism and rapid social change? A prescient answer emerges from the work of constructivist 

(discursive) institutionalist Colin Hay (2001, 2006). Hay argues that a sense of “institutional 

crisis” propels organisational change. In his version of Discursive Institutionalism, Hay 

suggests that crises are caused by the exhaustion of a pre-existing “policy paradigm"’s ability 

to explain the events affecting an institution (Hay, 2006). In a sense, this is analogous to the 

consequences brought by the breakdown of a ‘symbolic universe.’. Without the assistance of 

the cognitive ‘map’ provided by a coherent “universe”, there is no basis for rational action. For 

institutional leaders, I suggest, this world can seem alien, illogical and traumatic. Institutional 

paralysis may result, which jeopardises an organisation’s authority, power, legitimacy and 

cultural relevance. Similarly, the politicization of contemporary religious organisations 

identified by Chaves (1993a, 1993b, 1999) and Kniss (1997), may initiate debates among 

various interests over what frameworks can fix current predicaments and provide a platform 

for future action: 

Crises thus unleash short bouts of intense ideational contestation in which agents struggle to provide 

compelling and convincing diagnoses of the pathologies afflicting the old regime/policy paradigm 

and the reforms appropriate to the resolution of the crisis. Moreover, and crucially for this analysis, 

such crisis theories, arising as they do in moments of uncertainty, play a genuinely constructive role 

in establishing a new trajectory of institutional evolution (Hay, 2006, p. 68). 
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 Hay’s theory of institutional change maps a cyclical process of instability and resolution, 

with ‘crisis’ being the most drastic precursor to institutional change. Institutions, particularly 

large historically significant groups, experience protracted periods of incremental adjustment, 

punctuated by febrile episodes of rapid change (Hay, 2001, pp. 198-204). Although Hay’s 

concept of “crisis” does explain the inner working of ideational trauma within centralized 

bureaucracies, it inadequately provides an understanding of the ‘emotive’ aspects that 

proliferate within religious organisation at these watershed moments. Crises are short, sharp 

events for secular institutions, containing problems to be solved. With this in mind, I suggest 

that a weakness hampering the direct application of Hay’s concept to religious institutions is 

that it does not explicitly recognise the emotive tension that accompanies moral conflict. 

“Parties in conflict over ideas and symbols are not likely to compromise because compromise 

is difficult when the resources at stake are not commensurable, fungible and divisible” (Kniss, 

1997, p. 136). Leaders must quickly control the emotive aspects of the policy ‘crisis’ and 

effectively seek ways to overcome it. This may involve elites attempting to control the 

emotional energy released by adequately framing the problem through using symbols.  Hay’s 

“institutional crisis” may provide a structural explanation for what religious organisations 

experience because of pluralism and an analysis of how policy-makers solve it. However, I 

suggest that the centrality of symbolism to moral panics provides another opportunity to 

emphasise the role of symbols and emotion in how religious institutions engage with crises 

unleashed by social change. 

 A sense of “crisis” is also foundational to moral panics or crusades. In his classic study, 

Cohen argues: 

Societies appear to be subject, every now and then, to periods of moral panic. A condition, episode, person 

or group of persons emerges to become defined as a threat to societal values and interests; its nature is 

presented in a stylized and stereotypical fashion by the mass media; the moral barricades are manned by 

editors, bishops, politicians and other right-thinking people; socially accredited experts pronounce their 

diagnoses and solutions; ways of coping are evolved or (more often) resorted to; the condition then 

disappears, submerges or deteriorates and becomes more visible (Cohen, 2011, p. 1). 
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Furthermore, Garland (2008) observes that “…the sociology of moral panics discovers the 

displaced politics of group relations and status competition” (Garland, 2008, p. 11). Similar to 

the institutional conflicts identified by Chaves (1993a, 1993b, 1994, 1999) and Kniss (1997), 

moral panics and crusades are powered by themes of authority, power and cultural competency. 

During a moral panic, elite actors form interests and alliances around key issues or entities that 

symbolically embody the social ills that are afflicting society (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994; 

Gusfield, 1972). A subtle difference between Neo-Weberian analyses and the moral panics 

literature is that the latter specifically focuses on the emotional power of symbols and how 

these symbols can be re-shaped to respond to dynamic social environments. A moral 

entrepreneur is an impresario, creatively reformulating and promulgating symbols. In a neo-

Weberian context, symbols are far less plastic, resulting in deep-seated structural and cultural 

factors built up over history 

  Actors, such as religious experts, create new narratives and inculcate new 

interpretations that offer culturally convincing solutions to symbolic threats. Illustrations of 

practical skill and cultural authority are a form of ‘moral entrepreneurship’ (Goode & Ben-

Yehuda, 1994; Thompson, 1998). Becker describes a moral entrepreneur: 

The prototype of the rule creator, but not the only variety as we shall see, is the reforming crusader. He is 

interested in the content of rules. The existing rules do not satisfy him because there is some evil which 

profoundly disturbs him. He feels that nothing can be right in the world until rules are made to correct it. 

(Becker, 1991, pp. 147-148). 

The manufacture of moral panics by powerful elites enables them to collect valuable cultural 

capital and legitimacy. They also allow these same entrepreneurs to pursue a variety of goals. 

Symbolic enemies can belie a whole range of other issues, which in fact are more central to an 

elite’s agenda, than the deviants themselves: 

These forces should be understood not as a response to a genuine problem, but as a symbolic campaign 

that may reflect the interests of particular movements and pressure groups, regardless of the objectives 

basis of the alleged danger. (Jenkins, 1992, p. 3) 
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Furthermore: 

Claims-makers often drew attention to a specific problem in part because it symbolized another issue, 

which for one reason or another could not be attacked directly: what might be described as the “politics of 

substitution” (Jenkins, 1992, p. 15). 

 

Despite these practical and ideological functions, these symbols also can possess an 

epistemological function. I argue that, at their most advanced, these symbols can become 

part of an elaborate “symbolic universe” that provides the parameters for institutional action. 

At one level, symbols demarcate the practical boundaries and contours of an intra-

organisational dispute. Secondly, they form the basis for an elaborate “symbolic universe” 

or a “paradigm-shift” designed to overcome an institutional crisis. Accomplishing these 

tasks relies on a symbol’s emotional power. When identifying symbols “…during times of 

moral panic, the process is particularly rapid, and a given myth is especially likely to be 

believed or relatively little evidence (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994, p. 25). Moral panics 

might actually be a symptom of pluralism itself (Thompson, 1998). Elites need to be in 

constant dialogue with their positions and pursue goals, temporarily “domesticating” a panic 

and turning it towards a desirable outcome by the deft use of symbols.  

  The ‘politics of substitution’ and the emotive power of symbols  is central to Jasper’s 

concepts “moral shocks” and “condensing symbols” (Jasper, 1997; Jasper & Poulsen, 1995). 

These concepts provide a way of combining the constructivist, emotional and activist 

possibilities uncovered in the study of moral panics, explicitly applying to these social 

movements. “Moral shocks” empathically exploit the emotional power of cultural, political and 

social issues or ideas to mobilise sympathisers. Jasper and Poulsen (1995) argue that “moral 

shocks” allow the recruitment of social movement sympathisers “…when an event or situation 

raises such a sense of outrage in people that they become inclined toward political action, even 

in the absence of a network of contacts” (Jasper & Poulsen, 1995, p. 498). Moreover, the most 

potent and efficient symbols exploit an individual’s pre-existing beliefs or experiences.  
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Moral shocks do not arise only from suddenly imposed grievances; organizers try hard to generate them 

through their rhetorical appeals. The most effective shocks are those embodied in, or translatable into, 

powerful condensing symbols (Jasper & Poulsen, 1995, p. 498). 

Similar to the function of symbolism in a moral panic, “condensing symbols” 

simultaneously mobilise individuals and operationalize meaning. A symbol’s cognitive content 

is drawn from history, politics and cultural context. These symbols are then used to mobilise 

partisans and respond to issues of great moral importance. Leaders actively use these symbols 

to appeal to the widest audience and engineer the strongest emotional response possible, which 

also nurtures loyalty to a “cause”. Discussing animals as condensing symbols in the context of 

social movement activism, Jaspers suggests: 

Social movement organisers use such condensing symbols to recruit members; strategic action is used to 

convey culture meanings. A rich condensing symbol will attract members (although it might repel others); 

a weak one will leave them indifferent. The symbols themselves are multireference because they connote 

different levels of cultural meaning, or different cultural meanings within a single level. A powerful symbol 

can lend credibility to an explicit argument by connoting the implicit assumptions embedded in worldviews 

and common sense (Jasper, 1997, p. 160). 

In the context of LGBTIQ+ issues and religious organisations, I argue that condensing 

symbols place the emotive and cultural aspects at the centre. Condensing symbols explain the 

vehemence of an organisation’s position and provide an avenue for action. Analytically, 

condensing symbols free sociologists from the rigidities of the individual/structure paradigm, 

helping to establish a “middle way” around a relational form of rationality. Building on 

‘reflexive rationality’, Schmidt avers that:  

The interactive processes of discourse may also exert a causal influence beyond what discourse does in 

representing ideas. Most generally, discourse serves not just to express one set of actors’ strategic interests 

or normative values but also to persuade others of the necessity and/or appropriateness of a given course 

of action (Schmidt, 2008, p. 312). 

Furthermore, the emotionality of condensing symbols, and symbols in a moral panic, can also 

assist in explaining the longevity of certain campaigns, beyond logical and material necessity. 

A symbol or issue may motivate a group to pursue what is patently ‘out of sync’ with 

community expectations. This supersedes both the observations of Sociological 

Institutionalism and Religious Market Theory, which conclude that organisations will always 
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seek to mediate between community expectations or individual preferences that pursue material 

self-interest. The relationship between religious institutions and society can either be one of 

antagonistic tension or productive coexistence. How a group interprets and uses a symbol, I 

suggest, is directly connected to an organisation’s collective history, culture and theology. 

From this base, additional meanings are added as a group interacts with the ‘cut and thrust’ of 

daily politics.  

The symbolic mediation of changing social norms, like discursive narration, is an active 

process. Institutional leaders are not idle or subservient to trends. As in moral panics, leaders 

or institutional entrepreneurs proactively pursue organisational interests, based on their reading 

of the symbolic issue through the combined weight of institutional culture. This process, 

although fundamentally political and connected to broader cultural developments as argued by 

Chaves (1993a, 1993b, 1994, 1999) and (Kniss, 1997), is far more dynamic than the neat 

dichotomy offered by neo-Weberians.  Firstly, the sharing of discursive and symbolic tropes is 

dialogical. Not only do intra-organisational interests borrow from surrounding society in a 

similar way to activists advocating female ordination borrowing from secular feminism (see, 

Chaves, 1999), leaders convey religious ideas into the mainstream. Groups use this to defend 

their interests and propagate their agenda. Condensing symbols achieve this through elaborate 

webs of symbolic substitution, rhetorical sleights of hand’ and using symbols that obviate group 

boundaries (Jenkins, 1992). These symbols contain features that are analogues to modern 

political rhetoric: 

Political groups may move away from their rhetorical traditions in a superficial sense. This might give the 

impression that they are departing from long held beliefs. However, the strategic use of a competitor's 

discursive tools may be a tactical concession to the power of those concepts and a desire to widen its 

audience (Billig, 1991, p. 119). 

Practically, the media acts as a vital conduit between the two spheres (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 

1994; Thompson, 1998). Through the use of condensing symbols, we can identify how an 

entrepreneur streamlines this rhetorical process, by appealing to their emotionally powerful 
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tropes and mobilising sympathisers. As in a moral panic or institutional crisis, some condensing 

symbols can engender feelings of existential threat, necessitating a radical response, and 

mobilising resources to confront this risk. This requires that a “condensing symbol” frames the 

issue in a particular way. I suggest that particular symbols function in similar ways to a 

“symbolic universe.” They possess an epistemological quality that legitimates and propels a 

variety of human actions. I argue that social changes, such as in areas of human sexuality and 

permissiveness, call for a spectrum of public responses from organisational leaders to reinforce 

their cultural positions. This requires leaders to mediate this behaviour through emotionally 

powerful condensing symbols to formulate policies and agenda. This is analogous to intra-

organisational disputes between secular and religious authorities, when each is trying to 

legitimate their own position through symbolic conflict. Symbols not only help to frame the 

issues, but interactively justify further responses. This is far more energetic than the staid, 

rational or oppressive image of religious institutions depicted in previous studies investigating 

LGBTIQ+ individuals and religious institutions.  

Conclusion: Religious Institutions in a Pluralist Society 

 Sociologists investigating institutional behaviour have developed an array of concepts 

and frameworks to test numerous hypotheses. A number of distinct traditions have emerged. 

Unfortunately for sociologists of religion, many of these frameworks are designed to analyse 

secular organisations. However, this has not prevented sociologists in the area of religious 

institutions from borrowing heavily from traditions such as Sociological Institutionalism. 

Elements of this tradition are particularly popular in US investigations of local congregational 

change (Ammerman, 1997; Becker, 1999; Gadge et al., 2007; Gadge et al., 2008; Gadge & 

Wildeman, 2008; Whitehead, 2013a, 2013b, 2017a; Wilde, 2007).  Congregational studies 

attempt to add sociological and structural factors, while maintaining that behaviour is rational 
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and empirically verifiable.  Local congregations gain legitimacy through appealing to local 

groups by tailoring the services they provide, gaining legitimacy in the process. This is a form 

of “isomorphism”. However, I have suggested that Sociological Institutionalism is not a unified 

theory of behaviour and does show considerable conceptual flexibility. This emerges when 

theorists attempt to reconcile the tradition’s functionalist tendencies with growing pluralism. 

Examples are the adaption of the concepts of “habitus” and “field”  (see. DiMaggio & Powell, 

1991a; DiMaggio & Powell, 1991b; Friedland & Alford, 1991) and the use of “loose coupling” 

to explain why there is congregational dissent from denominational policy (Whitehead, 2013b, 

2017a).  Sociological Institutionalist concerns for “rationality” also reinforce many of the 

tendencies outlined in Chapter 2. Responding to LGBTIQ+ issues is a matter of rational choice. 

Choice is also a matter of conforming to the exigencies of an organisation’s immediate 

environment. An organisation will adopt pro-LGBTIQ+ policies if they see it as culturally 

legitimate and necessary for survival factors such as culture, history, ideology and symbols are 

discounted. I suggest that the ‘messiness’ of debate and the ‘randomness’ of cultural pluralism 

is reduced for an image of institutional behaviour that is rational, objective and transparent 

when using Sociological Institutionalist perspectives.  

 Neo-Weberian theories of religious institutional conflict (Chaves, 1993a, 1993b, 1994, 

1999; Kniss, 1997) are a positive step beyond the staid rationalism and empiricism of 

Sociological Institutionalism, framing religious institutional change as the intersection between 

culture, history, politics, authority and power. This is an active process. Like “discourse” in 

discursive institutionalism, symbols become a conduit and facilitator for institutional behaviour. 

Symbols in neo-Weberian perspectives are cognitive devices that frame conflict between intra-

organisational groups, act as boundary markers between the institution and society, and are 

practical tools in prosecuting a specific agenda. Symbols can signify concepts, ideas, traditions, 

events either from within an institution's nomenclature or appropriated from wider society; 
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adding a new aspect to a group’s “symbolic universe” or “plausibility structures”.  The tensions 

that underlie religious “dual-structures” are essentially between two rival factions that are 

trying to find solutions to an institution’s place and continuing relevance in contemporary 

society. Symbols are crucial to this process as a normative scaffold and practical tool. However, 

I would argue that symbols inside neo-Weberian theories are not yet truly discursive. Although 

neo-Weberian theories of religious institutional behaviour correctly place macro-sociological 

aspects at the heart of change, they may not fully recognise the sheer diversity extant in a 

pluralistic environment. Also, I suggest that symbols are particularly important for 

contemporary institutions because of their emotive power. Emotive symbols and discourses are 

central to how institutions respond to controversial social change. Furthermore, they might 

provide a discursive “middle way;” framing action within a fluid social structure, but also 

illustrating how institutions engage purposefully engage with society. 

 Discussions of secularisation, pluralism and their consequences are also crucial to this 

thesis. Berger and Luckmann (see. Berger, 1969a; Berger, 1969b; Berger & Luckmann, 1971; 

Luckmann, 1967), Taylor (2007) and Connolly (1999) provide some invaluable tools for 

understanding the relationship between secularisation, pluralism and symbols. Although I do 

agree with Berger and Luckmann about the efficacy of symbols for transmitting meaning and 

the emergence of pluralism, in this early work they tend to overemphasise the effects of 

secularisation. Taylor and Connolly both provide interesting analyses and antidotes to the 

pitfalls of conventional secularisation. Their visions of contemporary society see religious and 

non-religious entities co-existing and competing with one another. I would suggest that this 

opens the possibility that discourse, meaning and symbols are important to mediating these 

relations, pursuing institutional goals and mediating change. 

A fundamental premise of research discussing moral panics is that pluralism leads to 

the intensification of moral conflicts and the emotions associated with them (Thompson, 1998). 
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As we have seen with moral panics and institutional crises, a sense of bewilderment can 

accompany rapid social change. Leaders and elites do not accept this ‘lying down’. In moral 

panics, entrepreneurs compete to legitimate the most resonant explanation of society’s ills (H. 

S. Becker, 1991; Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994; Thompson, 1998). This has major benefits for 

successful entrepreneurs, as their prestige, legitimacy, authority and power increases through 

the identification of an appropriate symbolic foe, which is then propagated through the media.  

The same elite-centric processes exist in an institutional crisis (Hay, 2001, 2006). This 

is where an organisation’s legitimating ideational, discursive and symbolic narratives no longer 

allow its leaders to deal with current and future contingencies. There has been a breakdown in 

the institution’s “symbolic universe” and “plausibility structures” causing structural paralysis. 

This sparks a period of competition between experts as they attempt to provide an answer to 

structural problems. The winner of this confrontation increases in status. An important 

supplementary observation of the broader discursive institutionalist framework is that 

rationality is reflexive. That is, rational behaviour is not an innate characteristic of individuals 

or idealized attribute of organisations; it is discursive, contextual and based on incomplete 

information. What is rational is fundamentally based on shifting beliefs about how “the world 

works”, the undergirding presuppositions provided by an organisation’s “plausibility 

structures,” and predictions about the future (Schmidt, 2008, 2010). When combined with the 

entrepreneurial spirit of “moral panics”, it is evident that institutional action is incredibly fluid, 

dynamic and manipulatable. This may further increase the importance of the emotive aspects 

of symbols. A symbol’s ability to justify a course of action becomes the power of their emotive 

appeal to cultural frames, and not self-interest in the strictest sense. 

 “Condensing symbols” (Jasper, 1992; Jasper & Poulsen, 1995) provide an omnibus way 

of bridging internal divides, framing events and linking the institution to the outside world 

through conduits such as the media. Apart from these practical functions, condensing symbols 
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have particular structural effects. I argue that with the disintegration of traditional sacred 

canopies, condensing symbols act as new foundations for religious authority; they are a 

dynamic basis for legitimacy and cultural relevance. Using the emotive attributes of condensing 

symbols, leaders act as “entrepreneurs” to comprehend, engage, negotiate, respond or resist 

social change, especially around moral topics such as LGBTIQ+ issues. The powerful 

emotional appeals of symbols allow leaders to stem the flow of authority away from the 

institution. As in the context of moral panic, institution crisis or combatting deviance.  

Coercive reform is a reaction to a sense of declining dominance. The violators of norms are now enemies, 

who have repudiated the validity of the reformer’s culture. They are beyond repentance or redemption. 

Coercive reform is nurtured by a context in which groups hold contrasting norms. In this context each 

group challenges the power and prestige of the other. The coercive reformer has begun to feel that his 

norms may not be as respected as he has thought (Gusfield, 1972, p. 87). 

Condensing symbols can simultaneously illustrate a group’s dismay at a changing social 

environment and represent an attempt to minimise its effects by providing the basis for rational 

action. 

 Powerful symbols become an innovative way of displaying competency, both intra-

organisationally and in broader society, in an era of fading traditional religious authority. I 

assert that secularism, pluralism and individualism has not fatally wounded the effectiveness 

of religious institutional authority, it has changed its nature and operation. Religious authority 

has become functionally discursive and symbolic. Leaders draw on a deep well of history and 

culture for cultural tropes to begin the process of symbolically framing developments, such as 

LGBTIQ+ issues. Emotive condensing symbols are the most efficacious. These allow leaders 

to exploit the emotive power of moral issues, but also extend their influence to a wider audience 

through the media. Helping to achieve the most optimal result, condensing symbols allow 

leaders to connect to a wider audience through a variety of symbolic substitutions and rhetorical 

deceptions (see. Billig, 1991; Jenkins, 1992; Thompson, 1998). This is because “condensing 

symbols” hold disparate meanings, becoming complex and multi-layered. Through drawing on 
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techniques employed by “moral entrepreneurs” and policy elites in a panic or crisis, this 

emotionality can be manipulated towards desired ends.  

In the absence of a unifying “symbolic universe” or “plausibility”, either within an 

institution or in broader society, the dialogical nature of multi-level symbolic mediation of 

social change might have one major benefit for contemporary religious elites and institutions. 

By engaging, responding or resisting social change, through symbols and symbolic topics such 

as LGBTIQ+ issues, elites display the continuing authority and adapt institutional structures to 

a shifting social context. Emotionally powerful symbols can fortify the presence of a religious 

elite or legitimate the rise of an alternative. If an elite is successful in engaging and responding 

to societal change, as in an institutional crisis (Hay, 2001, 2006), an elite can temporarily 

achieve institutional pre-eminence. This is until a new event calls for a response and the whole 

process of symbolic mediation begins again. An elite’s continuing reputation is dependent on 

its ability to remain abreast of wider institutional and community development. Crucially, 

understanding, engaging, responding or resisting pluralism, through the emotive symbolism of 

controversial topics such as LGBTIQ+ issues, allows religious elites to manage the effects of 

rapid social change. These displays of competency, through the media, constitute a form of 

religious authority suited to the rapid contingencies of the contemporary world. 

 In this chapter, I have elaborated a series of concepts and theories, desiring to place the 

symbolic and discursive elements of religious institutional change at the forefront. Throughout 

the following case studies, I gradually became aware of the salience of concepts such as “panic,” 

“paradigm shift,” moral entrepreneur,” “reflexive rationality,” “discourse,” and “condensing 

symbol” for providing an angle to approach religious institutional behaviour, and controversial 

social changes. This does not represent a unified theory or framework. In some cases, I have 

reapplied the previous attempts of other sociological theorists to remedy the over-reliance on 

utilitarian and individualist notions of rational religious behaviour, or provide a discursive 
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notion of institutional change. For example, neo-Weberian theories are a direct rejection of 

Religious Market Theory’s individualistic, choice driven account of institution behaviour 

(see.Chaves, 1995; Chaves & Gorski, 2001). Discursive Institutionalism is an attempt by 

political scientists to overcome Sociological Institutionalism’s functionalism and conceptual 

diversity. I have chosen to focus on the discursive aspects of contemporary institutional 

behaviour  (Art, 2006; Hay, 2001, 2006; Hope & Rauda, 2012; Schmidt, 2008, 2010). While I 

broadly reapply these neo-Weberian and discursive institutionalist attempts to find a “middle 

way” solution to contemporary organisational behaviour, throughout the course of this entire 

project I focus on the powerful emotive and symbolic elements of social change. Notions of 

“panic,” “crusade”, “crisis” and “condensing symbol” have allowed me to focus on these 

emotive aspects, especially when religious institutional behaviour is linked to morally 

controversial changes, such as same-sex marriage.  

At various times when researching the following case studies, these theories and concepts 

have helped to highlight the emotive, discursive and symbolic qualities of religious institutional 

behaviour, and change.  They lay an important foundation for the general discussion in Chapter 

8. Although, Chapter 8 does not represent a unified theory or radical departure, it does illustrate 

some of the broader observations that I have uncovered throughout the project about 

institutional behaviour and the role of emotive symbols in mediating social change. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology—Symbols, Social Change and Religious 

Organisations 

This thesis sits at the junction between historical, sociological and textual analysis. It 

concentrates on how religious elites discursively articulate various responses to contemporary 

social change, especially when these changes involve controversial subjects such as LGBTIQ+ 

issues. I argue that contemporary religious organisations engage with, navigate, respond to or 

resist social change through symbols. For example, religious institutions have used the 

symbolic power of same-sex marriage to rally intra-organisational actors and appeal to 

sympathisers in the broader community. To achieve this, religious elites use secular media and 

church publications to communicate their responses to changing social conditions through 

“condensing symbols” (Jasper, 1997; Jasper & Poulsen, 1995) and deft “symbolic substitutions” 

(Jenkins, 1992). This perspective departs from pre-existing quantitative studies that focus on 

social change through public polling and builds on qualitative analyses of discrete media 

campaigns. Quantitative research, in particular, tends to view religious affiliation as a factor 

that influences individual preferences or an element in a broader sociological web that frames 

personal choice. This thesis also consciously attempts to diverge from interview and 

observation-based methodologies that are popular in the sociology of religion.  

This chapter discusses previous quantitative analyses of public attitudes towards 

LGBTIQ+ issues, especially from the US; the use of  participant observation and interviews in 

the broader literature investigating LGBTIQ+ issues and religious institutions; previous 

methodologies that have been used to investigate religious opinions, social norms and same-

sex marriage, especially in public media; historical documentary analysis and its 

appropriateness for investigating religious institutional change and LGBTIQ+ concerns; 

Documentary Historical Analysis;  and the advantages of using a historically informed 
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perspective. Additionally, I will elaborate on the practical issues arising from the current 

project. These include: the three organisations under investigation and why they were selected; 

the sources of data; the method and heuristic adopted in the data analysis; and factors that 

complicated the analysis. In describing these methodological and practical issues, I hope to 

illustrate the value of historically-framed media analysis in the investigation of religious 

institutions and contemporary social change. 

Quantitative Research 

Quantitative researchers have tried to trace changing social norms regarding LGBTIQ+ 

issues through large representative datasets. Using statistical tools, investigators attempt to 

unearth the direction of public opinion during a defined time period (Baunach, 2011, 2012; 

Brewer & Wilcox, 2005; Daniels, 2013; Keleher & Smith, 2012; Lewis & Gossett, 2008; 

Loftus, 2001; McVeigh & Diaz, 2009; S. Perry & Snawder, 2016; Schnabel, 2016; Scott, 1998; 

Sherkat, Powell-Williams, Maddox, & de Vries, 2011; Twenge, Carter, & Campbell, 2015; 

Yang, 1997). Changes in social arrangements are argued to be caused by numerical majorities 

and snowballing personal preferences. Investigators seek to locate watershed moments when 

social norms irrevocably change.  In the United States, periodic examinations of public 

attitudes towards controversial topics, such as homosexuality, have been conducted since 1972 

through the General Social Survey (GSS) (Twenge et al., 2015). This allows researchers to 

identify and examine general trends in social attitudes within the US. Loftus (2001) and 

Keleher and Smith (2012) have argued that a general liberalisation of public attitudes towards 

same-sex attraction was experienced across US society, particularly after 1990: 

Attitudes toward the morality of homosexuality and the willingness to restrict the civil liberties of 

homosexuals have changed in the last quarter century. Americans' attitudes regarding the morality of 

homosexuality became slightly more liberal from 1973 to 1976, became increasingly conservative through 

1990, and have become more liberal since 1990 (Loftus, 2001, p. 778). 
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The growing political significance of marriage equality in the West during the early 2000s 

compelled academic commentators to apply the same statistical rigor that had been previously 

devoted to same-sex attraction. Turning again to sources such as the GSS, US analysts tried to 

identify broad shifts in attitudes regarding marriage equality. Particular emphasis has been on 

whether individual religious belief/practice, political affiliation, education and denominational 

membership affect attitudes. Baunach (2012) argued that religious and political affiliation had 

a profound influence on what position an individual took regarding same-sex marriage. Gender 

and geographical location also could influence a person’s views.  However, education was a 

critical variable. Sherkat et al. (2011) disaggregated the available data to account for variations 

between faith and political groups. The authors argue that, although religious affiliation and 

political ties are important variables for unearthing how an individual may regard same-sex 

marriage, their relationship is complex and it is difficult to practically identify which social 

movement, religious or political, is more influential in forming individual preferences. 

Nevertheless, each seem to partially influence an individual’s choice in dynamic social 

environments. Sherkat et al. (2011) is an example of how quantitative researchers attempt to 

predict, based on numerical data and their understanding of how specific variables interact, 

how individual beliefs will evolve over time. The authors argue: “Our findings suggest that in 

a little over a decade the majority of Americans will support the legalization of same-sex 

marriage” (Sherkat et al., 2011, p. 178). 

 Statistical evaluation of changing public opinion is largely descriptive and the 

identification of cause is a secondary concern. I would suggest that a strength of this type of 

research is that it allows investigators to discern broad shifts in public attitudes and make 

preliminary predictions about future trends. Change is caused by shifts in individual 

preferences but, because of methodological constraints, sociological reasons ‘why’ these 

inclinations change are hard to discern. Qualitative research using documentary and discourse 
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analysis of media sources can provide one answer to the question of cause. Scrutiny of how 

elite opinion is disseminated through avenues, such as the media, is seen as crucial to 

understanding the wider direction of public attitudes. 

Qualitative Research: Participant Observation, Ethnographies and Small-Scale Samples 

 Before investigating qualitative research that specifically looks at the media and 

LGBTIQ+ issues, it is necessary to acknowledge the importance of participant observation, 

interviews and ethnographies to our understanding of religious institutional behaviour. In 

Chapter 2, a vast array of literature was reviewed concerning the interactions of LGBTIQ+ 

individuals and religious institutions. The majority of this literature’s core data was gleaned 

through interviews and participant observation. Participant observation figures prominently in 

Murr (2013), Thomas and Olsen (2012), Wilcox (2009), Wolokomir (2006) and Yip (1997a). 

These authors use interviews and participant observation to uncover the matrix of processes, 

points of dispute and the quotidian actions that individual negotiate in their spiritual lives. 

While this research does provide vibrant and engaging examples of LGBTIQ individuals 

dealing with religious matters, such methodologies might be unsuitable for this current project 

for numerous reasons. Firstly, by focusing on individual lives, it may give a distorted image of 

the forces at play. This could reinforce the already strong influence of methodological 

individualism identified in Chapter Two’s discussion. Individuals are the dynamic element.   

However, it must be recognized that structuring elements, embodied in religious authorities, 

can curtail individual action. Secondly, I would argue that participant observation and 

interviews are difficult to conduct across a large period of time for practical reasons. 

Individuals do not remain members of religious groups indefinitely because of death, 

discontinuation of membership or change in leadership. Collecting data may also be logistically 

and financially impossible. Concentrating on documents and historical documents does 
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neutralize many of these shortcomings and it allows researchers to conduct analysis across a 

wide historical context. 

Researchers melding small-scale methodological concerns with an explicit eye for 

structural factors affecting study of LGBTIQ+ subjects and religious institutions primarily 

emerges from the US.  This North American work evaluating local groups, and the daily 

function of religious congregations and denominations, draws on participant observation and 

interviews to flesh out their analysis (see. Ammerman, 1990, 1997; Gadge & Wildeman, 2008). 

The actions unearthed in the course of data collection are seen as constrained by of structural 

factors, such as access to material resources or religious authority. However, I would suggest 

that this work still suffers from methodological limitations such as the resources available to 

the researcher or the fact that institutions are complex entities and it might impractical to gain 

a sense of all structural factors influencing institutional behaviour. Other examples of 

interview-based methodologies being used to investigate the effects of broader social change 

and LGBTIQ+ individuals on religious institutions comes from work that specifically focuses 

on the Anglican Communion (Bates, 2004; Hassett, 2009). While these authors go some way 

in treating the Anglican Communion as a significant historical entity, their research is restricted 

to  the fairly recent dispute over same-sex attraction post 2000. Interviews are utililised in a 

journalistic fashion to interview the “main players.”  

This list of literature is far from exhaustive. However, it does illustrate that participant 

observation, interviews and ethnographies have been used to expand our understanding of 

LGBTIQ+ and religious organisations. The results of this crucial work show that this is a 

dynamic field, potentially riven with political and ideological antagonisms. A primary 

weakness of this work, in the context of this thesis, is that these qualitative methods lack 

sufficient historical depth. I suggest this because of theoretical and practical reasons. 

Participant observation and interviews do give any data undeniable vibrancy. Nevertheless, 
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there are a numerous practical limitations, such as funding or access to participants, that prevent 

researchers from undertaking deep longitudinal analysis. 

Qualitative Research: The Media and LGBTIQ+ issues  

The analysis of LGBTIQ+ issues, public opinion and the media provides a window into 

how secular and religious arguments ‘for’ and ‘against’ reform intersect. This research offers 

further examples of how newspapers communicate reform to the public; it also reveals how 

various elites and the media “hold a powerful position vis-si-vis their audiences, and play a 

primary role in shaping their tastes and expectations” (Smith et al., 1975, p. 22). They do show 

the importance of particular frames in promoting arguments and symbolic proxies for 

contentious issues, illustrating the complexity of public debate. These frames act in ways 

reminiscent of “discourses” in discursive institutionalist literature. Schmidt (2008) defines 

discourse as: 

Discourse is a more versatile and overarching concept than ideas. By using the term discourse, we can 

simultaneously indicate the ideas represented in the discourse (which may come in a variety of forms as 

well as content) and the interactive processes by which ideas are conveyed (which may be carried by 

different agents in different spheres) (Schmidt, 2008, p. 309). 

Moreover: 

Discourses succeed when speakers address their remarks to the right audiences (specialized or general 

publics) at the right times in the right ways. Their messages must be both convincing in cognitive terms 

(justifiable)and persuasive in normative terms (appropriate and/or legitimate) (Schmidt, 2008, p. 313). 

Newspaper articles from the “mainstream” press allows sociologists to investigate the 

broader structural environments that envelop religious organisations.  A religious elite’s ability 

to understand, engage, navigate, respond or resist change is intimately connected to discursive 

and symbolic framing.  Four articles have focused on the discursive machinations of public 

campaigns for same-sex marriage in Australia, Britain, New Zealand and the US (T. Adams, 

2013; Jowett, 2014, 2017; Kettell, 2013; Rodriquez & Blumell, 2014). These do not 
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emphatically focus on religious institutions; nevertheless, religious themes are part of these 

public debates.  

For example, Jowett (2014, 2017) conducted a search of the newsprint database Nexis 

UK for articles discussing ‘same-sex’, ‘gay’ and ‘marriage’ between October 2011 and June 

2012. He is particularly interested in the forms anti-marriage equality arguments take in British 

newspapers. Jowett draws on Billig’s (1991) theoretical paradigm of discursive psychology —

that “expressing opinions on matters of controversy involves an argumentative dialectic of 

justifying one’s own stance and criticising counter-positions” (Jowett, 2014, pp. 41-42) — to 

argue that all these narratives orbit an incontrovertible common Western cultural tradition.  

Jowett restricts his analysis to a trove of opinion pieces, editorials and letters, gleaned from 11 

nationally circulated papers, because these were more likely to elicit partisan opinions on the 

issue of same-sex marriage. The author identified 105 editorial, opinion and commentary 

articles from the trove, and 103 letters to the editor. Once this sample was finalised, Jowett 

used thematic analysis to tease out, through “critical interrogation of the rhetorical strategies 

and practices employed in argumentation, a concern for how arguments work and what 

ideological functions they serve” (Jowett, 2014, p. 41).  

This is a similar methodological strategy to that used by Trammell (2015): it seeks to 

concurrently analyse the semantic architecture of an article and the implicit meanings it is 

attempting to convey. Jowett places this dialectical relationship ‘front and centre’ and offers 

an example of how a thematic analysis can identify this discursive interaction. This observation 

is critical when trying to move the analytical focus from an institution to the broader public 

sphere. Jowett’s work also reminds researchers that any textual analysis of religious attitudes 

could involve multiple vocabularies communicating the same meanings, adjusting religious 

language for secular consumption. Billig (1991) states that “if there is a social taboo against 

expressing unjustified negative views against outgroups, then the speaker who wishes to 
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express discriminatory views must be ready to search for, and find, suitable reasons” (1991, p. 

134). 

Thematic analysis of LGBTIQ+ issues in US newspapers is central to Adams’s (2013) 

hypothesis. Adams (2013) uses textual analysis of material drawn from the Los Angeles Times 

concerning the two anti-LGBTIQ+ ballot initiatives Proposition 6 (1978) and Proposition 8 

(2008) to gauge how public rhetoric and, therefore, public norms have changed over time. 

Adams concludes: “…a comparison of the news coverage of homosexuality, lesbian and gay 

identity, and same-sex attraction in 1978 and 2008 can illustrate ways in which public opinions 

of these phenomena have changed with time” (T. Adams, 2013, p. 225). Adams assumes that 

the majority of public commentaries will be more concentrated closer to polling day and so 

demarcated two periods of analysis (September 1 to November 7, 1978 and June–November, 

2008) to mirror the life of the two campaigns. Adams worked inductively, locating recurring 

themes, and “taking note of what was included as well as what was excluded” (T. Adams, 2013, 

p. 216). Adams argues that “[i]n doing a qualitative framing analysis, my focus was on the 

possible interpretations and understandings of homosexuality, lesbian and gay identity, and 

same-sex attraction as present in the analysed texts…” (T. Adams, 2013, p. 216).  

Adams’s work produced a lucid case study of changing social attitudes about LGBTIQ+ 

issues, using newspaper materials. It enumerates a series of important lessons applicable to the 

current project, primarily that thematic analysis can be undertaken on samples that are 

discontinuous. That is, unlike the samples in Sumerau et al. (2015) and Thomas and Olson 

(2012b), the articles Adams used do not form an unbroken series across time. Adams’s method 

is particularly useful where a complete sample may be unavailable; it supports the use of a 

snapshot approach, sampling articles from key historical episodes and campaigns, or, in the 

case of the next three chapters, key documents. This is crucial for two of the case studies, the 

Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney and the liberal Religious Society of Friends. Analogous to 
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Jowett (2014, 2017) and Trammell (2015), the present study uses thematic analysis to uncover 

implicit or inferred meanings. These are, I contend, the ideological, cultural and historical 

meanings or partisan biases that form the ‘unconscious’ discursive bedrock of how religious 

institutions understand, engage, negotiate, respond or resist social change. 

 New Zealand Same-Sex Marriage in the Australian Media (2015) is a rare 

antipodean qualitative analysis using newspaper articles to elucidate the debate surrounding 

a campaign for marriage equality. It also illustrates how nuances can exist between societies 

with a common cultural heritage, such as Australia and the US, when debating LGBTIQ+ 

subjects. Nguyen searched Proquest ANZ Newsstand using the search term ‘same-sex 

marriage in New Zealand’, which resulted in 79 articles (two were eventually excluded as 

irrelevant) from 40 Australian newspapers. According to the author, most of the sample was 

published in 2013 and only two of the 77 were written in 2012. Nguyen uses 

counting/frequency, which is “…particularly suitable when analysing documents such as 

newspaper texts…” (Nguyen, 2015, p. 293). Drawing on the work of Branston and Strafford 

(2003), the author argues that this method demonstrated that: 

…the frequency of the appearance of a specific image in media texts has a relationship with the public’s 

response to it. In other words, the constant reports of same-sex marriage and homosexuals as negative 

image, it is likely to become realistic in terms of the public’s response. In this case, the frequency of 

appearance of the terms implies much about how this issue is seen in Australia (Nguyen, 2015, p. 293). 

Apart from being a unique example of qualitative analysis of Australian media and 

LGBTIQ+ issues, Nguyen (2015) shows that cross-cultural media analysis of controversial 

issues is possible and illuminating. The use of content analysis allows the author to chart 

how particular rhetorical devices develop throughout the life an issue. Finally, the author 

emphasises that this kind of methodological framework is critical because “if a certain group 

of people have power over the others, or have legitimate interest over the issue, then we can 

deduce that their voices will appear frequently in the newspapers” (Nguyen, 2015, p. 294). 

Investigations of religious organisations and public media need to identify not only how and 
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why something is said, but also how it is said. This is decisive when analysing the public 

rhetoric of religious elites because of the broader sociological issues of power and authority 

that effect a discourse’s force.  

 Sifting through the important insights of Adams (2013), Jowett (2014, 2017) and 

Nguyen (2015), provides a trove of practical examples of how researchers have used 

documentary analysis of public newspapers to investigate how LGBTIQ+ debated. Each show 

how discrete studies of particular debates through publicly available media are not only 

possible, but uncover considerable complexity.  These articles reveal the discursive foundations 

of a controversial issue such as same-sex marriage and how these meaning change over the 

course of a debate as frames interact. Even though these examples are an invaluable resource 

of possible methods, I need to show that such analysis is viable across large, historically-

grounded samples. Also, although I did not explicitly frame the research with a specific 

methodological tradition when conducting the data analysis for the three core case studies, it is 

worth briefly considering insights taken from Discourse Historical Analysis, which contains 

presuppositions similar to my own, and its applicability for long-range institutional studies 

before proceeding to some relevant exemplars. 

Discourse Historical Analysis (DHA) 

While not explicitly drawing on any one tradition, this project is broadly aligned with 

Discourse Historical Analysis (DHA). Discourse Historical Analysis allows me to remain 

focused on the discursive elements that power institutional responses to LGBTIQ issues, while 

emphasising the broader historical context in which organisational behaviour takes place.  In 

particular, it assists in treating organisations as complex matrices of discourses, ideologies and 

political coalitions. In this way, institutions are fluid, porous and highly conflictual. As 

discussed above and in Chapter Three, symbols and discursive devices render the world 
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sensible, promoting ‘rational’ organisational action, demarcate points of conflict between 

groups inside and outside an institution; are used as discursive “weapons” to intimidate, 

delegitimate and deceive opponents, mobilise sympathisers and signal institutional change. 

CDA and DHA may provide a useful methodological lens to assess these issues. It allow 

highlights that as researchers we need to aware of our own subconscious biases when 

conducting organisational studies.  Buchanan and Bryman (2007) suggest: 

As organisations are political systems, it is difficult for researchers to respect conventional norms of the 

observer neutrality by avoiding entanglement in power and political issues. Researchers routinely engaged 

in political actions in at least four ways: when negotiating research objectives, when obtaining permissions 

to access respondents, aligning with stakeholder groups, and when attempting to publish findings 

(Buchanan & Bryman, 2007, p. 489). 

  Discourse Historical Analysis is an outgrowth of the broader methodological tradition 

of Critical Discourse Analysis. CDA theorists see this relationship between the producer and 

consumer of texts as inherently unequal. Powerful groups attempt to solidify their own position 

in a social system and disqualify others from power through controlling the composition and 

distribution of texts or speech acts. Van Dijk argues:  

This reproduction process may involve such different ‘modes’ of discourse-power relations as the more or 

less direct or overt support, enactment, representation, legitimation, denial, mitigation or concealment of 

dominance, among others. More specifically, critical discourse analysts want to know what structures, 

strategies or other properties of text, talk, verbal interaction or communicative events play a role in these 

modes of production (Dijk, 1993, p. 250). 

Discursive historical analysis attempts to develop further by emphasising the historical 

aspects of discourse formation and use. This work has been particularly used within political 

science to analyse large, complex and culturally diverse institutions (Clary-Lemon, 2014; 

Duzgit, 2015; Vaara, 2014; Wodak, 2011; Wodak & Angouri, 2014; Wodak & Boukala, 2015).  

Discursive historical analysts subscribe to a particular notion of history refracted through the 

prism of CDA: 

 …‘history’ can involve studying how language use changes over shorter time scales, for example, during 
one meeting (over a certain amount of time) or over several meetings, as part of latent and manifest rules 

and norms that serve to rationalise, explain and make sense of organisational events…Or, ‘history’ can 

indicate how perceptions of specific events have changed, over time, due to conflicting narratives and 

accounts of a specific experience – a phenomenon which can be frequently observed in the discursive 

construction of national or transnational identities (Wodak, 2011, p. 628).  
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Echoing literature that deals with moral panics, discursive historical analysts focus on how 

particular entrenched discourses remain powerful tools for the imposition of particular notions 

of power and legitimacy. Discursive historical analysts are particularly interested in “…identity 

construction where the discursive construction of ‘in’ and ‘out’ groups is viewed as the basic 

pillar of discourses of identity and difference” (Duzgit, 2015, p. 159).  Authors have attempted 

to uncover how historically engrained discourses about national identity  have been used to 

explain the manifold political problems affecting the  European Union and criticise its main 

proponents (Wodak & Angouri, 2014; Wodak & Boukala, 2015) . Wodak and Boukala (2015) 

argue that DHA is particularly suited because it “…distinguishes between three dimensions of 

analysis. These are: the contents or topics of specific discourses; discursive strategies; and the 

linguistic means that are drawn upon to realize both topics and strategies” (Wodak & Boukala, 

2015, p. 93). Discourses are highly complex bundles of meanings built-up over history, 

frameworks governing their legitimate use, and the common ‘everyday’ language used to 

convey them: “Thus, a metaphor is not an exclusively linguistic phenomenon; it can be used to 

represent inclusion and exclusion and the discursive construction of in-groups and out-groups 

in persuasive images related to common-sense experiences and beliefs” (Wodak & Boukala, 

2015, p. 96). 

 Using Discourse Historical Analysis can assist in uncovering how religious elites use 

elaborate texts and speech acts to enforce their organisational status. Throughout this thesis, I 

adopted an approach similar to DHA when handling data concerning organisational responses 

to LGBTIQ+ issues.  I viewed all data samples as sites of profound ideological conflict between 

invested groups, whether from within an organisation or from secular society. Texts embody 

these antagonisms. Meaning is mediated through history, ideology and the contingencies of 

conflicts. Within the sociology of religion, researcher have indirectly, or unconsciously, 

applied elements of DHA to the study of controversial topics, social change and institutional 
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behaviour. These authors view church magazines, speeches and other publicly available texts 

as the outcome of protected tensions between intra-organisational elites vying for control, or 

between the institution and society.   

Examples of Historical Documentary Analysis of Same Sex Issues in the Sociology of 

Religion 

Previous researchers have used historically-grounded documentary analysis to chart changing 

religious community perceptions of LGBTIQ+ issues (Sumerau et al., 2015; Thomas & Olson, 

2012b; Trammell, 2015). That work implicitly assumes that any alteration to religious 

institutional norms results from continuous dialogue with broader society, which can be tracked 

through discursive, thematic or content analysis. I suggest that changes in the symbolic 

composition of Church documents and secular media represent this dialectical relationship. 

Analysts use publicly available documents to create large longitudinal samples. Their intention 

is to try to detect changes in an institution’s relationship with the secular world. An advantage 

of this kind of analysis is that it complements the larger historical literature investigating 

organisations. It also provides valuable empirical examples of the various changes, 

antagonisms and points of reconciliation between contemporary religious organisations and 

liberalizing secular societies. Framing these phenomena are the judicial, political and social 

developments that directly influence how religious organisations perceive LGBTIQ+ issues.  

For example, Trammell (2015) tries to uncover how non-heterosexual evangelicals 

discursively construct their sexual identities using rhetorical tropes taken from within their 

religious milieu. Trammell’s analysis of the magazine Christianity Today primarily focuses on 

the personal testimonies written by LGBTIQ+ individuals, explaining the effects of their 

sexuality on their religious belief. The author adopts a “literary-critical” methodology which 

analyses both the actual language used and the implicit meanings being transmitted (Trammell, 
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2015, p. 6). This methodological perspective builds on the framework designed by Smith et al. 

(1975) to analyse how the British popular press frames social change for its readers. In the 

introduction to this book, Stuart Hall makes two observations which, I suggest, are applicable 

to the present thesis on religious institutions, social change and symbolism. Discussing the 

methodological underpinning of Paper Voices (1975), Hall states that 

…at all times, but especially in periods of rapid social change, the press performs a significant role as 

social educator. By its consistent reporting and comment about people and events, the press reflects 

changing patterns of life in a society (Smith et al., 1975, p. 11). 

Thus, their study: 

treated newspapers as texts: literary and visual constructs employing symbolic means, shaped by roles, 

conventions and traditions intrinsic to the use of language in its widest sense. On the hand, we isolated this 
‘moment’ in the analysis expressly in order to make, form the heart of the linguistic/stylistic analysis of 

the text, social and historical inferences and interpretations (Smith et al., 1975, p. 17). 

A newspaper article is both a performative space and an historical artifact — the expression of 

a particular historical, cultural and political context and a platform for identity creation. The 

use of specific rhetorical constructs allows writers to explain, and possibly operationalize, the 

trajectory of social change to their target audience. These methodological insights allow 

researchers to weave a coherent narrative and study the subtle evolution of meaning across 

history, as elites explicate the process of social change to their intended audiences. This 

understanding is crucial for the current project because it suggests that newspapers are sites 

where broader historical and cultural influences dialogically interact with an elite’s desire to 

explain contemporary events, which allows displaying their authority, power and relevance. 

This has bearing on other media, such as church magazines and policy, and is confirmed by 

other textual analyses of public church media. 

 Historically-grounded textual analysis is central to Sumerau et al.’s (2015) attempt to 

identify the rhetorical tropes employed by senior authorities within the Church of Jesus Christ 

of Latter-day Saints since the early 1970s to discuss homosexuality. The researchers use two 

main documentary sources: speeches given by Church leaders at the organisation’s biannual 
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General Conferences between 1897 and 2012, and articles spanning 1971-2012 from the 

Church’s ‘flagship’ English-language magazine, Ensign, to piece together a comprehensive 

historical narrative of Church policies concerning homosexuality. Using a critical methodology 

similar to Trammell (2015), the authors suggest that: “By combining these materials, we 

believe the resulting set of documents represents a comprehensive historical record of dominant 

LDS discourse” (Sumerau et al., 2015, p. 295). Augmenting the methods of Trammell (2015), 

Sumerau, Cragun and Williams use specialist software to a produce graphable content analysis 

of key discursive terms. Themes such as “same-sex”, “homosexual” or common euphemisms 

such as “crime against nature” are some of the critical thematic devices unearthed (Sumerau, 

Cragun, et al., 2015, p. 295). This analysis assists the authors to identify how LDS leaders have 

framed for their members the issue of same-sex attraction and the general trend of sexual 

liberalisation in the United States since the beginning of the 1970s. The articles and speeches 

represent the “changing patterns of life” (Smith et al., 1975, p. 1) within the institutional Church 

under the influence of broader society. This methodology and practice allows the authors to 

assemble a historical schema of elite Latter-Day Saint attitudes towards homosexuality: 

…(1) problematizing homosexuality for society (1950s–1990s), for the family (1970s–present), and for 

traditional gender roles (1980s–present), and (2) treating the homosexual problem (1990s–present). 

(Sumerau et al., 2015, p. 296) 

 The approaches taken by Trammell (2015) and Sumerau et al. (2015) significantly 

influence the current thesis. Trammell (2015) shows that critical textual analysis of church 

magazines is satisfactory for surveying changing attitudes to homosexuality through a defined 

historical period. Sumerau et al. (2015) develop the content analytical components of this 

methodology, giving it statistical rigour by graphically depicting changes and delineating a 

clear series of historical periods. These approaches provide a firm basis for my own work and 

assist in creating a flexible methodology for investigating institutional change. These authors 

suggest that I can switch between thematic and content analysis depending on the needed level 
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of specificity. Furthermore, I contend that the adoption of either methodology is instructive of 

the sample size. Large and dynamic data samples afford a level of detail that lends itself to the 

mathematical and statistical precision of content analyses. In smaller or rhetorically diverse 

samples, it may be only possible to gauge the broad thematic trends; also, the dissimilar 

language used by a variety of contributors might make plotting the results graphically, like 

Sumerau et al. (2015), impractical. 

 Methodologically, these articles offer two different perspectives on ways to grapple 

with how newspapers and church-published media confront the topic of religious institutions, 

social change, symbolism and LGBTIQ+ issues. I have identified three core articles that use 

historically-grounded textual analysis as their foundation (see, Sumerau et al., 2015; Thomas 

& Olson, 2012b; Trammell, 2015). Each article positions the broadcasted discourses as the 

products of a distinct historical and cultural context, allowing me to engage with the “changing 

patterns of life” (Smith et al., 1975, p. 11). These authors demonstrate that antagonisms exists 

between those who argue that historically-grounded textual analysis should concentrate on 

comments made by the laity (Trammell, 2015) or elites (Sumerau et al., 2015; Thomas & Olson, 

2012b). I argue that critical textual analysis allows sociologists of religion to trace how 

institutions understand, engage with, negotiate, respond to or resist social change and pluralism. 

Historically-grounded content and thematic analysis of dialogically evolving discourse suits 

the theoretical framework I develop in this thesis in Chapter 7. Employing thematic 

documentary analysis allows analysts to uncover the ideational and symbolic discourses that 

help elites mediate rapid social change. . 

Institutional Change, LGBTIQ+ Issues and Symbolism: Methods for Case Studies 

Whilst this thesis is indebted to multiple writers, adopting a myriad of different methods, the 

distinct nature of each case study I have undertaken has meant that a pragmatic approach to 
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practice has been adopted throughout. The nature of each study shifted depending on the 

sample used. To understand how symbols are used by religious institutions to mediate, 

understand, pursue and resist institutional change, both internally and publicly, three case 

studies were conducted. They are: the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and its long-

term battle to understand, engage with and possibly resist US society through LGBTIQ+ issues; 

the Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney's campaign against the legalization of same-sex marriage 

in Australia and how this is emblematic of the group’s changing position in secular society; 

and the Religious Society of Friends’ positive symbolic engagement with the forces of sexual 

liberalisation and change to help this progressive organisation maintain cohesion despite 

change.   For a summary of this thesis’ data sources and sample sizes, please refer to Table 

Two below. Each of these case studies was selected because of the salience of LGBTIQ+ issues 

to organisational life in recent history. Furthermore, the Religious Society of Friends was 

chosen because of the group’s history cultural, religious and social liberalism. During data 

collection, I hypothesized that I would be able to test liberal Quaker behaviour against the 

conservative Latter-Day Saints and Sydney Anglicans, which would help me formulate the 

discussion in Chapter 8. 

 The reasons for selecting LGBTIQ+ issues as a foil for discussing how religious 

institutions may use discourse and symbols to respond to social change was a pragmatic 

decision. At the time of data collection, same-sex marriage was extremely topical. For example, 

the Australian Government conducted its postal survey in 2017; assessing the popularity of 

marriage reform and engaging various community interests. The topics of same-sex attraction 

and marriage have generated a large amount of scholarly and religious material over the years. 

Some of this material is readily available from the organisations themselves, and other 

commentary can be accessed through sources such as newspapers.  These primary and 
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secondary documents provided a readily available opportunity to test my central hypothesis 

concerning the discursive and symbolic responses of religious institutions to social change.  

Table Two: Summary of Samples 

 

Cultural Context and Method of Engagement 

 Each of these institutions and elites do not act within a cultural vacuum. Elite narration 

of topical social policy developments dialectically interacts with the contingencies of public 

discursive norms and their own organisational histories and culture. This creates a matrix of 

different agendas and behaviours through which assist institutions react to social change. In the 

Study (Chapter) Source  Type  Date 

Range 

Mode of 

Analysis 

Number 

of 

Articles  

Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-

Day Saints 

https://www.churchofj

esuschrist.org/magazin

e?lang=eng 

formally: 

www.lds.org/magazine 

Church 

Published 

Magazines 

1971-2017 Content/Frequ

ency Analysis 

115 

The Anglican 

Archdiocese of 

Sydney  

Thomson Reuters 

Westlaw: The Age, 

Australian and Sydney 

Morning Herald 

Public 

Newspapers 

2000-2017 Thematic 

Analysis  

515 

The Religious 

Society of 

Friends 

(Quaker)-

Australian 

Yearly Meeting 

Official Church 

Correspondence Sent 

to Commonwealth 

Government on Behalf 

of the Australian 

Yearly Meeting  

Official 

Letters 

2015-2017 Thematic 

Analysis 

7 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/magazine?lang=eng
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/magazine?lang=eng
https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/magazine?lang=eng
http://www.lds.org/magazine
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context of this thesis, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, the Anglican Archdiocese 

of Sydney, and the liberal Religious Society of Friend use numerous symbolic tropes which 

are organisationally resonant and seen as legitimate in the wider public sphere. The latter 

characteristic is important if an institutional elite is going to successfully persuade a larger 

audience of non-members to an organisation’s point of view regarding a topic such as same-

sex marriage. Fundamentally, the symbolic discourses published by an elite for lay or public 

consumption are multifaceted. They reflect an institution’s own culture, policies and agendas, 

its interactions with contemporary social issues and its relationship within its broader socio-

historical context. 

 This thesis’s first case study is unique to the subsequent two analyses, both in its 

broader social context, intended audience and the organisation’s agenda regarding same-sex 

issues. According to Mauss (1994, 2011) the LDS Church has historically oscillated between 

periods of retrenchment and assimilation regarding surrounding US social norms. Mauss 

suggests that traditionally LDS norms have usually mirrored mainstream mores. 

Church teachings and policies on gender and family have always evolved in response primarily to cultural 

and political developments in the surrounding American society. Although these teachings were expressing 

a preference for neo-Victorian values… (Mauss, 2011, p. 8). 

 Same-sex relationships present a challenge for LDS elites because of the rapidity with which 

social norms have tended towards broad acceptance in the United States.  

As this issue became increasingly prominent, the reaction of the Church leaders was predictably quite 

conservative. I think all Latter-Day Saints were taken by surprise how many Mormon families were 

affected by this issue and particularly by how rapidly homosexual relationships and lifestyles gained 

acceptance in the surrounding society  (Mauss, 2011). 

This tendency towards periods of engagement and political activism is especially prominent 

when church elites feel that the organisations' proffered moral positions are directly under 

threat. This is despite the organisation’s relatively tiny size compared to the US population 

(Mormons in America – Certain in Their Beliefs, Uncertain of Their Place in Society, 2012). 

Repeatedly, LDS leaders and commentators have sought to engage both lay sympathisers or 
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wider society regarding controversial social changes that explicitly contravene Church norms 

(Bowman, 2012; Haws, 2014). It is in this context that Church magazines such as Ensign, 

Liahona and New Era are produced. Unlike the discourses analysed from the Anglican 

Archdiocese of Sydney and the Religious Society of Friends, the LDS material is for members. 

The Latter-Day Saint magazines simultaneously frame same-sex marriage and attraction within 

an LDS context, respond dialogically to broader social developments and attempt to mobilise 

member support for a specific policy response to broader US society. 

  The case study involving the Anglican Archdiocese is markedly different to the 

preceding LDS example in context and purpose. As outlined in Chapter 6, the contemporary 

Anglican Communion has been riven with internecine conflict over the status of same-sex 

attraction and marriage within the Church (see Bates, 2004; Hassett, 2009). The Anglican 

Archdiocese of Sydney has acted as a major contributor to the forces of conservatism within 

the Communion resisting liberalisation (Porter, 2006, 2011). This sense of leadership also 

stems from the Archdiocese’s traditional positions within Australian society  of  moral guardian 

and unofficial pillar of the ‘establishment’ (Hilliard, 1997). Despite this historical image,  

Anglicanism has continually declined in Australia over the past fifty years. According to the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (1970), Anglican adherents constituted 33.6 percent of the 

national population in 1966. By the 2016 Census, the national proportion of self-identifying 

Anglicans had decreased to a mere 13.3 percent (2017a). 

 It is in this institutional and cultural context that Sydney Anglican leaders have 

attempted to engage Australian society concerning same-sex marriage in particular. In 

comparison to the pervious LDS example, the sample under analysis utilises material available 

for the wider Australian public, not an institutional audience. The Australian, The  Sydney 

Morning Herald and Age are prominent newspapers of note, which Sydney Anglican leaders 

use explicitly to justify their actions and publicly expound policy regarding same-sex marriage. 
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Moreover, the sample illustrates how symbolic discourses are consciously used for political 

activism and debate. Through the analysis of a specific political campaign - the Australian 

marriage equality debate of 2017- we see how an organisation attempts to convert and project 

its institutional authority outwards into the public sphere. Compared to LDS leaders in the US 

context, Sydney leaders are attempting to exercise their traditional prerogatives as moral 

guardian and actively persuade non-members of the correctness of their position, regardless of 

the social conflict that this entails. 

 Liberal Quakerism represents a departure in my analysis in many ways. Similar to 

Sydney Anglicism, the empirical portion of the case study is primarily drawn from the 

Australian context, specifically the 2017 Australian marriage equality campaign. Furthermore, 

the discursive components under investigation are extracted from deep within Quaker history 

and culture. Ultimately, the Religious Society of Friends provides a liberal foil to the LDS and 

Sydney Anglican examples. In the liberal Quaker example, symbolic discourse is concurrently 

used to promote institutional solidarity and engage in the wider public debate over same-sex 

marriage. Once again, this engagement is affected by previous liberal Quaker commentary on 

same-sex attraction, its history of religious liberalism and individualism, and events (see 

Chambers, 2005; Collins, 1996, 2005; Dandelion, 1996, 2005; Dandelion & Collins, 2014; 

Davie, 1997; Frost, 2013; Heron, 1995; Moore, 2000). Quaker behaviour is also influenced by 

its self-image as a prophetic witness to the world. It continually agitates for causes such as 

equality, fairness and human rights as part of a bigger institutional program (see Chapter 7). 

Importantly, the relative size of the group has direct bearing on institutional behaviour 

and the practical aspects of this thesis.  The Liberal variant of Quakerism is comparatively 

small in the main strongholds of Australia, Britain and the US: 1,691 (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2017d), 13,863 (2012) (Hampton, 2014, p. 8) and 30,922 adherents (Friends General 

Conference, 2014) ; Hinshaw, 2018, p. 131) respectively. The small size of the group and its 
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continuing existence on the cultural margins manifests itself in the types of data available, its 

quantity and the organisation’s resonance in broader public debates. Differing from the LDS 

Church, there is no extensive repository of church documents outlining Quaker policy across 

time. Moreover, I was unable to identify any large sample of commentary of Quaker thought 

through avenues such as newspapers as in the Sydney Anglican example. Liberal Quaker 

interventions into topical discussions such as same-sex marriage usually take the form of 

official letters on specific issues, pieces written by interested laity or intermittently published 

policy documents. The Australian Yearly Meeting of the Religious Society of Friends chose to 

use direct correspondence with important parties such as the Prime Minister's Office and open 

public letters to transmit their official pro-reform position during the 2017 Australian Marriage 

Equality Debate. This not only reflects the organisations' size and material resources, but also 

their continued position as a relative cultural outsider. 

The three case studies represent distinct examples of how institutions engage in 

symbolic dialogue with the world around them. I argue that each attempt is affected by an 

organisation’s history, culture, position in contemporary society, the issues being debated, the 

position of various elites- within and without- an organisation’s perceived interests and a 

group’s resources. These factors surface in the “condensing symbols” each organisation uses 

to mediate an issue such as same-sex marriage and the medium an elite selects to convey them.   

 

The Case Studies 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS Church) (Chapter 5) has 

attempted to engage with and resist broader social change depending on its perceived 

institutional interests or deeply ingrained cultural sensibilities. This tension is exemplified by 

Mauss’s (1994, 2000) thesis that LDS leaders have switched between assimilation into the 
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mainstream and dogged defiance of it. In public rhetoric and in print, LDS leaders have 

attempted to operationalise two agendas, mobilising around key issues and contextualising the 

institution’s position vis-à-vis broader social change. Smith (2018) analysed the public 

declarations of Church leaders, largely made at the Church’s bi-annual General Conference 

concerning the organisation’s response to secular changes in wider society. Shepherd and 

Shepherd ((Shepherd & Shepherd, 1984a, 1984b) drew on speeches given by LDS leaders at 

the Church’s biannual General Conference to illustrate the power of elite opinion in mediating 

institutional and lay responses to broader social pressures. The authors argue that LDS notions 

of continuing prophetic inspiration and priesthood efficacy give talks delivered under the 

auspices of senior leaders particular cultural resonance. Shepherd and Shepherd (1984a, 1984b) 

observed that the talks’ content also changes over time. Contemporary contributors have sought 

to discuss themes of broader cultural relevance or that further policy goals. Building on the 

findings of Shepherd and Shepherd (1984a, 1984b), Smith (2018), and Sumerau et al. (2015), 

the case study (Chapter 5) concentrates on magazine materials produced by the church. The 

LDS Church distributes three magazines targeting particular internal Church demographics. 

Ensign is the Church’s flagship magazine, designed to appeal to an English-speaking adult 

audience. This reflects the historical roots in, and continuing dominance of, the United States 

within the institutional Church. Published in up to forty-seven languages, Liahona serves the 

Church’s growing international constituency. New Era is written for adolescent readers. Each 

article in these magazines offers a mixture of theological excursus, doctrinal exposition and 

uplifting personal stories, addressing or explaining significant issues facing the church’s 

membership. The online archive for Ensign and New Era spans almost the entire breadth of the 

period under investigation, both beginning in 1971. The electronic archive for Liahona starts 

with articles published in 1977. These magazines represent a large, accessible and searchable 

dataset containing public musings on a range of topics, including same-sex marriage and 
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attraction. The beginning of the electronic archive also corresponds with the emergence of the 

gay rights movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

 The magazines’ articles provide an insight into how privileged actors construct 

discourses to help mould lay perceptions of institutionally significant issues across time. They 

are artefacts that illustrate how Church authorities have interpreted significant social changes 

and discursively mediated the institution’s official position to laity. This case study 

complements previous work conducted by other analysts. When collecting the documentary 

data for the case study, I conducted a preliminary search of the magazine archive using generic 

terms such as “homosexuality” and “same-sex attraction/marriage”. This was used to initially 

identify the range of articles that mention the three broad topics – a total of 115 articles, 

spanning from 1971 to April 2017. These pieces were downloaded and stored as PDFs so they 

could form the basis of a thematic analysis. I excluded “News of the Church” articles because 

they spanned a range of issues, from church policy, to general interest stories; the size and 

scope of these articles could also potentially distort the content analysis. Two additional 

documents were included in the sample: the Church’s official statement responding to the 

AIDS crisis made in 1988, and the announcement of ldsandgays.org in 2012. After the 

collection stage, the previously collated electronic copies were scanned using NVivo 11. Each 

article was individually scrutinised and analysed by locating key terms that act as symbolic 

mediators for discussing same-sex topics. Terms such as “agency,” “Satan” (including “Lucifer” 

and “the Adversary”), “family,” “prophet(s),” “choice,” “law” and “truth” were among the 

terms used. A “text search” was conducted on each quintile (representing a five-year period 

beginning in 1970) and the frequency of each term recorded, with graphs produced in Microsoft 

Excel from the data.  

The data source used for this chapter is similar to the samples collated by Cragun et al. 

(2015), Shepherd and Shepherd (1984a, 1984b), Smith (2018), Sumerau et al. (2018), and 
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Sumerau and Cragun (2015a, 2016) in the assessment of leader discourse, sexuality, gender 

and the LDS Church. These authors relied on data from both Ensign and the General 

Conferences to build their arguments. Methodological resemblances to Sumerau et al. (2015) 

were minimal because the thesis’s overall conclusions and theoretical differences are markedly 

different from previous work. This analysis also exclusively concentrated on the three LDS 

magazines: Ensign, Liahona and New Era. The approach I adopted was socio-historical, 

primarily focused on how both social change and institutional culture inevitably interacted. 

Although organisational behaviour is not predetermined, it is hypothesised that structural 

change in which a group is embedded will have perceptible influences on its culture as it 

responds to outside pressure. 

 The Sydney Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney (Chapter 6) was selected because of its 

historical self-concept as the moral guardian of Australian society since British annexation 

(Hilliard, 1997), the prominent role its conservative leadership has played in the global tensions 

that have rocked the Anglican Communion in the contemporary era (Bates, 2004; Hassett, 2009; 

Porter, 2011; Porter & Thomson, 2003), and its staunch public resistance to same-sex marriage 

during Australia’s recent same-sex postal survey campaign. Both the internal campaign against 

‘liberals’ within the Anglican Communion and reform to Australia’s marriage laws produced 

an extensive public record in Australia’s major newspapers. This allowed me to develop a 

thematic map similar to Adams (2013); this was because the battle was conducted along broad 

topics such as the ‘Bible’ and “freedom”, with a plethora of supplementary tropes evoking 

these frames throughout. The variability in the sample’s specific language but not overarching 

themes prevented content/frequency analysis. The findings were embedded in interpretation of  

the Archdiocese’s history and policy documents that encapsulated the group’s fairly static 

conservative position regarding homosexuality. 
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 Ascertaining the public positions of the Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney’s leaders 

required locating a suitably broad and extensive sample. Because an easily available database 

of Church publications was not identifiable, an alternative source was sought. Prompted by 

previous research such as that of Adams (2013), Jowett (2014, 2017), and Nguyen (2015), I 

decided to focus on the widely circulated Australian newspapers The Australian, The Sydney 

Morning Herald and The Age. The Australian represents a centre-right perspective and has 

nation-wide distribution. The primary readerships of The Sydney Morning Herald and The Age 

(Melbourne) are Australia’s largest cities; these sources also feature a variety of opinion pieces 

written by Sydney clergy who use The Sydney Morning Herald in particular to engage a broad 

audience in the Archdiocese’s historical region. Despite this, the content of both The Sydney 

Morning Herald and The Age is generally pro-reform. All commentary, news pieces and letters 

were included in the sample. This enabled examination not only of how the rhetoric and  

symbolic tropes of the Archdiocese’s leaders changed during both campaigns, but also how 

they evolved in response to competing agendas or the success of the group’s campaign. 

Ultimately, it was hypothesised that shifts in the symbols used signified different ways of 

comprehending the institution’s social position and the effects of broader social change. 

Articles from each newspaper were collected from the Thomson Reuters Westlaw online 

archive, using the combined query ‘Anglican, Same-Sex’. Search results were restricted to the 

period between January 2000 and November 2017. This period was chosen because it allows 

the inclusion of articles dealing with the frenetic debate LGBTIQ+ inside the Anglican 

Communion (2000–2009) and Sydney Anglicanism’s later public campaign against marriage 

equality. The period also encompasses the Archbishopric of the staunchly conservative Peter 

Jensen between 2001 and 2013. Jensen’s successor, Glenn Davies, continued publicly pursuing 

the conservative agenda throughout Australia’s marriage equality debate. This time period also 

enables a closer analysis of Sydney Anglicanism’s (hereafter the Sydney Anglican diocese is 
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referred to as “Sydney”) actions during the Australian same-sex marriage debate and the 

contextualisation of its behaviour in a broader institutional conflict over changing social norms. 

The initial search identified 515 articles. Each article was read and annotated to construct the 

lineaments of the Church’s public discourses. Attempts to conduct a content/frequency analysis 

on this large sample did not yield any significant findings. Too much variability among the 

writers meant that I could only focus on general themes and concepts as symbols. 

 Of the three core case studies that constitute this research, the chapter on the liberal 

Society of Friends (Liberal Quakers) and positive responses to same-sex marriage (Chapter 7) 

is the most historically-focused. The Liberal variant of Quakerism is comparatively small in 

the main strongholds of Australia, Britain and the US: 1,691 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 

2017d), 13,863 (2012) (Hampton, 2014, p. 8) and 30,922 adherents (Friends General 

Conference, 2014; Hinshaw, 2014, p.131) respectively. Liberal Quakerism’s tiny institutional 

footprint belies the vast corpus of academic research concerning the group (Hampton, 2014). 

These previous analyses form the basis for the Chapter 7 on Liberal Quakerism’s activism 

around same-sex issues as a way of engaging with social change. This broader research assisted 

in identifying long-standing cultural discourses that may have influenced how liberal Quaker 

groups have behaved towards LGBTIQ+ issues, and which symbolic tropes could be used to 

help mediate or engage broader social change. Quaker beliefs such as the ‘inner-Light’ act as 

subsidiary sensitising symbols for framing and relating to the central symbolic subjects of 

same-sex attraction or marriage. 

 The small and globally disparate nature of Liberal Quakerism did pose practical 

problems for collecting data. Finding an historically complete sample on par with that available 

for other groups such as the LDS Church is extraordinarily difficult. A content or thematic 

analysis of public newspapers, similar to T. Adams (2013), Jowett (2014, 2017) and Nguyen 

(2015), was not achievable because little commentary was accessible. Although many 



 

102 

 

contemporary Liberal Quaker groups have taken a progressive position regarding LGBTIQ+ 

rights almost universally, primary data is fragmentary. For these reasons, a ‘snapshot’ approach 

was used, relying on key documents discussing same-sex attraction or marriage from the 

tradition, beginning in the 1960s. This search was international in scope to gain an holistic 

understanding of the issues. Despite broader and historical factors, by the mid-1990s, Liberal 

Quakers across the world had officially ratified similar perspectives and policies. The 

Australian Yearly Meeting’s public statements regarding same-sex marriage in the lead up to 

and during the 2017 Marriage Equality Postal Survey was used by the author as evidence of 

social activism in the contemporary world. It also provided an apt ‘capstone’ to the chapter’s 

historical components. Data for this chapter was accessed through the University of Tasmania’s 

Quaker Collection, the official websites of the Liberal Quaker Yearly Meetings, such as the 

Australian Yearly Meeting, and miscellaneous searches of internet-based databases to locate 

additional data, which was either purchased by the researcher or accessed publicly for free. The 

size of the sample for both the concluding practical Australian example and wider historical 

evidence meant that a thorough content analysis of the documents was not practicable. A 

parsimonious thematic approach was adopted involving the insights drawn from historical 

research and broad reading of the available documents in the vein of Adams (2013); I did not 

try to uncover statistically significant data but sought the general thematic contours of discourse. 

The results of this analysis allowed me to unearth the pertinent symbolic tropes that the liberal 

Society of Friends used to mediate, understand and engage positively with wider social changes 

and contemporary LGBTIQ+ issues.  

Ethics 

All data collected for this project, including the in-depth case studies, was published by the 

organisations concerned and was available in the public domain. Electronic copies of 
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newspaper and magazine articles, opinion pieces and letters are publicly provided by academic 

databases such as Westlaw or the religious institutions themselves. In the cases where direct 

quotations are used by the composers of articles or the articles are of an autobiographical nature 

and speaking about possibly compromising subjects, the material has already been de-

identified by the publisher. This phenomenon was only present in the LDS materials that 

appeared much later in that chapter’s sample (e.g. Withheld, 1997, 2002, 2004a, 2004b, 2009). 

Where applicable, all statistical data used to frame the arguments in all three case studies were 

supplied by peer-reviewed academic sources or the Australian Bureau of Statistics as part of 

their publicly accessible electronic archive of census data. Any use of interview data was 

incidental and collected from secondary academic sources and newspapers. Because of the 

public nature of all material used, it was determined before the beginning of any collation and 

analysis of any primary data that ethics approval was not required. 

Conclusion 

This thesis uses a combination of historical, sociological and textual research to uncover 

how religious institutions use symbols to mediate, understand and engage with broader social 

change. Using the subjects of same-sex attraction and marriage in three discrete case studies, I 

seek to illustrate how religious elites use symbols discursively to narrate social change. 

Symbols also allow religious elites to reinforce their power, legitimacy and cultural relevance 

in an increasingly pluralistic world. Selecting the most appropriate methodology and practice 

is crucial for engaging the range of texts produced by religious elites responding to social stage. 

Previous literature primarily concentrates on assessing changes in public opinion through 

quantitative methods such as public polling or qualitative approaches that evaluate media 

during specific marriage equality campaigns. Although researchers have used quantitative tools 

to build-up a wealth of statistical information over how social norms around LGBTIQ+ issues 
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have changed in the Western democracies, they lack sociological depth. They do not highlight 

the cultural, discursive, historical and sociological factors that contribute to ‘why’ norms have 

changed. Qualitative studies that excavate public media surrounding specific marriage equality 

campaigns goes some way to rectifying the shortcomings of quantitative studies. This literature 

illustrates how discourse is central to understanding how groups seek to dominate and steer 

public debate around same-sex marriage. 

I have argued that this thesis implicitly invokes methodological assumptions that 

underlie Discourse Historical Analysis. While I did not explicitly use this approach to engage 

the three datasets, it does emphasise that texts and speech acts are sites of profound social 

tensions. Texts, such as newspaper articles, represent wider social and political antagonisms. 

Discourse Historical Analysis provides researchers with a set of methodological assumptions 

that increases their awareness of the ideological threads that imprint texts produced by religious 

elites. Texts are the historical amalgamation of conflicts that stretch across historical time and 

can involve discourses long forgotten. Authors from within the sociology of religion have 

tacitly applied many of these perspectives to the study of how elites have engaged with same-

sex attraction and marriage. Texts such as church magazines, speeches and secular magazines 

are tools for the dissemination of religious perspectives, asserting institutional authority and 

reproducing elite hegemony.   
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Chapter 5: Case Study One: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day 

Saints, Symbols, Social Change and LGBTIQ+ Issues 

The symbolic mediation of struggles over changing social norms is central to the responses of 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS Church) to contemporary pluralism. 

Using the neo-Weberian insights developed by Chaves (1993a, 1993b, 1994, 1995, 1999) and 

Kniss (1997), investigators can begin to understand the dialectical relationship between 

external and internal forces influencing contemporary behaviour of religious institutions. The 

discursive construction of LGBTIQ+ issues in Ensign, Liahona and New Era documents in 

vivid detail how LDS elites have responded to these changes as discrete issues by symbolically 

classifying intra-organisational tensions resulting from changing social norms. This chapter 

builds on pervious content and sociological analyses of LDS publications and speeches. 

LGBTIQ+ issues initially resulted in a state of moral “panic” or shock as leaders to render the 

topics of same-sex attraction, and then marriage, cognisant for organisational purposes. 

Exploiting the emotive power of these crises and the resulting symbols, Latter-Day Saint elites 

displayed their continuing authority and relevance in contemporary society. The dialogue 

between the LDS Church and secular society is dynamic, with Church officials selectively 

utilising key condensing symbols to navigate changing external fortunes, set appropriate 

institutional agenda and engage in political manoeuvring, mediating the effects of pluralism. 

Authority, Pluralism, Symbolism, Discourse and Institutional Behaviour 

The breakdown of traditional authority inaugurated by the seismic cultural changes of the 

1960s and 1970s was traumatic for conservative religious organisations like the LDS Church. 

The work of Berger and Luckmann (Berger, 1969a, 1969b; Berger & Luckmann, 1971; 

Luckmann, 1967) offers a tantalising glimpse of how meaning, symbols and the material 
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environment continuously act on one another to produce reality.  Symbols are a special class 

of objectified knowledge that mediates between humans and the environment. Institutions 

function as the practical embodiment of these “symbolic universes”. Whether at the cognitive 

level or as concrete institutions, they have the dual function of framing human action and 

rendering external social phenomena understandable. Instead of auguring the diminution of 

religious institutions before the objective power of secularism, pluralism radicalises the 

quantity and speed of the symbolic exchanges between institutions. Pluralism erodes the 

cogency an organisation’s “symbolic universe”, shattering the unambiguous connection 

between symbols, plausibility structures and uncontested religious authority. 

It locates all collective events in a cohesive unity and includes past, present and future. With regard to the 

past, it establishes a ‘memory’ that is shared by all the individuals socialised within the collectivity. With 

regard to the future, it establishes a common frame of reference for the projection of human actions (Berger 

& Luckmann, 1971, p. 120). 

 

 I argue that the outcome of these dialogical exchanges can also modify and introduce new 

elements into an institution, offering a new way of engaging with world. Institutional authority 

becomes contingent on being able to respond competently to the effects of the fluidity of 

pluralism, both within and external to an organisation. 

In a series of books and articles, Neo-Weberian theorist Mark Chaves expounds a 

historically sensitive and structurally oriented theory of religious organisational change (1993a, 

1993b, 1994, 1999). His most innovative theoretical contribution is the notion of “dual-

structures” and the effects of internal secularisation (Chaves, 1993a, 1993b). According to 

Chaves, a dual structure manifests when internal divisions begin to emerge between religious 

and “agency” (secular) elites who see diametrically opposing roles for an institution in 

contemporary society: 

For the religious authority structure, on the one hand, congregations are objects of control. This follows 

directly from the religious authority function of controlling access to religious goods… For the agency 

structure, on the other hand, congregations are a resource (Chaves, 1993b, p. 9).  
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 Religious authority internally coexists with these other professional interests because an 

institution’s purview is no longer restricted to religious matters, but includes a broad range of 

secular concerns (Yamane, 1997). Internal secularisation leads to increasing internal 

differentiation and structural complexity. This process of structural differentiation also causes 

cultural changes among members as they increasingly reflect wider ideological divides in 

society. Internal blocs use potent symbolic devices to assert claims and consolidate their 

institutional agendas. Chaves’ book Ordaining Women (1999) uses the issue of female 

ordination in the United States as a case study to illustrate the multiple pressures that vex 

institutions in pluralist societies.  

But organisations are not just passive structures buffeted by these forces. They are made up of people who 

advocate - or resist - changes of various sorts. Organisational polices are often the product of internal 

struggles between those who want one policy and those who want a different policy (Chaves, 1999, p. 158). 

Issues, such as the ordination of women, become the symbolic markers of an institution’s 

ideological commitment and a cypher for interpreting internal conditions. In Chaves’s example, 

the broader feminist movement inspires sympathetic church members to pursue similar 

outcomes: “The gender equality frame was a women’s movement frame that was brought into 

religious organisations and thereby changed the meaning of conflicts over women’s ordination” 

(Chaves, 1999, p. 75). Elite actors interpret and respond to varying social contexts through 

these symbolic devices. In a practical sense, symbols and narratives become functional proxies 

for discussing controversial issues. Kniss (1997) develops a similar neo-Weberian schema 

using the example of Mennonite organisational conflict in the US . However, Kniss uses the 

case study to focus more on the effects of external forces on institutional behaviour and the 

symbols used. Kniss focuses on the “meta” level ideas that function to legitimate a particular 

perspective and frame institutional behaviour. These are the “ism’s” that form a common 

cultural heritage and repertoire of all the antagonists, whether within an organisation or from 

secular society. 
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Cultural change refers to changes in the shared meaning assigned to social realities or to changes in the 

representation of the shared meanings. I have in mind trends such as progressivism, rationalism, modernism, 

individualism, and changes in the various forms of cultural expression that represent or reinterpret changing 

“isms” (Kniss, 1997, p. 111). 

 Chaves and Kniss provide possible neo-Weberian answers to the dialogical nature of 

social change. Chaves highlights the intra-organisational effects of social change on religious 

organisations; especially in how the nature of authority, power and legitimacy are disputed 

between two institutionally authoritative blocs. Clashes between these “symbolic universes” is 

conducted through, and determines the meaning of, the culturally resonant symbols that the 

antagonists use. Kniss (1997) also concentrates on themes of authority, power, legitimacy and 

the centrality of symbolic mediation of social change. However, Kniss focuses on, what I call, 

the cultural “metaverse”. This is common cultural traditions, histories, concepts and symbols 

that each antagonist draws on. In Kniss’ (1997) Mennonite example, each side tries to use 

various cultural tropes as symbolic weapons to validate their institutional position and give 

broader social credibility to their claims.  

The effects of social change on the internal culture of religious institutions has been the 

focus of numerous case studies. These examples concentrate on how specific issues have 

functioned as catalysts for institutional responses, both at the denominational and 

congregational levels (Ammerman, 1990, 1997; Bates, 2004; Hartman, 1996; Jordon, 2000; 

Kniss, 1997; Wilde, 2007). Within these studies, broader social change manifests symbolically 

in issues such as sexuality and abortion. Issues act as powerful “condensing symbols” in the 

exchange between the religious group and society. According to Jasper and Poulsen 

(1995) ,“condensing symbols” are powerful meta-symbols that subsume a number of culturally 

persuasive meanings. In The Art of Moral Protest (1997) Jasper elaborates further that: .  

The symbols themselves are multireference because they connote different levels of cultural meaning, or 

different cultural meanings within a single level. A powerful symbol can lend credibility to an explicit 

argument by connoting the implicit assumptions embedded in worldviews and common sense (Jasper, 1997, 

p. 160). 
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A “condensing symbol'’s power is derived from its ability to appeal to underlying emotionality. 

Some symbols also do not have universal appeal and cannot unite all social actors under their 

discursive umbrella (Jasper & Poulsen, 1995). The symbolic power of abortion, euthanasia and 

LGBTIQ+ issues arises out of their ability to produce “moral shock”, which is “…when an 

event or situation raises such a sense of outrage in people that they become inclined toward 

political action, even in the absence of a network of contacts” (Jasper & Poulsen, 1995, p. 498). 

The ramifications of Chaves’s insights and the functional consequences of “condensing 

symbols” in how religious groups mediate broader social change is illustrated by the Catholic 

Church’s response to issues surrounding human sexuality post-Vatican II. Vatican II led to the 

supercession of many traditional signifiers of Catholic identity. This also represents a longer 

battle to consolidate Church authority over a small range of powerful symbolic issues (Burns, 

1992). This trend accelerated in the context of the extraordinary changes affecting the West 

during the period. A tight bundle of issues relating to human sexuality and reproduction 

materialised as potent markers of doctrinal commitment. Progressives increasingly viewed the 

Church’s inflexibly conservative stance as symptomatic of its alienation from modernity (Barry 

& Renner, 2004, p. 24). Conversely, conservatives saw adherence to the Church’s theological 

positions as a sign of one’s loyalty and as guard against a promiscuous world. Symbolic 

narratives that linked homosexuality to paedophilia and sexual liberalism with materialism 

began to circulate traditionalist circles in the 1970s (Jordon, 2000). Through these tactics, 

partisans were attempting to map out discursively the parameters of the debate. Questions of 

authority and “the order of things” are important in framing not only the day-to-day actions of 

the conflict, but also as symbols that mediate the structural ramifications of the conflict. 

Symbols are central to the representation and mediation of the relationship between 

churches and a pluralising society. The work of Berger and Luckmann describes the gradual 

undermining of traditional religious authority because of wider structural changes wrought by 
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secularisation. This breakdown has meant that religious institutions have needed to constantly 

reassert their authority by responding to social change, the effects of intra-organisational 

conflicts and the “moral shocks” exacerbated by pluralism. “Condensing symbols” have 

become central to mediating the fractious internal cultures of religious institutions and tensions 

with wider society as identified by Chaves. Studies of the Roman Catholic Church demonstrate 

how dogmatic positions act as symbols that mediate the differing responses to religious 

pluralism within an institution, with topics such as human sexuality producing functional 

“moral shocks” and powerful “condensing symbols”. I argue that an extension of these 

theoretical frameworks can be used to explain the responses of the Church of Jesus Christ of 

the Latter-Day Saints to LGBTIQ+ issues. 

LGBTIQ+ and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints 

The intersection of LGBTIQ+ issues and religious organisations split into three areas 

of analysis: the lived experiences of non-heteronormative individuals as they attempt to 

navigate institutional life, the effect of LGBTIQ+ issues on local congregations, and the effects 

of broad structural changes on large religious institutions. Some authors have identified how 

individuals have creatively dealt with the issue of institutional prejudice by designing their own 

responses that maintain their religious identities (Cragun et al., 2015; Gross, 2008; Levy & Lo, 

2013; Robinson, 2012; Thomas & Olson, 2012a; Wilcox, 2009; Wolokomir, 2006; Yip, 1997a, 

1997b, 1999). Others have highlighted how some individuals have sought to defuse tensions 

between their sexual and religious identities by conforming to conservative norms within 

religious groups (Pitt, 2010; Thomas & Olson, 2012a; Thumma, 1991; Trammell, 2015). Meso-

level research tries to uncover how congregations engage with same-sex topics, the practical 

implications of these on a community’s conversation and the contributing sociological factors 

that influence the outcome (Ammerman, 1997; Gadge et al., 2008; Gadge & Wildeman, 2008; 
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Olson & Cadge, 2002; Thomas & Olson, 2012a; Whitehead, 2017a, 2017b; Wolokomir, 2006). 

Engaging with the nexus between religious organisations and broader social changes requires 

researchers to untangle the various strands that have contributed to institution’s policies. 

Institutions are not usually seen as “enablers” but as antagonists, actively attempting to 

undercut LGBTIQ+ claims (Ammerman, 1990; Bates, 2004; Jordon, 2000; Kniss, 1997; Porter, 

2011; Thomas & Olson, 2012b). Publications such as these leave the overwhelming impression 

that religious institutions are incapable of change or are structurally inert. At worst, 

organisations are seen as combative and hostile towards liberalisation.  

Previous Analysis of Latter-Day Saint Publications and Announcements 

Ryan Cragun and Edward Samerau use a methodology similar to the present case study 

(Cragun et al., 2015; Sumerau, Barringer, & Cragun, 2015; Sumerau & Cragun, 2014b, 2015a, 

2015b, 2016; Sumerau et al., 2017). This work relies heavily on material drawn from archival 

research using the LDS magazine Ensign. The authors supplement this sample, beginning in 

1971, with an analysis of General Conference talks given by prominent LDS leaders. Their 

research clearly takes its cues from existing academic literature because it describes elite actors 

in similarly problematic terms. Mormon leaders are either unresponsive to changing social 

norms or wilfully manipulating cultural resources to skilfully deflect reforms. This leads to the 

continual re-stigmatisation of LGBTI Saints. 

 Crucial works include From Sodomy to Sympathy (Cragun et al., 2015), Hallmarks of 

Righteous Women (Sumerau & Cragun, 2015b), How Low Can Humans Plunge (Sumerau & 

Cragun, 2016) and “Men Don’t Cry” (Sumerau et al., 2017). These claim that the discursive 

evolution of LDS commentary on gender and sexuality is illustrative of broader institutional 

behaviour. The discursive frames used by LDS leaders have a tangible influence on how 

individuals think, feel and act on institutionally defined topics. Elites provide the cognitive and 
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dramaturgical tools for individual members to enact particular ways of “being.” In Sodomy to 

Sympathy, Cragun et al.s’ (2015) discursive analysis of LDS rhetoric shows how the definition 

of same-sex issues is used to nurture an expedient compromise with the outside world. The 

undercurrents of hostility and institutional recalcitrance remain untouched. 

 Previous thematic analyses have utilised talks delivered by LDS leaders during the 

Church’s semi-annual General Conference. Both Shepherd and Shepherd (1984a, 1984b) and 

Smith (2018) emphasise the changing and contingent nature of the Church’s public rhetoric. 

Subjecting large samples of Conference talks to content analyses, the writers were able to 

identify key themes and discursive tropes to differentiate the Church from wider society or 

legitimate policies to a wider non-LDS audience. Shepherd and Shepherd (1984a, 1984b) 

identified a significant reduction in supernatural and eschatological themes between 1830 and 

1979, with a concomitant increase in references to family, personal morality and secular norms. 

Smith’s (2018) research unearthed the changing relationship between science, secularism and 

the Church in public. Smith argues that leaders increasingly problematized science and 

secularism during the majority of the twentieth century as a supposed vector of apostasy and 

unbelief. This relationship became more ambiguous in recent history as leaders have gradually 

de-emphasised religious themes. Smith also suggests that these rhetorical tactics have been 

crucial for establishing shifting boundaries between the LDS Church and wider society. Smith 

concludes that institutional adaption has been powered by a desire for greater legitimacy among 

other conservative Christian groups (2018). 

 Contributions such as Sodomy to Sympathy (2015) are invaluable when trying to 

assess the effects of changing elite discourses on the lives of individual members. Although, 

wider structural changes are crucial to understanding shifts in emphasis, the work is 

fundamentally oriented towards the effects of structural changes and individual identity. 

There is pervasive scepticism about the cause of organisational change. Institutions are 
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depicted as incapable of genuine change or engaging in reform cynically. The image of 

religious institutions as staid and reactionary entity belies their dynamism, porousness and 

agility under pluralism. Through using symbolic mediators to engage in broader social 

discussions, churches are actively in dialogue with increasing cultural diversity. Institutional 

interests also adjudicate this and the “condensing symbols” helping to comprehend the 

world and formulate policy. The diminution of one discourse may represent a change in 

direction, the emergence of new issues or the gradual acceptance of new social norms. Using 

the insights of Chaves, the notions of “condensing symbols” and “moral shock” allows one 

to grapple in this vibrant unpredictable dialogue. This is practically illustrated in the LDS 

Church’s discussions of same-sex attraction and marriage over recent history. 

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, LGBTIQ+ issues and Social Change 

Beginning in the early 1970s, the Latter-Day Saint leaders have used debates 

encompassing same-sex attraction and marriage as symbolic mediators for wider institutional 

anxieties about systemic pluralism. Increasing pluralism initiated a relentless process of 

interpretation and reappraisal. At one level, Church elites need to assess constantly how 

alterations in social norms affected the church’s position in secular society. Weariness about 

the Church’s authority, cultural legitimacy and power undergird these anxieties. Commentary 

on same-sex issues has allowed institutional leaders to assert their traditional prerogatives and 

maintain organisational cohesion in the face of incessant flux. The initial “condensing symbols” 

of “homosexuality”, “Satan” and the “family” allowed elites to engage with changing social 

norms regarding same-sex attraction and later marriage. Building on the observations of 

Chaves and Kniss, these symbols also allowed leaders to present the Church’s ideological 

posture relative to these changes, reinforcing the Church’s cohesiveness and reaffirm religious 

authority through displays of discursive mastery. The effectiveness of these overtures is 
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precarious because diversity has increasingly characterised the Latter-Day Saint community. 

Previous investigations by Haws (2014), Mauss (2011) and Smith (2018) show how the Church 

has gradually sought rapprochement with the mainstream, despite periods of tension because 

of conflicting cultural norms and expectations. Smith (2018), in particular, concludes that 

supernatural themes have diminished in contemporary church discourse, generating greater 

confluence with secular discursive norms. This chapter suggests that this narrative is far more 

dynamic. Tensions with secular society have waxed and waned dramatically since the 

beginning of 1970s, depending on the perceived interests of the Church and the broader thrust 

of social change. Social issues, such as same-sex attraction, have been most fraught for the 

Church because they strike at some of the most cherished and entrenched norms within LDS 

culture. Analysis of Church magazines illustrates the continuing salience of supernatural 

causation such as Satan for explaining the organisation’s internal antagonisms and changes 

when pursuing its agenda in the wider community. Data collected from the American General 

Social Survey (GSS) illustrates the church’s sensitivity to changing social norms. 

The Early 1970s: Defining the Problem 

Indicating the historical novelty of LGBTIQ+ campaigns in early 1970s, institutional 

elites and commentators within the LDS Church display pervasive bewilderment. During this 

nascent period, LDS authors within church seem ill-equipped to deal with the range of issues 

orbiting same-sex attraction. Same-sex attraction functions as an organising “condensing 

symbol” and stimulator or “moral shock”. This first phase of narrative development involved 

creating culturally appropriate ways of interpreting and responding to these new issues. 

Authors turned to pre-existing LDS ideas about gender, sexuality, agency, sin and family to 

comprehend the growing visibility of same-sex attraction as a political issue. The resulting 

discursive hypothesis allowed church authorities to assert the institutional authority by 

constructing a counter-narrative, which publicly doubted secular perspectives.  
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 LDS judgements of same-sex attraction in this period consisted of both individual and 

structural elements. These two aspects are causally seamless, subsumed by Heavenly Father’s 

“Plan of Salvation”. Integral to this “plan” is procreation and marriage. The authoritative The 

Family: Proclamation to the World states that heterosexuality is an integral “characteristic of 

individual pre-mortal, mortal, and eternal identity and purpose” (The Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-Day Saints, 1995). Further inveighing that: 

Marriage between man and woman is essential to His eternal plan. Children are entitled to birth within the 

bonds of matrimony, and to be reared by a father and a mother who honor marital vows with complete 

fidelity (The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, 1995). 

This cosmic equation prescribes Heavenly Father’s plan and mandates heterosexual gender 

identity as eternal. However, it also lionises individual agency in equally majestic terms. 

Individuals have the capacity to choose to either follow God’s dictates or digress from His 

divine standards, frustrated by Satan’s mendacious temptations. 

And he became Satan, yea, even the devil, the father of all lies, to deceive and to blind men, and to lead 

them captive at his will, even as many as would not hearken unto my voice. (Moses 4:4, 2017).  

Drawing on these theological antecedents, same-sex attraction came to symbolise a matrix 

of poor choices, individual recalcitrance towards religious authority and Satan’s saturating 

influence. "Satan", as a “condensing symbol”, represents everything that transgresses God’s 

appointed plan and threatens to undermine the commitment of Latter-Day Saints, individually 

and corporately. Contradicting scientific and secular explanations of same-sex attraction, the 

Church discussed the issue as a consequence of individual choice (Bergin, 1973; Brown Jr., 

1975; Kimball, 1971; H. B. Lee, 1973; Not Attributed, 1974; Tanner, 1973, 1974). Reinforcing 

the boundaries between the corrupt secular sphere and the Church, then President of the Church 

Harold B. Lee argued: 

I speak of the sin of adultery, which, as you know, was the name used by the Master as he referred to 

unlicensed sexual sins of fornication as well as adultery; and besides this, the equally grievous sin of 

homosexuality, which seems to be gaining momentum with social acceptance in the Babylon of the world, 

of which Church members must not be a part (Lee, 1973). 
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The LDS quest to comprehend LGBTIQ+ activism tacitly acknowledged, and intriguingly 

worked symbiotically with, social trends towards greater acceptance. The General Social 

Survey has attempted to gauge public opinion regarding controversial topics, such as 

homosexuality, since 1972 (Twenge et al., 2015, p. 379). Analyses of the data collected 

between 1972 to the present day, has illustrated that US attitudes towards same-sex attraction 

have gradually liberalised over the long-term (Baunach, 2011; Daniels, 2013; Keleher & Smith, 

2012; T.-T. Lee & Hicks, 2011; Loftus, 2001; McVeigh & Diaz, 2009; Schnabel, 2016; Sherkat 

et al., 2011; Twenge et al., 2015). Authors dispute “how,” “what,” and “when” the changes 

occurred. Significant caveats to the liberalisation thesis have appeared in the literature. Sherkat 

and others have suggested that the general trend was actually an uneven process, with different 

periods dominated by either conservative or liberal agendas (Sherkat et al., 2011). Loftus’s 

conclusions about the data are instructive: 

Attitudes toward the morality of homosexuality and the willingness to restrict the civil liberties of 

homosexuals have changed in the last quarter century. Americans' attitudes regarding the morality of 

homosexuality became slightly more liberal from 1973 to 1976, became increasingly conservative through 

1990, and have become more liberal since 1990. Over the same 25-year period, willingness to restrict the 

civil liberties of homosexuals declined steadily, the only departure being a brief increase in negative 

attitudes in the late 1980s (Loftus, 2001, p. 778). 
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It is within this atmosphere, that Latter-Day Saint authors begin to employ discursive tools 

plumbed from Mormon culture to assess the effects of changing social norms on the church. 

Within the magazine material, great lengths were taken to formulate a peculiarly Latter-Day 

Saint schema. In the Church’s developing narrative, Satan manifests as a potent “condensing 

symbol”. This is illustrated by the content analysis conducted on the sample of Mormon 

magazine articles from the period (Figure 1.1). Satan’s presence is dramatic in the early 1970’s 

typifying the novelty of the subject but also symbolising Latter-Day Saint's concerns over the 

rate of change regarding social norms. It signifies a clear point of tension between the secular 

sphere and the Church. Latter-Day Saint anxieties concerning same-sex attraction not only had 

secular consequences they also had ramifications for the cosmic battle between good and evil. 

The emotive power of Satan within Latter-Day Saint culture provided strong ideological 

justification for the Church’s developing conservative agenda. 
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Kimball Spectre, the ERA and the 1980s: An Era of Tactical Engagement  

Latter-Day Saint engagement with same-sex attraction and the wider society during the 

1980s is extraordinarily complex. Theoretically, it illustrates that the causes of tension between 

religious institutions and secular society can vary depending on the subject. Institutions can 

discursively modulate the tensions depending on the perceived interests and the direction of 

events. The installation of Spencer W. Kimball as president of the Church coincided with a 

subtle change of emphasis in the discussion of homosexuality and its consequences for society 

in LDS magazines. Within articles mentioning homosexuality, “Family” emerges as another 

condensing symbol, while satanic reference precipitously declines (Figure 1.1). In The Mormon 

Image in the American Mind (2014), Haws suggests that the Church’s emphasis on family was 

part of a longer strategy to produce an acceptable mainstream image of the Church. This image 

became integral to the Church’s campaign against the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA).  

Adapting the “family” as another “condensing symbol” was part of the Church’s efforts 

to expand the discourse regarding homosexuality, making it part of a wider campaign against 

the ERA. It sent a clear ideological signal that the Church was prepared to engage the public 

on this issue and seek alliances with other organisations. In the analysis of LDS magazine 

material on the subjects of abortion and pornography, there is a similar relative decline in 

satanic symbolism during the 1980s. “Family” is a more ambiguous symbol. Firstly, the data 

confirms the general trend identified by Haws (2014), that the family gradually assumes greater 

prominence in LDS Culture. The topic assumes greater status in phases where the Church is 

engaged in public dialogue. However, the analysis suggests a more nuanced effect of these 

tensions on the Church. Satan declines during the ERA, and as shown later, during the same-

sex campaign. The myriad of public conflicts over the Church’s use of its institutional power 

to garner influence in episodes such as the demise of the ERA (Haws, 2014; Quinn, 1994a), 

may have promoted institutional cohesion and solidarity within the Church, reducing internal 
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tensions. Other social changes such as the rise of the Religious Right and the AIDS crisis 

promoted an environment hostile to LGBTIQ+ activism (Ammerman, 1990; Baunach, 2011; 

Morone, 2003; Sherkat et al., 2011). This could have given the church reasons to be confident 

about the direction of change in the 1980s.  

The 1990s: A Period of Traumatic Adjustment and the Emergence of Same-sex Marriage. 

1995 is a paradigmatic year for the LDS Church and the subject of same-sex 

attraction. Broader social developments began to undermine the coherence of the symbols 

and rationale that had bracketed church policy since the 1970s. It also illustrates the growing 

pluralism among Latter-Day Saints reflecting, broader social trends. Polling suggests that 

Americans were gradually more accepting of same-sex attracted individuals in the 1990s, 

especially in the second half of the decade (Keleher & Smith, 2012; Loftus, 2001, p. 778; 

Sherkat et al., 2011). During this period, Americans seemed to increasingly separate the 

moral arguments against same-sex attraction, from the legal imperative to protect civil 

liberties. Respondents were willing to concede legal protections and rescind discriminatory 

statutes in areas such as employment, regardless of their own personal positions (Loftus, 

2001; Yang, 1997). An individual’s ideological position developed into a symbolic marker, 

displaying their allegiance to conservative social movements or traditional religious 

preferences (Baunach, 2012; Daniels, 2013; Sherkat et al., 2011).  This inaugurated a period 

of internal institutional tension as competing responses to these societal trends vied for 

ascendency. The parameters of the internal debate contained authors who supported the 

older narrative developed in the 1970s and those who sought to reform how the topic 

appeared in Mormon discourse. Commentators constructed competing visions of how the 

Church should respond to LGBTIQ+ issues and the continuing pluralisation in the wider 

community. 
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 In the 1990s, Satan as a “condensing symbol” spectacularly resurfaces in Mormon 

debate in an unprecedented fashion (Figure 1.1). These tensions culminated in the publication 

of articles that represent two substantively dissimilar arguments. James E. Faust’s Serving the 

Lord, Resisting the Devil (Faust, 1995) epitomises conservative orthodoxy and might represent 

an attempt to cultivate or react to increasing feelings of “moral shock”.  This typified 

conservative incredulity towards reform through the ubiquitous use of satanic symbolism. The 

article accounts for 70 of the 93 references to Satan in the “1995-1999” quintile. In the sub-

section speaking at length about homosexuality in Resisting the Devil, Faust writes: 

I expect that the statement of the First Presidency and the Twelve against homosexual marriages will 

continue to be assaulted. Satan is only interested in our misery, which he promotes by trying to 

persuade men and women to act contrary to God’s plan. One way he does this is by encouraging the 

inappropriate use of sacred creative powers (Faust, 1995). 

 Faust is vehemently dismissive of scientific understandings of same-sex attraction. “No 

scientific evidence demonstrates absolutely that this is so. Besides, if it were so, it would 

frustrate the whole plan of mortal happiness” (Faust, 1995). For Faust, the notion that 

homosexuality contravenes Heavenly Father’s cosmic plan, invalidates any secular 

consideration. “These so called alternative life-styles must not be accepted as right, because 

they frustrate God’s commandment for a life-giving union of male and female within a legal 

marriage as stated in Genesis” (Faust, 1995). The condensing symbol of “Satan” signals a 

particular ideological posture, which is conservative and defensive. The institutional status quo 

is under assault by an array of forces, both within and external to the Church. Satan also 

functions as a convenient “condensing symbol” representing all these threats. 

 Dallin Oaks’ Same Gender Attraction (Oaks, 1995) innovatively responds to same-sex 

attraction. Contradicting Faust’s trenchant defence of LDS conservative thought, Oaks 

reconfigures the discourse and subtly adds new meaning to old narratives. The outcome is a 

more “inclusive” position towards non-heterosexual individuals, despite the church remaining 

extremely conservative by non-Mormon standards.  Satanic references are rare, only appearing 



 

121 

 

six times throughout the article. When compared to Serving the Lord, it re-inforces the 

suggestion that “Satan” is part of a narrative employed by institutional conservatives reacting 

to tensions inside the Church caused by broader social change. When Oaks cites malignant 

forces, they are unequivocally more abstract than what is customary. He subverts the traditional 

connection between sin and choice, attempting to show that the “cause” is unclear. 

Feelings are another matter. Some kinds of feelings seem to be inborn. Others are traceable to mortal 

experiences. Still other feelings seem to be acquired from a complex interaction of “nature and nurture” 

(Oaks, 1995). 

Indeterminacy and causal ambiguity is a feature of Oaks’ interpretation of the scientific 

evidence. He is careful to assert the primacy of revelation over materialism, but he does not 

conclusively refute scientific knowledge: 

 Wherever they fall along the spectrum between outright rejection and total acceptance of biological 
determinism of sexual orientation, most scientists concede that the current evidence is insufficient and that 

firm conclusions must await many additional scientific studies (Oaks, 1995). 

 The result of this recasting of the debate is the rupturing of the strict moral causation 

surrounding same-sex attraction. The concerns over sin, moral probity and individual choice 

do not evaporate; however, Oaks introduces new elements that dilute the implacably strident 

claims made by the likes of Faust. Oaks presents a narrative that is supportive of internal reform. 

He draws on new discursive elements and rhetorical emphasis to promote change. Change is 

framed as less threatening to internal stability through the reduction in satanic symbolism. After 

the mid-1990s, the total number of references to homosexuality decline, and by the end of the 

sample, almost disappear (Figure 1.1). This weakening of “homosexuality” as a symbolic trope 

in Oaks and subsequent writers (Carmack, 1997; Holland, 2007; Withheld, 1997, 2002, 2004a, 

2004b), signifies a step to reduce social pressures on the church through institutional reform. 

This was stimulated by changing social norms and a new inclusivity among Americans towards 

non-heterosexual individuals.  
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 The Church’s discussion of same-sex attraction had been largely reactive to this point. 

In the 1970s, church narratives conveyed feelings of terror, and anxiety over pluralism, deemed 

incompatible with Latter-Day Saint cultural norms. During the mid-1990s, authors behaved 

differently. The conflict was between two inimical ways responding to social change. An 

inclusive, proactive discourse emerged, which attempted to assuage the internal antagonism 

through engagement. “Satan” represented the institutional tensions between the two different 

factions. It also re-emerged as a powerful condensing symbol typifying conservative anxieties 

about change. The advent of same-sex marriage on the political scene effectively terminated 

the church’s preoccupation with same-sex attraction.  

Protecting the Family: Latter-day Saint Narratives and Same-Sex Marriage 

After the Supreme Court of Hawaii’s 1993 ruling paving the way for same sex unions 

in that state, "Planting Promises in the Hearts of the Children" (Hafen, 1994) appeared in 

Ensign. The article explicitly tackles the decision head-on, concluding that the granting of 

marriage rights to non-heterosexual individuals sets a dangerous social precedent (Hafen, 

1994). In 1995, the Church’s highest council released the authoritative The Family: 

Proclamation to the World (1995), which elucidates the organisation’s secular and religious 

doctrine about family. At the end of the document, secular leaders are exhorted to protect 

heterosexual monogamous families: 

“WE CALL UPON responsible citizens and officers of government everywhere to promote those measures 

designed to maintain and strengthen the family as the fundamental unit of society” (The Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-Day Saints, 1995). 

The church’s advocacy for the traditional family did not risk inflaming public ire in the mid-

1990s or tensions within the Church. According to the GSS, opposition to same-sex marriage 

predominated throughout the decade (Baunach, 2011, 2012; Brewer & Wilcox, 2005; Sherkat 

et al., 2011). 
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In this propitious atmosphere, tensions inside church publications remain insignificant. 

After the exaggerated antagonisms of 1995-1999, "Satan" begins to rapidly decline throughout 

the early 2000s (Figure 1.1). The period of relatively low satanic influence between 2000 and 

2010 is analogous to the institutional calm experienced during the 1980s. In this earlier decade, 

the Church had successfully campaigned against the ERA and was benefiting from ascendant 

conservatism in the American community, defusing the functionality of “moral shock”. The 

absolute number of articles mentioning same-sex issues also declines to a sample low between 

2000 and 2004 (Figure 1.1), reinforcing the image of institutional tranquillity.  

Clearly, writers could feel confident with the direction and tenor of broader social 

change. Multiple forces coalesced to inspire this self-assurance and openness to society without 

jeopardising internal stability. This is because there was little risk of dissenting positions 

influencing some members. Despite the Supreme Court of Massachusetts (Goodridge vs. The 

Department of Health 2004) clearing the way for same-sex unions and Lawrence vs. Texas 

2003 striking down sodomy laws in respective states, conservative forces still held the initiative 

(Brewer & Wilcox, 2005; Gill, 2012). McVeigh and Diaz tabulated 33 successful ballot 

initiatives banning same-sex marriage between 1998 and 2008. Of the 33, 28 were conducted 

in the 4 year period beginning in 2004 (McVeigh & Diaz, 2009). The febrile phase of 

conservative activism between 2004 and 2010, was labelled by Daniels as the “Culture War” 

period (Daniels, 2013). 

Because the church deeply entangled itself in the debate by supporting conservative 

activism against same-sex marriage, the third period of discursive change appears after 2005. 

Satanic references completely disappear from the articles dealing with homosexuality in the 

“2005-2009” quintile. There is also a similar declension in satanic references in articles dealing 

with abortion. This is marked by a concurrent rise in the symbol of the “family” (Figure 1.1). 

“Family” is a generic, non-partisan signifier, with an ability to mitigate denominational 
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loyalties. At various times, beginning in the 2000s, it is depicted as a symbol that can help 

neutralise conflict due to moral pluralism and different lifestyles, whilst fostering solidarity 

among relatives. (Holland, 2007; Oaks, 2006; Witheld, 2009; Withheld, 2004b). “Family’s” 

universal appeal allows writers to expand their putative audience exponentially. The inverse 

relationship between “family” and “Satan” seems to augur a greater willingness to reach out to 

sympathisers. This characteristic of family as an ideological marker and condensing symbol 

was seen during the Church’s campaign against the Equal Rights Amendment in the 1980s. 

2008 is the high-water mark in the Latter-Day Saints church’s successful campaign 

against same-sex marriage. The church’s vital support for California’s Position 8, banning 

same-sex unions is the last overt attempt to obstruct reform in such a public fashion (Prince, 

2019). A letter written by church leaders, and communicated to Californian congregations 

preceding the vote, concludes: 

A broad-based coalition of churches and other organizations placed the proposed amendment on the ballot. 

The Church will participate with this coalition in seeking its passage. Local Church leaders will provide 

information about how you may become involved in this important cause (Mormonewsroom.org, 2008). 

The purported size of individual Mormon financial contributions to the “yes” campaign 

produced a damaging backlash against the institutional church (Haws, 2014; L. Perry, 2014). 

Despite the advantageous outcome in California for conservative lobbyists, contemporaneous 

polling data suggested that majority support for traditional marriage was beginning to 

deteriorate by the time of the vote in November 2008 (Lewis & Gossett, 2008). 

 

Trauma Grows: The LDS Church and Same-Sex Marriage Post Prop. 8 

 Analysis of the GSS and other polling data has identified significant changes in public 

attitudes, especially after 2010 (Daniels, 2013; Theriault & Thomas, 2014). Daniels has 

concluded that by 2011-2012, same-sex marriage gained majority support in the US (Daniels, 

2013). At this juncture, in courts and legislatures across the United States, same-sex marriage 
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began to gain ground. By the end of 2013, seventeen jurisdictions (including Utah) had 

legalised same-sex marriage, through either legislative actions or favourable court rulings 

(Perry, 2014). Importantly, the US Supreme Court initially rescinded the Federal Defence of 

Marriage Act in 2013. Then in 2015, Obergefell vs. Hodges legalised same-sex marriage across 

the United States.  

 The magazine sample reflects the gradual demise of support for traditional marriage 

after 2010. The symbolic and thematic composition of the material suggests that Latter-Day 

Saint leaders were disenchanted by the growing social and legal acceptance of marriage 

equality, especially after 2012. Initially, authors adopt a cautious approach to external 

developments. They counsel forbearance and emphasise the previously developed inclusive 

stance towards same-sex individuals (Oaks, 2012). However, there are also signs that the 

emotive aspects of “moral shock” start to re-emerge as leaders begin to take an institutionally 

defensive position to social change.    

 In the aftermath of Obergefell vs. Hodges, the discursive meaning of the “family” re-

fuses with the Church’s opposition to the same-sex marriage. The symbol loses much of its 

“condensing” ecumenical characteristics. Leaders are enamoured with the maintenance of 

parochial institutional authority.  In the same way as female ordination has become a marker 

of ideological commitment according to Chaves, the “family” entrenched Latter-Day Saint 

opposition among leaders and the foundation for conservative narratives against marriage 

equality. Writers attempted to propagate this narrative throughout Church magazines for lay 

consumption (Lawrence, 2017; Perkey, 2016).  

 This focus on the heterosexual family is met with the resurrection of "Satan" as a 

powerful alterative ‘condensing symbol’ and signifies the eclipsing of the ecumenical, secular 

oriented, “family” narrative. The resurrection of older satanic symbolism also represents an 
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attempt to operationalise the symbol’s capacity to morally shock. The dramatic rise of the 

family in the “2015-” quintile parallels the re-emergence of "Satan" in the mid-1990s (Figure 

1.1). Internal tensions arise among the membership over the Church’s decisions in the wake of 

Obergefell vs. Hodges pointing to ideological disagreements among members. The Church’s 

decision to revise rules concerning the eligibility of minors for baptism in its governing 

Handbook 1 caused unease among laity. Local leaders were advised that children currently 

residing with same-sex parents were prohibited from participating in Church ordinances and 

callings. Children already members were not subject to these regulations (The First Presidency, 

2015). Tensions appeared in public when news organisations began to cover a spate of mass 

resignations in protest to the Church’s handbook changes and broader opposition to same-sex 

marriage (Levin, 2016; Stack, 2016). Satan’s re-emergence signifies a growing disquiet among 

LDS leaders about among members and its effects on the Church’s internal cohesion. In an 

article that appeared in Ensign, then future Church president Russel M. Nelson suggested: 

Those same threats are among us today. The somber reality is that “servants of Satan” (D&C 10:5) are 

embedded throughout society. So be very careful about whose counsel you follow (see Helaman 12:23) 

(Nelson, 2016).   

Individuals who supported the Church’s ‘zero-tolerance’ approach to same-sex marriage 

used Satan as a convenient condensing symbol to explain the internal tensions arising for the 

issue. This is in marked contrast to the strategy that was adopted in the 1970s that argued that 

the antagonisms were between the Church and a changing world. During the same-sex marriage 

debate, Satan firmly represents ideological tensions within the Church over the organisation’s 

policies. Recognition of this growing plurality within the Church appeared in the press, and 

reports the growing political differences along generational lines (Stack, 2018). 

Conclusion 

Conservative religious organisations such as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day 

Saints have actively confronted contemporary pluralism by constructing symbolic ways of 
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responding to changing social norms and the intra-organisational tensions they produce. 

Conventional sociological understandings of how pluralism has affected religious institutions 

only partially explain how religious elites reacted to increasing diversity. Berger and 

Luckmann’s prognosis about the fragmentation of society’s ‘sacred canopy’ and resulting 

pluralisation serves to highlight why elites have needed to develop discursive ways of 

interpreting change.  

 Authors have used a collection of subsidiary cultural symbols to author extremely 

elastic narratives in the face of changing social norms. As shown by Chaves, this is not an 

isolated process. A religious organisation is in ceaseless dialogue with broader society and may 

internally reflect broader ideological divisions. Initially, Latter-Day Saint elites concluded that 

the growing social acceptance of LGBTIQ+ issues was a symptom of a broader moral 

degeneracy. Their ability to comprehend these changes for the faithful and Church’s broader 

institutional agenda was central. Condensing symbols such as “Satan” and the “family” allow 

LDS writers to comprehend broader change, but also increasing internal tensions resulting from 

pluralism. In the 1970s, Satan acted as condensing symbol to represent the pressure of LDS 

activism bearing down on the Church. However, it increasingly represented a particular 

conservative impulse that worried about internal institutional cohesion as members were 

influenced by external social changes. Lately, the LDS Church become a microcosm of broader 

ideological divisions over LGBTIQ+ issues. Family has also experienced changes in meaning 

across the sample, depending on the exigencies of Church policy. After the legalisation of 

marriage equality in the US, "family" was no longer solely employed to appeal to potential 

allies outside the Church as argued by Haws (2014). "Family" became embroiled in an internal 

ideological struggle between Latter-Day Saints over the Church’s response 

 The Church’s engagement with same-sex attraction and marriage presents the image of 

an organisation that is far more structurally agile and responsive than previous authors have 
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argued. Mauss (2011), Haws (2014) and Smith (2018) have argued, in varying degrees, that 

the LDS Church has gradually sought greater acceptance and respectability in mainstream 

society. I argue the process is dynamic and contingent to the issue at hand. The Church 

modulates its response depending on its public interests and the mood of the membership. 

Guiding this flexible behaviour is the overriding concern that Church authority, power and 

relevance needs to be maintained. Internal tension has been tensions have been felt as wider 

cultural divides have been mirrored inside the Church. Pluralism has not undermined LDS 

authority, but it has led to a diversification of perspectives among adherents, leading to 

ideological clashes between factions. The example of LDS internal discourse around same-sex 

issues also shows the continuing salience of supernatural themes in comprehending wider 

secular change among religious communities. This is despite the effects of internal 

secularisation. As a condensing symbol, "Satan" was a resonant way of rationalising change 

and explaining dissenting opinion within the Church. Cragun, Williams and Samerau in From 

Sodomy to Sympathy (2015) have argued that the Church’s fundamental dogmatic position 

regarding same-sex issues has not changed since the 1970s. Despite superficial modifications 

to the church’s rhetoric, it remains hostile and exclusionary towards same-sex individuals. The 

reaction of Church members following the legalisation of same-sex marriage and the 

subsequent alterations made to Church procedure, indicates that views on the issue is far from 

uniform and settled. Individuals have adopted positions that diverge from official teaching and 

this has pressured leaders to make genuine changes. 

Discursive and thematic analysis of publications produced by conservative religious 

organisations has the potential to enrich the sociological understanding of how these groups 

relate to contemporary pluralism. The research of religious institutions complements the wealth 

of ethnographic and biographical material already in existence. Importantly, it seeks to 

overcome the image that religious institutions are ossified monoliths, impervious to the winds 
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of change. This chapter provides a nuanced example of how pluralism has not only affected 

how churches relate to the wider world, but also how this has fostered tension within. 
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 Chapter 6: Case Study Two—Religious symbols as markers of social 

change: Homosexuality and Sydney Anglicans 

Changing church and secular norms about homosexuality have been key issues for 

contemporary Christianity. This chapter examines the official engagement of conservative 

leaders in Sydney Anglicanism with these changing norms. It focuses on the controversy over 

same-sex attraction within the Anglican Communion in the early 2000s and on the more recent 

Australian campaign for marriage equality. Conservative Anglican leaders and laity have 

struggled to grapple with broader changes to societal norms, and progressive voices within 

Anglicanism. For leaders in the Archdiocese of Sydney, homosexuality is a ‘condensing 

symbol’ that represents the moral corruption of liberalism within the Church and society’s drift 

into apostasy. This condensing symbol acts to articulate the Church’s broader struggles with 

its marginalisation and declining institutional authority in contemporary society.  

Conservative leaders within Sydney Anglicanism have responded to changed norms 

with relentless conservatism pursuing their cause in Australia and internationally. This 

trenchant posturing developed in the context of a steady decline in membership of the Anglican 

Church in Australia. According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (1970), Anglican 

adherents constituted 33.6 percent of the national population in 1966. By the 2016 Census, the 

national proportion of self-identifying Anglicans had decreased to a mere 13.3 percent (2017a). 

It is likely that less than 1 percent of the Australian population regularly attend an Anglican 

church (National Church Life Survey 2004). 

 The demographic shifts are symptomatic of broader social trends. Societies have 

become increasing plural. This has had a profound effect on traditional religious institutions 

and their authority in social policy debates. Bouma (2006) argues that Australia’s traditional 
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religious establishment has gradually broken down under the weight of demographic changes, 

secularism and religious diversity. Once-dominant groups, such as Anglicans, have “moved to 

the margins” (Bouma, 2006, p. 130). This has coincided with a more confrontational 

engagement with public policy and the pursuit of agendas that insulate their organisation from 

interference. Conservative religious groups have also begun to adopt secular discourses in their 

public media statements in response to the declining effectiveness of religiously-based 

arguments (Maddox, 2005). Conservative religious actors have also met the challenges posed 

by secularism by fusing this change in rhetoric with aggressive social activism in an attempt to 

reinforce or expand their political influence (Maddox, 2005). Sydney Anglicanism’s top 

echelon, I suggest, has sought ensure its social position and to safeguard authority, both 

internally against liberal Anglicans and externally in broader Australian society, by employing 

a set of powerful condensing symbols to prosecute its agenda in the media. This chapter 

examines the response of Sydney Anglicanism’s leadership to its changing position and the 

transformation of cultural norms, specifically through an examination of the same-sex marriage 

debate.  

Theoretical Exposition 

Symbols mediate social change between institutions and broader society. Mark 

Chaves’s research on women’s ordination develops this argument in a historically sensitive 

framework (Chaves, 1993a, 1993b, 1994, 1999). In Ordaining Women (1999), Chaves argues 

that the contest over female ordination in the US became a symbolic lens for viewing the 

surrounding social environment and a symbolic boundary between internal factions. These 

enveloping concerns are discursive proxies for other points of contention such as religious 

authority, ecclesiology and biblical exegesis (Chaves, 1999). Central to Chaves’s framework 

is the concept of ‘dual structures’ (Chaves, 1993a, 1993b). A ‘dual structure’ develops within 
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a religious institution when religious authorities start to cede institutional responsibilities to 

secular experts. Chaves argues that internal secularisation leads to a split between “religious” 

and “agency” (secular) authorities, who see the role of the organisation from diametrically 

opposed positions: 

For the religious authority structure, on the one hand, congregations are objects of control. This follows 

directly from the religious authority function of controlling access to religious goods… For the agency 

structure, on the other hand, congregations are a resource (Chaves, 1993b, p. 9). 

This process initiates when an organisation’s responsibilities begin to diversify beyond areas 

that are purely religious in nature. For example, a denomination’s involvement in the provision 

of social welfare creates new centres of secular authority and competency that conflict with the 

traditional agendas of religious elites. Antagonisms emerge between the two groups of elites 

as they attempt to determine the direction of the organisation. 

  Symbolic mediation of social change is crucial to Kniss’ (1997) discussion of external 

forces influencing organisational behaviour. Kniss recounts how the American Mennonite 

community’s schismatic propensities are caused by periodic strains between the group’s unique 

culture and broader secular trends. Conservative and liberal Mennonites emphasise different 

symbols and narratives in response to specific secular phenomena. The former emphasises the 

corrupt nature of the world around the organisation and the corrosive potential of untested 

cultural innovation. Conversely, liberal Mennonites view institutional inertia and lack of 

modernisation as weaknesses, especially when engaging with the wider social environment. 

Despite maintaining their distinct identity, the Mennonites “were not unaffected by the 

progressivism of the times. External cultural and ideological resources flowed into the 

community through various personal and institutional channels and these resources were 

appropriated by proponents and opponents of internal change” (Kniss, 1997, p. 22). Kniss 

proposes that key theological ideas like pacifism or ‘separate people’ functioned as symbolic 

boundaries through which responses to external change mediate internal change. 
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 Same-sex issues have solidified into symbolic markers between different 

interpretations of the Anglican tradition (Bates, 2004; Brittain & McKinnon, 2011; Groves, 

2008; Hassett, 2009; O' Donovan, 2008; Sachs, 2009). In Australia, leaders of institutions, such 

as the Archdiocese of Sydney, have used homosexuality symbolically to explain the perceived 

negative effects of social liberalisation both within the Anglican Church and society-at-large 

(McGillion, 2005; Porter, 2006). Muriel Porter, in Sydney Anglicanism and the Threat to World 

Anglicanism (2011), suggests that homosexuality is a proxy for institutional disputes about 

authority: 

Those behind the radical agenda are fond of claiming that it is not homosexuality as such but the failure to 

uphold scriptural teaching on the issue that is the problem. Faithfulness to the plain teaching of ‘God’s 

Word written’ is the catch-cry (Porter, 2011).  

The behaviour of Sydney Anglican leaders in both their confrontation with liberal 

Anglicanism regarding homosexuality within the Anglican Communion and the later 

Australian marriage equality debate in 2017, explicitly adopt a position akin to a moral panic. 

Although, this is also a feature of early Latter-Day Saint discourse on homosexuality, Latter-

Day leaders alternated in their responses, attempting to navigate the various changes in social 

norms by switching between conciliation and rejection (Chapter 5.). Sydney’s response to 

LGBTIQ+ issues is consistently negative, despite efforts to enter public debates through 

mechanisms such as “condensing symbols”. Jasper and Poulsen (1995) argue that ‘condensing 

symbols’ are potent symbols which can have multiple meanings.  These allow them to unite 

seemingly conflicting interests under a common cause. Condensing symbols mobilise factions 

within churches in pursuit of public goals and are used in campaigns against perceived external 

threats, or to appeal to potential allies. Underpinning this process are direct appeals to a 

condensing symbol’s ability to provoke moral outrage (Jasper & Poulsen, 1995). Jasper (1992) 

also argues in an earlier work on the “moral” and “instrumental” rhetoric in public debates that 

many of the discursive devices used carry a whole series of implicit emotive meanings and 
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themes that can only be understood if researchers are mindful of a group’s history, culture and 

ideological heritage. “Rhetoric, the art of persuasion, works partly by linking specific policy 

issues to underlying patterns drawn from history and nature: biblical narratives, images of the 

human body, natural laws like the survival of the fittest, cycles of waxing and waning” (Jasper, 

1992, p. 320). Religious organisations also use powerful emotive rhetoric, common 

understandings and discursive norms to portray a non-partisan image to wider society (Billig 

et al., 1988; Kopelowitz & Diamond, 1998). In liberal democratic societies, concepts such as 

‘freedom’ act as condensing symbols to invoke common cultural heritage. This camouflages 

the ambiguous nature of symbols in pluralistic societies. 

 Apart from the use of these condensing symbols to enter public fora, Sydney Anglican 

leaders have relied upon the cultivation and projection of moral panics and crusades to energise 

their campaigns against LGBTIQ+ issues. This also results in Sydney’s leaders appearing both 

dogmatic and specious. Sydney’s leaders reject the validity of any compromise with 

progressive activists.  They also appear coldly pragmatic in pursing their desired policy agenda. 

Sydney Anglicanism’s campaign against LGBTIQ+ issues possess all the characteristics of a 

moral crusade against a perceived moral threat. LGBTIQ+ activists personify: “A condition, 

episode, person or group of persons emerges to become defined as a threat to societal values 

and interests…” (Cohen, 2011, p. 1). Sydney leaders fulfil the role of the “moral entrepreneur”: 

  “He is interested in the content of rules. The existing rules do not satisfy him because 

 there is some evil which profoundly disturbs him. He feels that nothing can be right in 

 the world until rules are made to correct it (Becker, 1991, pp. 147-148). 

 

 Groups, such as LGBTIQ+ activists and their supporters, come to symbolise a whole range of 

social pathologies that are bearing down on an institution (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994). Elites 

concurrently benefit from promoting a “panic” or “crusade” and offering solutions to the 

putative problem. The supposed symbolic miscreant acting as a “emotive” call to arms; and an 

opportunity for leaders, experts and commentators to exercise moral entrepreneurship (Goode 
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& Ben-Yehuda, 1994; Thompson, 1998). However, it must be acknowledged that “not all 

symbols are universally accepted as harbingers of moral crisis. Some groups are more receptive 

than others. Different interpretations and critiques arise and challenge other entrepreneurs” 

(Jenkins, 1992).  

 In the example of Sydney Anglicanism, features of both condensing symbols and moral 

panic are present. Moral panic or crusade describes  Sydney’s vehement rejection of LGBTIQ+ 

issues as a threat to the Church and society. Nevertheless, Church leaders seem to be 

consciously exercising “moral entrepreneurship”, actively using the symbolic enemy for self-

interested ends, mainly the display of continuing authority, legitimacy and religious world. 

Condensing symbols become central to bridging gaps between entities within the Church and 

central to their later public campaign in Australia. The emotionality crucial to a “panic” is also 

crucial to effective “condensing symbols”: “The most effective shocks are those embodied in, 

or translatable into, powerful condensing symbols (Jasper & Poulsen, 1995, p. 498). However, 

public campaigns by religious organisations, such as one conducted by Sydney Anglicanism’s 

leaders against marriage equality, are not easily translatable, despite entrepreneurs' attempts to 

render them into secular discourses. In liberal democratic societies, disagreements incessantly 

arise between competing interpretations. In his discussion of the competing “freedom” in 

Western discourse which is incidentally a core theme in Sydney’s campaign against same-sex 

marriage in Australia, Lakoff argues: 

Freedom” is even more complicated. It is not the case where the word has many distinct meanings that 

we all agree upon, like “over.” The problem is not with the word but with the idea, the very concept of 

freedom. The idea of freedom has different interpretations, depending on your moral and political 

worldview (Lakoff, 2006, p. 22).  

 

 Historical, cultural, political and religious factors mediate meanings, which are naturally 

contested because of pluralism. The omnibus nature of symbols allows institutions to use them 
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in innovative or counterintuitive ways. Outwardly, an institution may use the language of 

liberalism and freedom to promote socially conservative points of view (Lakoff, 2006). This is 

an attribute of contemporary political discourse identified by Michael Billig. In his analysis of 

far-right public narratives, Billig (1991) found that political groups may—superficially—move 

away from their rhetorical traditions, giving the impression that they are departing from long 

held beliefs. However, the strategic use of a competitor’s discursive tools may be a tactical 

concession to the power of those concepts and to a desire to widen its audience, but the 

underlying ideological commitments still remain unchanged. I argue that this inability to 

control the emotive force of a moral panic and channel it through “condensing symbols” may 

forestall an organisation’s comprehension, engagement or resistance to controversial change. 

The exclusion of a religious institution and its incapacity to achieve its agenda leads to the re-

emergence of intense moral panic and institutional withdrawal. 

Sydney Anglicanism’s leaders used condensing symbols in two discrete campaigns: 

fighting first sexual liberalisation within the Anglican Communion and then publicly against 

the legalisation of same-sex marriage in Australia. In this chapter, I focus on the arguments and 

symbols these ecclesiastical elites use in their engagement with the Australian public through 

the media. I am particularly interested in whether Anglicanism’s diminishing authority and 

social standing in Australia is reflected in changes in their official public statements; 

manifesting in moral panic and attempts to channel the trauma into an emotive force towards a 

desirable outcome. Throughout the two campaigns, Sydney Anglican leaders tried to 

symbolically combat the erosion of their traditional institutional and broader cultural authority 

through the topic of LGBTIQ+ issues. This empirical focus has a broader sociological 

significance for questions about how traditional religious organisations understand, engage, 

negotiate, respond or resist controversial social change through symbols.  
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Previous Research: Same-Sex Marriage and Media Discourse 

 Recent research has attempted to uncover how individuals and groups use media 

platforms to manage public opinion for partisan ends (McFarland 2011; Jowett, 2014, 2017; 

Kettell, 2013). This work enlists insights from discourse analysis, media studies and social 

movement theory, focusing on the effect of structural determinants and treating same-sex 

marriage campaigns as discrete national-level phenomena. Most studies focus on the unique 

local factors that affect the outcome, resulting in considerable variation across the literature. 

 In the US, emphasis is placed on religious framing and how it affects individual 

responses to same-sex marriage. Media Influence and Frame Diversity in the Debate Over 

Same-sex Marriage (McFarland, 2011) analyses newspaper content from seven US States in 

the run up to the 2006 elections. The author selected States based on their previous attempts to 

restrict same-sex marriage within their jurisdictions. McFarland found that articles discussing 

the marriage debate generally utilised 17 key frames, which she rendered into seven 

overarching themes. McFarland’s work is significant because she found that media discourses 

arose dialogically: both sides of the debate directly responded to each other using similar 

language and themes, including notions such as ‘family’ and ‘rights’. Critically, she illustrates 

the continuing salience of religious discourses when publicly framing conservative opinion in 

the United States.  

Academic analysis of British media has identified significant constraints to religiously based 

anti-same-sex marriage rhetoric in an overwhelmingly secular public sphere (Jowett, 2014, 

2017; Kettell, 2013). Adam Jowett (2017), in “But if You Legalise Same-sex Marriage… 

Arguments Against Marriage Equality in the British Press” and “One Can Hardly Call Them 

Homophobic” (2014), sought to uncover the contours of the debate in the British press. Jowett 

identified that many of the discursive elements relied upon a complex array of appeals to 
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tradition and political liberalism (Jowett, 2014). Thus, conventional fears about social stability 

and children could appear alongside concerns about rights. Critically, Jowett concludes: 

In contrast to the United States, where religious rhetoric remains prominent within the political arena, 

perhaps religious-based morality is no longer considered commonsensical within an increasingly secular 

United Kingdom and this is reflected in the rhetoric used. Or it may be that invoking religious morality is 

deemed rhetorically risky, and more open to prejudice, than the arguments found here (Jowett, 2014, p. 

51). 

Kettell (2013) exclusively focuses on English and Welsh religious opposition to same-sex 

reforms leading up to the ratification of the Marriage (Same-Sex Couples) Bill in 2013. 

Religious groups were acutely aware of the limited resonance of religious arguments against 

same-sex marriage among the general populace. This meant that much of the rhetoric against 

marriage equality was couched in terms of ‘religious freedom’, ‘minority rights’, ‘identity 

politics’, and ‘pluralism’.  

Each of these previous examples are significant to this current thesis because they 

clearly illustrate the centrality of condensing symbols and the practical necessities of modern 

politicking for entities such as religious institutions. Themes like the ‘family’ are effective as 

condensing symbols because they are “visceral and powerful because our experiences with our 

own families we have known are highly emotional” (Lakoff, 2006, p. 67). These studies also 

reinforce Billig’s (1991) observation that many conservative organisations have had to accede 

to liberal rhetorical norms when making public claims and promulgating policies. Translating 

conservative claims into liberal concepts have been crucial to gaining wider legitimacy and 

entry into the public sphere. 

A unusual example of media analysis of Australian attitudes towards same-sex marriage 

is “New Zealand Same-sex Marriage Legislation in the Australian Media” (Nguyen, 2015). 

This comparative piece attempts to gauge the various positions within the Australian polity by 

charting reactions to the legalisation of same-sex marriage in New Zealand. Nguyen used 

ProQuest ANZ Newsstand to collect articles dealing with ‘same-sex marriage in New Zealand’ 



 

139 

 

between 14th May 2012 and 17th May 2013 (Nguyen, 2015, pp. 287,293). Among the objections 

to same-sex marriage were concerns over child welfare, but invocations of ‘tradition’ and 

‘history’ were largely absent. Religious objections superseded concerns over child welfare 

(Nguyen, 2015). However, Nguyen also found that the majority of commentary centred on the 

legal and political implications of the debate, suggesting that the power of the religious frame 

was restricted in the general community.  

Sydney Anglicanism, LGBTIQ+ Issues, Symbols and the Scourge of Social Change 

In “Sydney Anglicans and the Issue of Homosexuality”, Hilliard (1997) identifies two 

divergent cultural tendencies that have characterised Sydney Anglicanism since its foundation. 

Leaders have viewed the Archdiocese as simultaneously a guardian of society’s moral fabric 

and besieged by a sinful world (Hilliard, 1997). Sydney Anglicanism’s identity as moral 

guardian means that it is prepared to enter the public domain against an array of ideological 

adversaries (McGillion, 2005; Porter, 2006). Since the 1970s and the gradual liberalisation of 

sexual norms in Australia, homosexuality has become a symbolic flashpoint between secular 

society and Sydney Anglicanism’s conservative leadership. Much to the chagrin of Sydney 

Anglican leaders, liberal perspectives have taken hold both within its own Archdiocese and in 

the wider Anglican Communion (Adams, 2008; Good et al. 2011; Porter, 2011). Sydney 

Anglicanism’s first detailed pronouncement on the subject of homosexuality was the Report 

on Homosexuality (1973). Written for public consumption, the report’s objections primarily 

involve biblical injunctions about shunning sexual immorality and the centrality to God’s ‘plan’ 

of monogamous heterosexual procreation within matrimony. The report asserts that traditional 

values are under assault from an assortment of progressive actors bent on eroding society’s 

foundations. In their capacity as society’s moral guardians, the authors also make several 

practical recommendations to halt moral erosion. This includes the use of legal coercion to 
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promote “common good” and to minimise acceptability of homosexuality in the community 

(Ethics and Social Questions Committee, 1973, p. 22). 

 Sydney Anglicanism’s official position on homosexuality has been remarkably 

resistant to reform. Between the Report on Homosexuality and the more recent Human 

Sexuality and the Same-sex Debate (2014), the Church’s fundamental presuppositions about 

homosexuality persist unchanged. Human Sexuality still expounds a sexual ethic that celebrates 

heterosexual monogamy and the nuclear family as the basis of God’s ordained order. “The 

implication is that not only are these same sex practices the logical extreme of disorderly human 

culture, they are also the polar opposite of what God intended for the complementary union 

between men and women” (Sydney Dioscean Doctrine Commission, 2014, pp. 34-35). In this 

later example, Sydney’s Anglican leaders self-consciously position the Church as a victimised 

minority that is gradually losing ground to reformers and LGBTIQ+ activists. Unable to rely 

on traditional institutional prestige, leaders embrace their status as an embattled minority and 

moral elite. “We need to be aware (again) of how much this view of history and reality distances 

us from many of our contemporaries” (Sydney Dioscean Doctrine Commission, 2014, p. 25).  

 Inside Sydney Anglicanism, the public acceptance of homosexuality has been 

emblematic of the Church’s declining reputation. It embodies the putative ideological causes 

and the practical consequences that have weakened the conservative leadership’s social 

position within contemporary Australian society. It is also symbolic of Sydney’s continuing 

battles against its adversaries inside the Anglican Communion and lurking in society. 

Acknowledging this, the then Anglican Archbishop of Sydney, Peter Jensen is reported to have 

described homosexuality as a “presenting issue” of a much larger cultural disorder 

(Rowbothom, 2006 The Australian).  
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The Rot Within: Media Discourses on the Campaign against Homosexuality in the 

Anglican Communion 

 It is in this institutional context that the conservative Anglican leaders sought to engage 

the liberals within the Anglican Communion through culturally resonant condensing symbols. 

The symbolic power of the “Bible” is central to understanding the longevity of the Sydney 

leaders’ public campaign against moderate and progressive leaders within the Anglican 

Communion. The emotive force of the Bible offered conservative leaders within the 

Archdiocese a potent ‘condensing symbol’ and rallying point for disaffected groups across the 

Anglican Communion. In Australia, the Archdiocese became publicly synonymous with 

‘Bible-believing’ evangelical conservatism through its strategic use of the media, repeatedly 

using symbols to gain both legitimacy within the Church and to explain the conflict to a broader 

reading public. Central to the campaign was the symbolic power of the “Bible”. References to 

the Bible in the sample of media articles occur overwhelmingly prior to 2009; such references 

appear in 43 per cent of articles in the period 2000–2009. In the post-2010 phase, only 14.8 per 

cent of the 225 articles mention the Bible. The same trend exists for “Scripture(s)”. During the 

period of internal conflict between 2000 and the end of 2009, Scripture appears in 19 per cent 

of articles. After 2009, this drops to a mere 5 per cent.  

By using the “Bible” as a potent symbol, Sydney’s conservative leadership gradually 

transformed itself into the implacable defender of ‘true’ Anglicanism. It also allowed leaders 

to exercise their “entrepreneurial” skill in sowing the seeds of a “moral panic” and its practical 

emotive consequences. Stephen Bates, in his book A Church at War: Anglicanism and 

Homosexuality (2004), outlines how homosexuality is practically employed by conservatives 

in their battles with theological liberals: 

For Evangelicals, the issue is not primarily about homosexuality. It is a symptom of a larger and immutable 

conflict about the place of scripture. This includes anxieties about inerrancy and historical criticism. If the 
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Bible is infallible, this means that its positions on homosexuality are unassailable and liberals are guilty of 

heresy. (Bates, 2004, p. 37) 

The “Bible” is particularly prominent in Sydney’s critique of the Episcopal Church in the 

United States (ECUSA). Within Sydney’s public narrative about Anglican tensions, the 

ECUSA is the main instigator and perpetrator of the crisis besetting the organisation. The 

ECUSA, in fact, became a subsidiary condensing symbol and public embodiment of the moral 

crisis plaguing the Anglican Communion. Biblical symbolism acts as a counterweight to 

Church progressives in public fora. During the internal tensions, two periods are particularly 

poignant. Biblical references are conspicuous in 2003–2004 and 2007–2008. These correspond 

with key developments in the Anglican Communion, the ECUSA and same-sex debates.  

The first major disputes in 2003 and 2004 over homosexuality were partially the result 

of the unstable compromise on human sexuality reached at the 1998 Lambeth Conference. 

Known as “Resolution 1.10”, it did not prevent liberals from seeking concessions or 

conservatives concluding that it was an inadequate response (Bates, 2004; Hassett, 2009; O' 

Donovan, 2008). The liberal American Diocese of New Hampshire’s decision to consecrate 

Gene Robinson, an openly gay man, to the Bishopric in 2004 caused a firestorm of criticism. 

This came on the heels of a decision in the Canadian Archdiocese of New Westminster to begin 

experimentation with LGBTIQ+ liturgy. Conservative Anglican commentary in the media was 

immediate and vitriolic. Crucial to this period is Sydney Anglicanism’s contributions to 

Australian discourse. The Sydney Church adopted its biblically-based symbolism in public to 

establish itself as a key player in the conflict.  

The biblical/scriptural symbolism used by Sydney’s leaders was directed not only at 

the cause of the internal rancour but also at the Anglican Communion’s proposed solutions. 

From the beginning, Sydney’s leadership defended its response publicly on biblical grounds. 

Asserting that the Communion’s top echelon must use their religious authority to quell liberal 

dissent, an article written by the Archbishop of Sydney, Peter Jensen, for The Age lays bare 



 

143 

 

conservative fears. Setting out three possible solutions to the crisis, Jensen suggest that the only 

viable option is for the Communion to withdraw official recognition from any Church that flirts 

with theological liberalism. He concludes:  

It would mean a belated recognition of the distance we have already come along a liberal path, and the 

need for decisive action. It would send a powerful moral and spiritual message to the churches of the West 

that our flirtation with secularism has gone too far and we are in real danger of losing the moral and spiritual 

imperatives of the gospel (Jensen 2003: The Age). 

In 2004, the world Anglican Communion sought to extinguish the immediate risk the conflict 

posed to unity – and answer critics such as Peter Jensen – by publishing the Windsor Report 

(Anglican Consultative Council, 2004). The report reprimanded the parties for straining the 

bonds of fellowship and called for calm. It also called on the Episcopalian Church to suspend 

any further policy initiatives taken without consultation. Conservative leaders such as Jensen 

were unenthusiastic about the Anglican Communion’s solution because, as Peter Jensen is 

reported as saying, the Windsor Report lacked biblical authority. The Communion’s “attempts 

to find peace "in times that are filled with turbulence" was admirable but bound to fail”, Jensen 

argued, adding that its “sidestepping of Biblical pronouncements on sexual morality were a 

fatal flaw” (Morris, 2004; The Sydney Morning Herald).   

The ECUSA publicly acquiesced to the calls by the Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan 

Williams, in 2006 to place a moratorium on ordaining openly gay clergy. This moratorium was 

reaffirmed in 2007 (Anonymous, 2007 The Age; Gledhill & Bone, 2006 The Australian). 

However, conservative suspicions about the ECUSA’s real intentions remained. The 2006 

election of Anglicanism’s first female primate in the United States, Katherine Jefferts Schori, 

exacerbated these fears (Correspondants, 2006 The Australian; Morris, 2006 The Sydney 

Morning Herald). Responding to the ECUSA and attempting to force the Anglican 

Communion’s hand in their favour, leaders in the Archdiocese of Sydney used biblically-

derived symbolism to push for a more radical outcome. In 2007, Jill Rowbotham in The 

Australian reported that Peter Jensen had suggested a split between progressive and “biblical” 
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Anglicans was inevitable (Rowbotham, 2007: The Australian)  . Jensen’s premonition came to 

fruition in 2008 when conservative Anglican leaders boycotted the Communion’s decennial 

Lambeth Conference, the Church’s traditional international gathering. Sydney Archbishop 

Jensen was a prime mover in the establishment that year of the alternative conservative Global 

Anglican Futures Conference (GAFCON) in Jerusalem. His justification for the dramatic 

solution draws on the same biblical symbolism that marks the whole period between 2000 and 

2009. The Age’s Barney Zwartz covered GAFCON and published Jensen’s remarks to the 

assembled delegates explaining why the Jerusalem gathering was necessary. 

The problems posed by the American church are not going to remain in America. “Dr Jensen told The Age 

the worldwide church had irreversibly changed. Since the Americans defied the world’s bishops in 1998 

and the Bible by endorsing same-sex unions and consecrating a gay bishop, Lambeth had lost its authority”, 

he said (Zwartz, 2008, p. The Age ). 

 At the climax of the crisis in 2008, Jensen and conservative leaders within Sydney 

Anglicanism had established themselves as champions of Anglican ‘orthodoxy’. As suggested 

by Brittain and McKinnon (2011), the symbolic use of notions of Anglican “orthodoxy” has 

been crucial in mobilising conservative opinion across the Church. In addition to ‘orthodoxy’, 

there are more potent notions of authority involved.  By selecting the “Bible” as the centrepiece 

of its public campaign against its detractors within Anglicanism, the leadership of Sydney 

Anglicanism was also making a series of authoritative claims beyond the parochial conflicts 

besetting the Communion. Sydney leaders intentionally encouraged the transformation of 

Communion debates about homosexuality into an intra-organisational moral panic. 

Condensing symbols such as the “Bible” rendered the dispute real and allowed Sydney leaders 

gain wider legitimacy, and pre-eminence. The symbolism of the Bible allowed the 

conservatives to portray themselves as the ‘true’ representatives of Anglicanism in the general 

community: the dynamic force at the heart of a strong cohesive institution. This image 

concurred with Sydney’s traditional self-image as a formidable moral authority and guardian 

of public propriety (Hilliard, 1997; Porter, 2011). 
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Sydney Anglicanism and the Marriage Equality Campaign 

The decline in Anglican membership within Greater Sydney has been proportionally 

greater than the Church nationally (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017b). In 2016, 12 per 

cent of respondents in the Sydney region self-identified as Anglican, compared to 13.3 per cent 

nationally. This is lower than both Catholics (25.1%) and “No Religion” (24.6%) (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics, 2017b), and Sydney’s self-reporting Anglican population a decade earlier 

of 17.9 per cent (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2007).  

 Against this background of substantial decline both nationally and regionally, between 

2015 and 2017, the Sydney leadership attempted to resist strenuously the legalisation of same-

sex marriage. Sydney Anglicanism sought to appeal to a wider audience by employing symbols 

and rhetoric drawn from political liberalism. This meant that the Church needed to radically 

reformulate the discursive toolkit it had used against progressives within the Anglican 

Communion. References to the “Bible” and “Scriptures” diminish after 2009. Biblical themes 

wane from 44 to 14.8 per cent of articles. The incidence of “Scriptures” also drops (from 19 to 

5% post- 2009). These trends signal a change in focus after 2009. This is especially noteworthy 

because of the emergence of the “freedom/exemption” narrative in the prelude to and during 

the marriage equality campaign of 2015-17. Conservative commentators argued throughout the 

campaign that fundamental freedoms of religion and conscience should be protected with any 

move towards marriage equality. This included statutory exemptions for religious 

organisations and individuals from state or Commonwealth anti-discrimination legislation. The 

notion of “freedom or exemption” appears in only 9 per cent of articles before 2009; thereafter 

this increases to 33 per cent. This illustrates a clear division between two separate discourses. 

The earlier discourse was directed at a discrete audience within the Anglican community. The 

latter is designed to appeal to a wider secular audience using secular notions of freedoms and 

legal exemptions. The centrality of freedom and exemptions is illustrated by the pronounced 
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use of “freedoms/exemptions” in the period immediately preceding the marriage equality 

campaign. The possibility of a plebiscite, later to become a postal survey, was first publicly 

flagged in late 2015 (Crowe, 2015 (The Australian); Kenny & Ireland, 2015 (The Sydney 

Morning Herald)). Eighty-two articles contained thematic references to “freedom(s)/ 

exemption(s)” between 2010 and 2017. Sixty-eight per cent were published in the crucial 

period 2015-2017.  

Adopting the symbolism of “freedom” allowed Sydney Anglicanism to enter the public 

discussion and reformulate its agenda for a secular audience. As Kopelowitz and Diamond 

(1998) observe, all groups wishing to enter the public sphere must adopt a set of commonly 

intelligible discursive norms and symbols. Despite this wholesale adoption of a “common 

symbolic language, they are free to hold radically different interpretations of these symbols” 

(Kopelowitz & Diamond, 1998, p. 672). However, the underlying disarray and disillusionment 

with the trajectory of secular society remained. The adoption of liberal rhetoric and symbolism 

was a pragmatic move to gain entry and acceptance into the wider public debate. This was 

purely a tactical move by Sydney. It is common for many conservatives and traditional groups 

to take on the mantle of “liberalism” to gain legitimacy and credibility, while still maintain 

their anti-liberal stances (Billig, 1991; Lakoff, 2006). 

The leaders of Sydney Anglicanism used the language of liberalism and the symbolism 

of “rights defensively throughout the marriage equality campaign. The exact meaning of 

“freedom” subtly changes over the course of the debate, responding to opposition and differing 

interpretations of liberal norms. As the campaign for marriage equality develops over 2015-

2017, Sydney Anglicanism leaders increasingly show dismay as it becomes apparent that the 

reform will be successful. When the Sydney Church begins to argue a discourse of “religious 

freedom”, the organisation is pursuing a radically defensive policy. Sydney Anglicanism and 

other traditionalist bodies initially argued that legal exemptions from anti-discrimination 
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provisions were the best means for guaranteeing religious freedom for people of faith (Bouma, 

Cahill, Dellal, & Zwartz, 2011). There was concern raised that religious individuals would 

suffer loss of income because of their conservative views or that religious workers, including 

clergy, would be put in legal jeopardy because of their refusal to endorse the change. The 

Sydney Morning Herald reported the Anglican Bishop of South Sydney, Robert Forsyth 

suggesting: 

While he was confident Anglican clergy would not be compelled to officiate same-sex marriages, there 

were fears devout believers who worked as photographers, or who hired out halls for weddings, could be 

caught by anti-discrimination laws if they refused to provide services to gay people (Howden, 2015,  

Sydney Morning Herald). 

Freedom of conscience is an adjunct to the broader argument about legal exemptions. 

“Conscience” is a feature of the newspaper articles published after 2009, with 33 per cent of 

articles mentioning the topic. I found that freedom of conscience is used to appeal to pre-

existing notions of fairness and civility. An eloquent articulation of this appeared in the Sydney 

Morning Herald in an opinion piece written by the Archdiocese of Sydney’s advisor for 

religious freedom: 

For anyone who loves liberal democracy, which depends on free speech and the ability of all citizens to 

make a case for what they believe, the idea of restricting what we can discuss is abhorrent. We believe in 

protecting the fundamental freedoms that permit civil debate. Which is why we would encourage people 

to vote in a plebiscite. Let's have a great conversation (Kellahan, 2017, Sydney Morning Herald). 

Secular and liberal Anglican proponents of same-sex marriage also utilise the symbol of 

‘freedom’. However, their usage challenges the narrative developed by Sydney’s conservative 

Anglican leaders. This undermined their cultural authority and their credibility as “moral 

entrepreneurs identifying moral risks. Proponents argued that freedom symbolises a society-

wide ideal to be enjoyed by citizens regardless of partisan belief. Freedom, equality, and 

fairness were promoted in opposition to conservative calls for exemptions from laws. For 

example, Tim Wilson, in his capacity as Human Rights Commissioner, wrote in the Sydney 

Morning Herald that “Religious freedom doesn't trump the rights and freedoms of others, but 

it is something to be accommodated in the rights and freedoms of all” (Wilson, 2015, Sydney 
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Morning Herald). A group of former Liberal Party luminaries echo these sentiments in an 

article published in The Australian. The paper’s political correspondent David Crowe reports 

the former deputy leader Fred Chaney saying: 

“That law is not the law of Islam or the law of the Catholic Church or the law of the Anglican Church," he 

said. "It's a matter of simple equality. The quality of the relationships among gay couples are of equal 

importance and value to them as any other relationship. It's a matter of fairness and justice” (Crowe, 2017 

The Australian). 

This secular conception of freedom and ‘fairness and justice’ contrasts starkly with the 

public pronouncements of Sydney Anglicanism during the marriage campaign. The leaders 

of Sydney Anglicans use religious freedom to conjure up an atmosphere that secular society 

is implacably hostile to religion and religious minorities. Paralleling their reported self-

understanding as a persecuted minority in discussion of exemptions, conscience and fairness, 

Sydney Anglicanism’s leaders develop a radical critique of society based on notions of 

“religious freedom”. Contrasting with the previous discourse that supported working within 

established legal channels, they use “religious freedom” symbolically to make claims 

against government and society. This act to emphatically place a protective symbolic 

boundary between conservative religious institutions and secular society. Of the 43 specific 

articles that make references to ‘religious freedom’ across the seventeen-year period, 72 per 

cent are published between 2016 and 2017. 

Beliefs about the enmity of secular society towards religious groups have deep roots 

within Sydney Anglicanism. In the modern era, Sydney Anglicanism’s leaders identified 

social movements such as feminism and the push for LGBTIQ+ rights as evidence of the 

growing antagonism (Hilliard, 1997; Porter, 2006, 2011; Sydney Dioscean Doctrine 

Commission, 2014). The catalogue of potential opponents and oppressors steadily grew over 

time. The last phase of Sydney’s campaign against marriage equality, signals the re-

emergence of “moral panic” among the Church’s leaders. This trenchantly defensive 

discourse is shown through “religious freedom” as powerful symbolic claim. The Australian, 
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in particular, collated an extensive list of possible culprits that made the Archdiocese’s fears 

seem credible. David Crowe (2016a, 2016b) reported on the supposed boycott of a 

conservative marriage conference at a major Sydney motel. The Accor group informed the 

participants, which included representatives from the Archdiocese of Sydney, that they 

could no longer use the venue out of safety concerns for hotel staff. Crowe asserted that the 

conference was the victim of a coordinated campaign orchestrated by LGBTI and social 

media activists. Other commentators suggested that opposition to traditional marriage was 

institutionalised at the highest reaches of Australia’s cultural and political elites. Gerard 

Henderson, in the The Australian, accused liberal journalist David Marr of spreading 

misinformation and fomenting prejudice against conservative organisations, especially 

around government, for the campaign (Henderson, 2016). The Australian’s Editor-at-large 

Paul Kelly (2017b) suggested that the problem lay inside the halls of parliament. He charged 

that the parliamentarians were uninterested in protecting the fundamental human rights of 

religious individuals. Government officials were so beholden to special interests or guided 

by personal prejudice that they refused to countenance the concerns of faith communities. 

This:  

…varied between disregard and contempt. The reason is apparent — politics. Labor has abandoned any 

interest in addressing the inadequacy of religious protection laws with its embrace of the LGBTI cause. As 

for the Coalition, the story is the weakness of its conservative caucus. The deeper point is the churches are 

vulnerable and the politicians know it. (Kelly, 2017b, The Australian) 

 

The unsuccessful push for legal exceptions gradually intensified these fears and the 

perception of institutional impotence. The mediating symbol “religious freedom” was linked 

with the discourse of immutable human rights, which imposed upon the Commonwealth a 

moral obligation to protect them. Paul Kelly noted that an Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney 

submission to a Senate inquiry concludes that the inquiry “failed to treat freedom of belief and 

religion as a fundamental human right” (Kelly, 2017a, The Australian). This is reinforced by 

sympathetic legal interpretation by scholar Patrick Parkinson, quoted by Kelly: “While the case 
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in international human rights law for saying that same-sex marriage is a human right is very 

weak, the case for protecting religious freedom, and in particular freedom of conscience, is 

quite overwhelming” (Kelly, 2017b, The Australian). 

Towards the end of 2017, the demeanour of Sydney Anglicanism’s leaders is one of 

desperation and urgency, emphasising the Church’s weak position. Progressive “bullies”, 

“weak-kneed” business leaders and dilatory governments assail Sydney Anglicanism (Davies, 

2017,  Sydney Morning Herald). In this gloomy atmosphere of pervasive persecution, the 

Anglican Archbishop of Sydney, Glenn Davies, offers an alternate vision of “religious freedom” 

in the Sydney Morning Herald (2017) that ruthlessly reasserts the organisation’s traditional 

authority and purpose against pluralistic society:  

In what kind of "diversity" do we as Australians really believe? I want to live in a land that respects the 

individual, that allows freedom of expression and freedom of faith. I want to be able to be free to convince 

my fellow Australians that Jesus Christ is Lord of all creation and that true freedom is only to be found in 

him. I also want to live in a land where others can contradict my views and espouse their own beliefs 

without fear of persecution or intimidation. That is true diversity. That is true freedom of speech and 

freedom of religion of which we ought to be justly proud and that I would happily defend with my life 

(Davies, 2017, The Sydney Morning Herald). 

In the article, Davies concedes that Australia is a liberal democracy, but asserts that the function 

of religious freedom is to conserve Evangelical Christianity’s ability to evangelise. He argues 

for the use of unrestricted religious freedom to facilitate the higher purpose of propagating 

religious truth, which may be antithetical to pluralism. In this guise, religious freedom is 

another way for a once hegemonic cultural force to flex its institutional muscles in an 

environment that is increasingly pluralistic and unreceptive to its authority. It might also be 

symptomatic of an increasingly defensive and traumatised institution. 

Conclusion 

 The Archdiocese of Sydney’s continued antagonism towards LGBTIQ+ issues shows 

the power of culturally appropriate symbols in mediating religious authority, cushioning the 

effects of pluralism. Public debates about homosexuality and same-sex marriage have 
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important implications for human rights and social morality. However, homosexuality and 

same-sex marriage also function as “condensing symbols” of the church’s struggle to respond 

to broader social and cultural transformations. The effectiveness of specific symbols is reliant 

on contextual factors that are often beyond the control of an institutional actor. Mediating 

symbols such as ‘the Bible’, ‘homosexuality’ and ‘religious freedom’ allow religious 

institutions or internal factions to harness cultural currents and insert their own preferred 

discourses into debates, manufacturing narratives that allow the practical pursuit of desired 

outcomes. 

 Public pronouncements by the Sydney Anglicanism leaders in The Age, The Australian 

and The Sydney Morning Herald, illustrate the various discursive tactics and symbols they use 

to challenge the liberalisation of sexual norms. Sydney’s campaign against liberalism within 

the Anglican Communion, stretching between 2002 and 2009, is an example of the Church’s 

leadership achieving a resounding success. This was accomplished by first reacting in a moral 

panic, then turning the energy released into a symbolic weapon against the Sydney Church’s 

liberal enemies within the Communion. Conservative leaders of Sydney Anglicanism were able 

to prosecute a robust public campaign in the media against liberal institutional competitors. 

They articulated their agenda and authoritative credentials through using the ‘Bible’ as a 

commanding ‘condensing symbol’. The Bible’s place within conservative Evangelical circles 

had a galvanising effect, rallying likeminded Anglicans to their cause. Sydney Anglicanism 

publicly portrayed itself as institutionally dominant and the representative of the true Anglican 

Church. Employing the “Bible” as the main symbolic device, leaders such as Peter Jensen 

justified a confrontational course against liberal Anglican provinces like the ECUSA. This 

resulted in the foundation of the conservative GAFCON conference in direct competition with 

the traditional Lambeth Conference. 
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 In its crusade against the recognition of same-sex marriage in Australia between 2015 

and 2017, Sydney Anglicanism turned its attention to aims outside the Anglican Church. 

Church activists could no longer solely rely on religious symbols to pursue their agenda against 

marriage equality. This was due to numerous factors. The Church’s membership had been in 

decline. In 1966, the Anglican Church was Australia’s preeminent religious institution, with 

the traditional pretence of being moral guardian. Over the ensuing fifty years, this numeric 

superiority has diminished substantially. The Church within Sydney only counts for 12 per cent 

of self-identifying religious adherents in its traditional metropolitan stronghold. The rise of 

liberalism and changes in moral norms has further reduced the receptivity of the community to 

religious reasoning in social policy. In this environment, Sydney’s leadership attempted to 

translate its religiously motivated agenda into publicly resonant positions to overcome this 

deficit, fortifying their authority in new cultural circumstances. Symbols such as the Bible were 

replaced with discourses that adhered to the mores of liberal democracy.  

 The symbols of ‘freedom’ and ‘rights’ allowed Sydney Anglicanism’s leaders to enter 

the public marriage equality debate without substantively compromising their motivating 

ideological commitments. They argued that government should waive the liability that 

religious individuals and groups may experience under anti-discrimination legislation. This 

would protect institutions and individuals from litigation. As a theme, it overwhelming 

manifests in newspapers after 2009, prior to a reorientation of the Church’s focus towards 

domestic issues. However, as suggested by Billig (1991), Lakoff (2006) and Kopelowitz and 

Diamond (1998), the meaning of terms such as ‘freedom’ and ‘rights’ are socially contested. 

Differing from its fight within the Anglican Communion, here Sydney Anglicanism competed 

with a powerful counter narrative that used the same symbolic markers of rights and freedom. 

The Church’s opponents articulated a convincing argument against its agenda using the same 

liberal concepts. 
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 During 2016-2017, the defensive use of “freedom” radicalised to include a myriad of 

claims designed to protect the Church from secular society. This also represents the re-

emergence of “moral panic” and trauma because marriage equality appeared to be resoundingly 

popular amongst Australian voters. “Religious freedom” was portrayed as a fundamental 

human right. This characterised conservative churches such as the Archdiocese of Sydney as 

victims of discrimination, uncared for by a negligent and malicious society, intensifying the 

gulf between the Church and surrounding society. They asserted that religious organisations 

should, by virtue, be protected from some currents of secularism. This change also had the 

effect of removing the argument beyond the realm of daily politics, placing obligations on 

governments.  

 This chapter extends sociological understanding of the social processes that shape how 

traditional and once preeminent religious institutions deal with the consequences of 

liberalisation and pluralism. Work by Chaves (1999) and Kniss (1997) suggests internal 

conflicts are influenced by their surrounding environments. Issues such as the ordination of 

women and the inclusion of LGBTQI+ people are not only about the Church’s response to 

gender and sexual equality. They are also symbolic markers delineating the institution’s 

broader self-understanding and their response to their changing position in society. This 

demonstrates that religious elites use condensing symbols and discursive tools to engage 

creatively with different social contexts, deploying different symbolic weapons depending on 

their perceived interests and agendas beyond the institution. In public pronouncements about 

church debates about homosexuality, the Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney successfully utilised 

the symbols of the ‘Bible’ and ‘scripture’ to reassert its authority in Australia and 

internationally. In public pronouncements about same-sex marriage, the Anglican Archdiocese 

of Sydney unsuccessfully used symbols of ‘rights’ and ‘freedom’ to resist the public acceptance 

of same-sex marriage. This resistance is partially about the specific issue of same-sex marriage, 
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but I argue that the Church’s response to same-sex marriage is also a symbol that reflects the 

Church’s broader anxieties about declining membership and the loss of moral authority in an 

increasingly pluralistic and secular society.  

  



 

155 

 

Chapter 7: Case Study Three—The Religious Society of Friends (Liberal 

Quakers) 

Liberal Quakerism’s engagement with the public sphere acts a key mechanism for 

producing social solidarity within the movement. Social activism and the pursuit of progressive 

causes are key Quaker forms of engagement with the public sphere. I focus on Quaker 

engagement through LGBTIQ+ social issues, an engagement that is reminiscent of past causes 

such as pacifism. The social activism of Quakers sustains their identity as a liberal religious 

organisation sympathetic to progressive causes and nurtures a sense of common purpose within 

the movement that subsumes internal differences. This echoes the historical image of Quakers 

as simultaneously being in tension with secular society but also actively pursuing its betterment. 

Sustaining this social activism is a constellation of condensing symbols that help render the 

work comprehendible and act as a gateway to the broader social world. Unlike the two previous 

case studies, Liberal Quakers are open to new perspectives, which also means borrowing 

extensively from surrounding society and harmonising these with their institutional self-

understanding. As Scully has argued, Quakers solve pressing ethical questions through a 

process of “moral collage”: 

Friends selected elements from the ethical traditions available to them that seemed most appropriate at any 

given point. Coherence was maintained not by sticking strictly to the parameters of a theory, but by using 

concepts and symbols that unite Friend’s moral understanding with elements of their moral lives (Scully, 

2005, p. 110). 

Liberal Quakers are actively and symbolically engaged with “progressive” change. Liberal 

Quakerism’s culture of “progressive revelation” and egalitarianism, predisposes them towards 

engagement and social activism. The resulting matrix leads to a praxis whereby Liberal 

Quakers appear to be ‘ahead of the society’, embracing social activism and topics such as 

LGBTIQ+ issues as, not only functional condensing symbols to promote connections with 
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secular society, but uniting emblems holding Liberal Quakerism’s intra-organisational 

diversity together.  

Previous Sociological Analysis of the Religious Society of Friends  

 The antagonism of conservative religious groups to progressive social change such as 

same-sex marriage emerges, in part, stems from the supposed incompatibility between personal 

autonomy and corporate stability. Cultural, political and social liberalisation is seen as 

antithetical to institutional cohesion. Conservative institutional antipathy towards change 

resists the postmodern sensibilities of individual choice self-fulfilment and self-affirmation 

prevalent in many areas of contemporary life, including the religious sphere (Heelas et al., 2005; 

Roof, 1993). Liberal Quakerism’s reaction to social change and social liberalism is in stark 

contrast to the behaviour of religious conservatives. The tension between individual agency 

and group loyalty has existed at the heart of Liberal Quakerism from the very beginning. The 

group’s particular ways of “doing” partially defuses the conflict between Quakerism’s non-

creedal individualism and the need for solidarity. These involve cognitive solutions to the 

problem of solidarity, such as Scully’s (2005, 2007) emphasis on ethical reasoning that 

implicitly unites Liberal Quakers. In discussing the overriding goal of group consensus in both 

secular and Quaker discursive ethics, Scully suggests that “Quakers by contrast would claim 

that it is not consensus they are looking for but the will of God, and the aim for that will to be 

corporately identified and agreed upon” (Scully, 2007, p. 229). Pluss (2007) also argues that 

cognitive elements underpin Liberal Quakerism’s worldview. Pluss elevates the celebration of 

internal theological diversity and diffuse authority to the level of a controlling dogma 

“…rejecting an authoritative definition of institutional conduct implies a strong mechanism of 

social control. Adherents of a non-doctrinal religion cannot claim that their beliefs are 

authoritative” (Pluss, 2007, p. 260). Many other authors have concentrated on the “physical” 
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practice of Liberal Quakerism as a central stabilising characteristic of the group (Collins, 1996, 

2009; Dandelion, 1996, 2004, 2005; Pilgrim, 2003, 2004). Particularly influential is 

Dandelion’s (1996) orthopraxis and sustaining relationship with Liberal Quakerism’s “double 

culture”. Orthopraxis emerges from Liberal Quakerism’s innate conservativism regarding 

appropriate practice (behavioural creed or orthopraxis) and overt pluralism concerning 

individual beliefs which is constrained by the latter mode of practice. “The behavioural creed 

not only performs outward functions of conformity, by maintaining a unity of practice, but has 

a (sociologically and theologically) unifying function, constraining individualism, and the 

consequences of the multiplicity of belief stories” (Dandelion, 2004, p. 223). Contemporary 

sociological analysis of Liberal Quakerism has almost exclusively focussed on how certain 

intra-organisational characteristics have constrained institutional fragmentation and promoted 

solidarity.  

However, I argue in this chapter that the Society’s embrace of social change, liberalism 

and secular society also furnish a powerful impetus promoting unity and strengthening 

institutional bonds. This behaviour draws on a specific understanding of Quaker theology and 

history, but also a distinctive comprehension of what it is to be religious. Contrary to 

conservative fears of social change eroding institutional integrity, Quakers welcome change 

and use this engagement to promote institutional solidarity. Institutional tension still acts as 

social glue, but its source lies in the group’s progressive stances, not conservative resistance. 

Social activism and sense of prophetic witness around LGBTIQ+ issues act symbolically to 

rally Liberal Friends around a common purpose. This continues a long tradition within 

Quakerism of public witness that has included beliefs about pacifism and the pursuit of social 

justice (Dandelion, 1996, p. 110), This places Liberal Quakers simultaneously at odds with 

societal norms, but immersed in wiles of the world, pointing to a better future.   [a quote?] 
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 The liberal Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) is a countervailing example of many 

of the institutional responses of conservative religious institutions outlined in both the two 

previous case studies of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints and the Anglican 

Archdiocese of Sydney or the wider literature on LGBTIQ+ issues and religious institutions 

discussed in Chapter 2. Liberal Quakerism is a religious institution with an extensive history 

of progressive activism and receptivity to LGBTI issues. Since the 1950s, the Society has 

engaged with the issue of same-sex attraction (and later same-sex marriage), consistent with 

their larger history of prophetic witness and critique of wider society. Since the formal 

emergence of Liberal Quakerism in the early twentieth century, positive engagement with 

broader society through activism has functioned as a unifying mechanism promoting cohesion 

around these commitments. This is critical because, since its foundation, Quakerism has been 

a creedless faith, relying on key symbolic markers such as pacifism and ascetic living to 

differentiate itself from the surrounding secular world. Its contemporary Liberal proponents 

have accentuated Quakerism’s non-creedal belief culture, which is in tension with conservative 

notions of orthopraxis. I deliberately leave such discussions behind for the moment and focus 

on Liberal Quakerism’s historical and cultural development. This departure is particularly 

important because it helps illustrate how Quakerism has acted dialogically with its surrounds; 

assisting to uncover how certain ideas and symbols have been consistently used by the group 

to navigate  a changing world. Although a direct causal relationship cannot be drawn between 

earlier periods and the contemporary era, themes and symbols developed throughout Liberal 

Quakerism’s history have become central to the group’s peculiar symbolic response to, and 

continuing engagement with, LGBTIQ+ issues.  
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Historical origins 

 An uneasy relationship between persecution and social activism has characterised 

Quaker history. The avowedly evangelical community established by George Fox in 1652 grew 

rapidly in northern England. The attraction of the group was primarily its emphasis on the ‘light 

within’ or the direct, unmediated, revelatory experience of Christ (Davie, 1997). The 

individualist and sectarian potential of the Society of Friends caused British authorities to 

persecute the group. Legislation disbarred Quakers from holding office, attending university 

and, until the Toleration Act 1689, prevented them from gathering for worship in many 

circumstances (Ingle, 1994). 

 The experience of legal persecution turned Friends inward. In the period between the 

1690s and early 1800, Quakerism in America and Britain entered its ‘quietist’ phase. During 

this period, many of the hallmarks of traditional Quakerism appeared. The Society entrenched 

pacifism, simplicity, plain dress and exogamy acted as symbolic markers of membership 

(Hamm, 1988; Rowntree, 1859) However, ‘quietism’ did not mean abject insularity. In 

America, traditions of civic engagement, anti-slavery campaigning and cordiality towards 

Native Americans emerged among some adherents (Bacon, 1985). This ‘orthodoxy’ held sway 

until the 1820s, when evangelical influences dramatically challenged quietism and Quaker 

seclusion. The Society’s affluent elite saw Quaker parochial practices as handicaps and 

supported evangelical reforms (Mingins, 2004). Evangelicals and Quietists sought different 

ways to engage with the political, social and economic debates of the time. The three nineteenth 

century upheavals: the Hicksite controversy of the 1820s, the Beaconite schism of the 1830s, 

and the conservative Wilberite reaction of the 1845s over the future of the Society, shook the 

movement (Guiton, 2013; Hamm, 1988; Mingins, 2004; Wilson, 2013). By the mid-nineteenth 

century, biblically centred Evangelicalism was entrenched in Britain and significant parts of 
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the US. The British Yearly Meeting had discarded rules concerning speech, deportment and 

marriage regulations by 1860 (Heron, 1995; Punshon, 1984). 

 Contemporary Liberal Quakerism rose in direct reaction to the dominance of 

Evangelicalism within the British Yearly Meeting and through the work of sympathetic 

individuals in the United States. As Martin Davie, in British Quaker Theology Since 1895 

(1997), suggests, liberalism took root within the Society because of cultural factors specific to 

the late nineteenth century and the individual protagonists pushing for reform. Of particular 

importance were advances in the natural sciences, principally the publication of On The Origin 

of Species in 1859. Discoveries made in biblical criticism and other secular developments, such 

as the awareness of greater cultural diversity, caused a radical reappraisal of Quakerism. When 

Evangelical forces tried to have the British Yearly Meeting adopt a version of the Richmond 

Declaration of 1887, which would have encoded creedal Christianity inside the Religious 

Society of Friends.  Their failure also signifies the eclipse of Evangelicalism by liberalism in 

the late nineteenth century (also Davie, 1997; Heron, 1995; Punshon, 1984).  

 Individuals such as Rufus Jones and John Wilhelm Rowntree nurtured a reappraisal of 

Quaker beginnings. Under the influence of the political and religious liberalism of the time, 

they created a radically new interpretation of Quakerism: Quakerism as open to the world and 

to secular progress (Davie, 1997). Rufus Jones in particular used ideas drawn from the group’s 

past to emphasise the mystical aspects of traditional Quakerism. At the turn of the twentieth 

century, Jones and his collaborators systematically reformulated Quakerism in a modernist 

direction, but framed within the mores of mysticism.  

For liberals the essence of Quakerism, which had created and sustained it, was a direct experience of God 

called the Light Within, Inward Light, Light of Christ, Christ within, a term rarely used before 1900 but 

increasingly prevalent -'the inner light'. God created and designed all humans with an ability to feel or 
know the divine… Quaker mysticism was not a negative life-denying phenomenon, but a positive falling 

away of the barriers to this world in an awareness of the presence of the divine that could be created and 

shared in a meeting for worship and that led to a concern for the wider society. It could be consoling, 

ethical, and prophetic (Frost, 2013, p. 81). 
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The belief that the individual could directly commune with God, who progressively revealed 

‘truths,’ unmediated by any external interference or scripture, is a hallmark of Liberal Friends. 

However, Jones’s reformulation was not without precedent. The conflict between personal 

inspiration and scriptural interdiction has been a recurring theme throughout the Society’s 

history, and was especially prominent in the conflict between Evangelicals and various quietists 

in the nineteenth century (Hamm, 1988; Ingle, 1986; Roberts, 2013; Wilson, 2013). 

 Between 1900 and the 1950s, Liberal Quakerism developed within the rubric of 

progressive Christianity (Davie, 1997). Institutional cohesion was guaranteed by a shared 

commitment to social activism and pacifism. The latter was a point of tension between the 

Religious Society of Friends and broader society with the outbreak of the First and Second 

World Wars (Heron, 1995). The antagonisms caused by Quaker pacifism solidified into an 

institutional emblem that allowed Friends to foster a sense of solidarity and sensitise the group 

to the broader social forces affecting them. Beyond the Society’s mainstream, a radical 

minority pushed the individualist and pluralist ideas inherent in liberal Quakerism to their 

logical conclusion. They looked for other sources of ‘truth’ in non-Christian contexts, nurturing 

a form of universalism that would eventually become a dominant strand of thought in late 

twentieth century liberal Quakerism (T. Adams, 2006).  

 Broader progressive cultural, political and social currents began to seep in during the 

1950s. For instance, the publication of the Kinsey Report led to serious discussion of sexual 

norms within Quaker circles (Frost, 2013). As the social, cultural and political norms of the 

West began to change rapidly in the 1960s, liberal Quakerism’s traditions of social activism 

and engagement that had evolved throughout the triumphs and travails of its history, placed it 

at the centre of these changes. These changing norms affected the Society extraordinarily, re-

shaping it and its relationship with secular society. 
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Same-Sex and the Religious Society of Friends 

 Liberal Quakerism’s unique theology and worldview produce a powerful, religiously 

liberal and socially activist mind-set. This affects how liberal Friends interpret the world and 

affects their institutional identity. For liberal Quakers, this has the added dividend of promoting 

internal cohesion and solidarity. Symbolic resources from the Society’s cultural heritage were 

conscripted to help reinforce liberal Quakerism’s corporate identity. These include: the ‘Light-

within,’ progressive revelation, social activism and (in the Australian case) conscientious 

objection. These three themes function as core mediators to positively engage the societies in 

which they are embedded. I argue that the same emotive impulses that spark moral panics 

among conservative activists are also pushing progressive responses to LGBTIQ+ 

discrimination. Liberal Quakers legitimate this stance through symbolic concepts such as the 

“light-within” and “progressive revelation.” In the example of liberal Quakerism’s engagement 

with LGBTIQ+ issues, these become important framing devices that assist in rendering the 

topic institutionally cognisant. Progressive liberal Quaker “moral entrepreneurs” begin to use 

these symbols to argue that the lack of redress and continuing persecution of non-heterosexual 

individuals is a cause for shame and a reason for Quaker social activism.  

The Light-Within 

 The ‘Light-within’ is a central symbolic theme running throughout Quaker discussions 

of same-sex attraction, and marriage. Drawing from Quaker tradition, the ‘Light-Within’ 

assisted Friends to justify initial support for the decriminalisation of homosexuality and their 

continuing dogged support for further reforms. This program utilised Quaker spiritual 

egalitarianism that stretched to the Society’s historical campaigns against slavery and penal 

reform. In 1973, Mary Calderone suggested that “because there is that of God in every human 

being, and because sexuality is an innate part of every human being, then there surely must be 
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that of God in human sexuality” (Colderone in Doan & Kamphausen, 2013, p. 449). The belief 

in the fundamental worth of individuals also meshed seamlessly with emerging secular 

discourses about civil rights, sexual liberalisation and LGBTIQ+ identity in the 1960s and 

1970s. 

 The British Towards A Quaker View of Sex (1964) demonstrates the emerging liberal 

Quaker commitment to LGBTIQ+ inclusivity. It self-consciously positions the Society at the 

forefront symbolically as a progressive social force. Assisting in this engagement is the theme 

of the ‘Inner-Light’. The booklet responds to the growing public discussion of homosexuality 

in Britain, and in particular, to the publication of the Wolfenden Report (1957), pre-empting 

later campaigns seen in the West in later decades. This report famously recommended the 

decriminalisation of homosexuality in private between consenting adults. The Report argued: 

To say this is not to condone or encourage private immorality. On the contrary, to emphasise personal and 

the private nature of moral or immoral conduct is to emphasise that personal and private responsibility of 

the individual for his own actions, and that is a responsibility which a mature agent can properly be 

expected to carry for himself without the threat of punishment from the law (Committee on Homosexual 

Offenses and Prostitution, 1957, p. 24). 

 Debate among like-minded liberal Friends began in the late 1950s, culminating in the 

first edition of their findings in 1963. Towards a Quaker View of Sex (1964) sets out a full 

range of perspectives, from science, anthropology and the law, to form its conclusions. All 

these strands are pulled together into a common commitment to liberal Quaker themes 

regarding the irrefutable dignity of the individual. This emphasis on the “individual” also fits 

neatly with previous language in the Wolfenden Report. Attempting to progress the cause of 

liberalisation, A Quaker view of Sex calls on readers to be more empathetic and open to same-

sex attracted individuals. Placing the subject firmly within the Quaker context, they contend 

that a progressive position regarding homosexuality is in line with God’s plan. The authors call 

for the formulation of a new ethics of relationships that is more in tune with evolving 

community standards, with Quakers forming the vanguard: 
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The search is a move forward into the unknown; it implies a high standard of responsibility, thinking and 

awareness- something much harder than simple obedience to a moral code. Further, the responsibility that 

it implies cannot be accepted alone it must be the responsibility within a group whose members are equally 

committed to the search for God’s will (Friends Home Service Committee, 1964, p. 46). 

 A Quaker View of Sex provided a firm foundation for further Quaker debates about 

same-sex attraction. Quaker notions of the ‘Inner-Light’, allowed individuals to formulate 

arguments that suggested that monogamous same-sex relationships were socially and morally 

positive, both culturally and in the eyes of God. It also provided a potent justification for 

Quaker involvement in public campaigns for law reform. In this context, the cause for same-

sex liberalisation positioned Friends as a bridge between LGBTIQ+ and religious fields, 

buttressing the Society’s contemporary identity. 

 During the 1970s, Quaker discussions of same-sex attraction extend the ideas published 

in A Quaker View of Sex, offering secular reasons for why legalisation was necessary. 

Homosexuality from the Inside (1973) expands the conclusions first promulgated in A Quaker 

View of Sex. However, it seeks to provide a personal slant to the Quaker cause for law reform. 

Intriguingly, Blamires (1973) goes to great pains to dispel the common belief that same-sex 

attraction is socially disruptive, subversive or pathological. He boldly asserts that much of the 

stereotypical anti-social behaviour somehow prevalent among homosexual men is actually 

caused by systemic discrimination that prevents individuals from living fruitfully. He even 

suggests the possibility of same-sex marriages: 

The important point is to appreciate that even to talk in these terms is evidence of the wish of many 

homosexuals for longer-term relationships. These are very much hindered by the present attitudes of 

society, and until a major change takes place a pattern of transient relationships may be the unavoidable 

lot of the homosexual and, in particular , he may have to face, especially in looking forward to old age, the 

prospect of that loneliness that the absence of permanent or family relationships implies (Blamires, 1973, 

p. 38). 

Viewed together, A Quaker View of Sex and Homosexuality from the Inside are complementary. 

Blamires provides personal and secular reasoning for progressive social change, whereas the 

early booklet elaborates a series of arguments that explicitly frame the discussion within a 

Quaker context. For Quakers, activism concerning same-sex issues is a religious imperative 
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and part of their social witness. Support for reform is a public expression of ‘Quakerness’. The 

works are an ideological statement and illustrate the tensions that have surrounded the Society’s 

activism. These antagonisms nurtured and galvanised Quaker identity.  

Progressive Revelation and the Call to Social Activism 

 Social activism illustrates liberal Friends’ positive engagement with society. 

Symbolically, Quaker responses to same-sex attraction and marriage have established the 

Society as a progressive leader of religious, social and political liberalism. According to 

Dandelion (2007), liberal Quakerism is marked by an entrenched belief that God’s ‘truths’ are 

progressively revealed and subject to change, superseding preceding positions if necessary. 

This means that Quakers are innovative, experiential and contemporaneous. It leaves open the 

possibility that God and Friends are engaged in ‘real-time’ dialogue with social change through 

social activism. Within contemporary liberal Quakerism, social activism has acted as a 

powerful symbol of God’s continuing revelation to humanity, with LGBTIQ+ activism being 

its contemporaneous expression. 

 Liberal Quaker debate about the public recognition of same-sex partnerships began 

early. Blamires raised the possibility of same-sex marriage in Homosexuality from the Inside 

(1973). In the 1980s, liberal Yearly and Monthly Meetings, such as those in Australia (1984) 

and Britain (1987), took steps to allow the possible public recognition of monogamous same-

sex relationships within Friends (FLGBTQC: Collected Marriage Minutes, n.d). For liberal 

Meetings, these tentative decisions, with hindsight, have been offered as the putative beginning 

dates of Quaker activism for marriage equality. The British example is instructive of this 

narrative. The British Society’s official website contains detailed summaries of Quaker actions 

concerning same sex issues, especially dealing with Quaker achievements that helped 

contributed to the British legalisation of same-sex marriage in 2013 (Booth, 2018; "Quakers 
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and Same-sex Marriage," n.d.). The British Yearly Meeting (BYM) also published We Are But 

Witnesses (2009), which explains the practical, theological and cultural reasons for the 

organisation’s decision to support the campaign for marriage rights in 2009. Fundamentally, it 

is based in liberal Quaker beliefs in the absolute equality of individuals and the ‘Light-Within’. 

The language and symbolism employed both places the document within the Society’s broader 

history and supports its activism. We Are But Witnesses suggests that the Quaker traditions of 

leading or waiting for the ‘Light’ and ‘progressive revelation’ are crucial to understanding the 

change. When discussing the Quaker method of worship, the writers argue: “In considering our 

business, we meet in gathered silence and the stillness of worship. We do not vote; we listen 

and wait in the Light to discern together God’s will for us today” (Quaker Committee for 

Christian and Interfaith Relations, 2009, pp. 2-3). This idea is developed further in 

juxtaposition to traditional biblical authority: 

In this light, we do not seek for proof texts to either confirm or deny our leading. Rather, we seek to read 

Scripture in the Spirit that inspired it (Quaker Committee for Christian and Interfaith Relations, 2009, p. 

7). 

 For members of the British Yearly Meeting the leading of the Spirit called them to make 

the change. Strengthening this decision is the traditional Quaker belief that marriage is a 

commitment made before God and not any worldly authority, including the State. They even 

reserve the right to recognise same-sex partnerships without legal sanction (Quaker Committee 

for Christian and Interfaith Relations, 2009, p. 4).  This has important consequences for Quaker 

identity. Implicitly, it places institutional Quakers beyond the secular state and answerable to 

another authority, reinforcing the self-perception that Friends have a special prophetic 

responsibility. 

 Armed with the consensually discerned ‘will’ of God, liberal Friends had the necessary 

authority to lobby for inclusive UK marriage laws that would allow religious groups to legally 

officiate over same-sex unions. We Are But Witnesses transforms this into a practical calling, 
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reflecting Friends’ eagerness to engage society. However, the document also places Friends 

within a wider ‘eschatological’ narrative. In this narrative, Friends are a vanguard, whose role 

as positive agents in human history will be vindicated, with their commitment to LGBTIQ+ 

causes symbolically illustrating this role. The British Yearly Meeting declared: 

Two hundred years ago, an earlier generation had yet to learn that the practice of slavery was an injustice 

to our fellow human beings. Today we are amazed that they did not recognise this until visionaries showed 

them that it was so. We believe that two hundred years from now, those who follow us will be equally 

astounded to discover that in the twenty-first century we had still to realise the full equality of lesbian and 

gay people (Quaker Committee for Christian and Interfaith Relations, 2009, p. 11). 

 Marriage: A Spiritual Leading for Lesbian, Gay, and Straight People (1995) provides 

a North American perspective on liberal Quakerism, same-sex marriage and activism. The 

pamphlet recounts the experiences of Putney local Meeting in Vermont and their ‘leading’ 

towards the recognition of same-sex partnerships. This may be part of a longer US genre that 

views the ‘local’ congregation as the nexus of social and political change or activism (Putnam 

& Campbell, 2012 [2010]) This pamphlet gives an account of a grassroots campaign, which 

utilised Quaker cultural resources to frame the problem. This debate was concluded in 1989, 

against the backdrop of social, moral and political conservatism that had characterised America 

during that decade. The work reflects its American origins, ‘Quakerness’ is expressed primarily 

through the local congregation and is the main vehicle for engaging with same-sex issues. 

 Marriage: A Spiritual Leading for Lesbian, Gay, and Straight People (1995) uses many 

of the same ingredients found in other liberal Quaker arguments for sexual and moral 

liberalisation. The author outlines the Quaker tradition of marriage through the story of 

Quakerism’s founder George Fox and his marriage to the widower Margaret Fell in the 

seventeenth century. Special emphasis is placed on how Friends marry before God, unmediated 

by any ‘worldly’ authority (Hill, 1995, pp. 5-12,15). Quakers are representatives of timeless 

spiritual values which, I suggest, means organisationally they can be simultaneously ahead and 

in tension with society. It positions the Putney discussions within a series of positive decisions 
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affecting same-sex Friends in the 1980s. These ‘minutes’ illustrate how Quaker Meetings were 

aware of the profound social forces swirling around them and the positive steps that they could 

take to effect change. These New England meetings were motivated by concern about the 

discrimination faced by LGBTIQ+ individuals. Animating the Putney Meeting itself was:  

…our basic Quaker belief in independent thought with its roots in the inner Light. Our aim is to move 

beyond unexamined and sometimes rigid judgment to a real interest in finding out what makes another 

person smile and sigh (Hill, 1995, p. 17). 

 After a period of consensual ‘discernment,’ through their commitment to common 

practice, the Putney Meeting was not only led to affirm the inherent value of same-sex 

partnerships, but participate in activism that would lead to broader social change. This allows 

Friends to practically enact and legitimate their identity as Quakers publicly. The Friends 

involved printed a statement that declares: 

We affirm that God dwells in every person regardless of sexual orientation… We are committed to educate 
ourselves in the Meeting about the condition of lesbians and gay men. We work to end ignorance about 

and discrimination against these women and men in the Religious Society of Friends and in society at large 

(Hill, 1995, p. 22). 

A Progressive Australian Example: Religious Freedom and Conscientious Objection  

 Historically, Australian Quakers have been enmeshed in the wider liberal Quaker 

community through their direct institutional connections to the British Yearly Meeting. These 

ties were severed in 1964 with the formation of the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) in 

Australia, also known as the Australian Yearly Meeting (AYM) (The Religious Society of 

Friends (Quakers) in Australia, 2011). The AYM is embedded within the same religious culture, 

norms and beliefs that have inspired liberal Quakers since the beginning of the twentieth 

century. Commonalities exist in the language, symbols and practices adopted by Australian 

Friends, undergirded by religious beliefs in the ‘Spirit’ and God’s unfolding revelation to 

humanity.  

 Australian Quaker interest in same-sex attraction stems from booklets such as Towards 

A Quaker View of Sex (1964) Nevertheless, Australian Friends were far more cautious 
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concerning the celebration of same-sex partnerships compared to their American and British 

counterparts. In the first note explicitly mentioning same-sex partnerships in 1984, the AYM 

recommended that all couples, regardless of sexual orientation needed support. However: 

Meetings need to recognise that not all Friends feel able to support these relationships, and there is a need 

for sensitivity to those who have a conscientiously held belief that heterosexual marriage is the appropriate 

commitment (FLGBTQC: Collected Marriage Minutes, n.d). 

The reticence of the AYM might reflect the controversial nature of homosexuality within and 

outside Friends in Australia. According to Kelley (2001), in the mid-1980s, sixty-four percent 

of Australian respondents thought that homosexuality was ‘always wrong’. Accompanying 

these social forces, were paradigmatic political events. South Australia made moves to 

decriminalise homosexuality in 1972, and all Australian jurisdictions except for Tasmania had 

made similar reforms by the mid-1980s (Bull, Pinto, & Wilson, 1991). This reality is echoed 

in the AYM ‘minute’ in 1984 regarding partnerships; its authors seem to be caught between 

Quaker beliefs about equality and their desire not to antagonise members or exacerbate tensions 

with the wider community by actively supporting reform (FLGBTQC: Collected Marriage 

Minutes, n.d). By 1994, this equivocal position had been replaced by a forthright affirmation 

that “homosexual relationships were as valid as heterosexual ones” (The Australia Yearly 

Meeting, 2018) and in 2010 Australian Quakers publicly celebrated marriages regardless of the 

participants gender (The Australia Yearly Meeting, 2017). This is despite the first Australian 

Quaker same-sex marriage ceremony being conducted by Australian Friends in 2007 (The 

Religous Society of Friends (Quakers) in Australia, 2017b). 

 In late 2017, The Australian Federal Government conducted the Australian Marriage 

Law Postal Survey to gauge public opinion for the legalisation of same-sex marriage in 

Australia through the Australian Bureau of Statistics. This was a compromise between the 

moderate and conservative wings of the governing centre-right Coalition (McAllister & 

Snagovsky, 2018). Between 2015 and 2017, the Australian Yearly Meeting made a series of 
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written submissions about same-sex marriage to government inquiries and public officials, 

setting out the Society’s position. This is an invaluable record of Quaker reasoning behind their 

support for marriage equality; these documents are artefacts of Quaker activism. It is also an 

example of Australian Quakerism’s emphasis on social and activism compared to other liberal 

Quaker groups in Britain (Williams & Hampton, 2016). In comparison to their British 

counterparts, the authors found that Australian Quakers: 

…have been initially attracted to Quakers by their positions on gays and women, the lack of hierarchy and 

the peace and social justice testimonies… agree that in certain circumstances breaking the law can be 

justified (Williams & Hampton, 2016). 

Australian liberal Quakers drew on the organisation’s extensive history of social engagement, 

theological traditions of the ‘Light Within’ and ‘progressive revelation’, and more recent 

beliefs about social justice and LGBTIQ+ rights to tackle marriage equality in 2017. Each of 

these themes acted as a normative framework or ‘symbolic universe’ to render the campaign 

comprehendible and a springboard for action. It also gave liberal Quakers a set of “condensing 

symbols to try to engage a wider audience. The flexibility of Quaker concepts, their similarity 

with the rhetoric of political liberalism and the discursive nature of liberal Quaker moral 

reasoning (Scully, 2005, 2007), might have helped such a numerically small group (1691 self-

identified members of the Religious Society of Friends in Australia (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2017d) motivate their campaign. Unlike conservative campaigns, “condensing 

symbols are primarily used to unleash energies that will propel and legitimate further 

liberalisation. I suggest that any emotive ‘panic’ that may emerge from LGBTIQ+ issues and 

liberal Quakers, is a consequence of society not “living-up” to Quakers' ideals or liberal 

Quakerism not succeeding in its prophetic mission. 

 An initial letter dated the 6th August 2015, to the then Prime Minister Tony Abbott, 

calls on the Government to allow same-sex marriage by amending the pre-existing Marriage 

Act 1961. The letter opens by stating: 
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Quakers have developed ongoing commitments to testimonies which invite our active engagement with 

daily life, including testimonies on peace, justice, and equality. Our views on marriage arise out of our 

testimony on equality and justice (Robertson, 2015). 

The letter reported that Quakers would fight actively for the equality of others, and that this 

activism is an expression of their faith. The issue of equality repeatedly arises in subsequent 

letters to government and evolves as the broader debate progresses. The use of ‘equality’ as a 

central plank in the Society’s statements mirrored the rhetoric adopted by the wider pro-

marriage equality campaign (McAllister & Snagovsky, 2018). Australian Quakers were overtly 

adopting a position contrary to their conservative compatriots and many fellow religionists. 

Powering Quaker dissent was their belief that religious ‘truth’ open to change and is not 

stagnant. They saw themselves as a prophetic vanguard. This adds a moral dimension to a 

seemingly secular issue, elevating the status of same-sex marriage and Quakerism’s relation to 

it outside the realm of secular law. This is an intriguing example of the ambiguity of modern 

political rhetoric identified by Billig (1991); Lakoff (2006). In these studies, the authors suggest 

that liberal rhetoric can be multi-definitional and easily co-opted by conservative apparatchiks. 

In this Quaker example, the group’s intentions are not rhetorically specious or an attempt at 

camouflage. In fact, there are remarkable similarities between public liberalism and the 

progressivism of liberal Quakers. Liberal Quakerism’s interventions may actually radicalise 

the calls for change because the group can give the marriage campaign religious and moral 

legitimacy. This commonality in “equality” discourses also acted as a forceful “condensing 

symbol” linking the institution to broader society, giving it a “seat at the table”. 

‘Conscientious objection’ became a major issue for many conservative groups during 

the Australian campaign for same-sex marriage, and they lobbied for exemptions to anti-

discrimination legislation in the advent of marriage equality becoming law. This was ostensibly 

designed to protect religious individuals in the areas of employment, housing and education if 

they voiced their opposition to marriage equality (Crowe, 2016a; Howden, 2015; Kelly, 2017a). 
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The Quakers took a different position. Quaker correspondence during 2016 (The Religous 

Society of Friends (Quakers) in Australia, 2016a, 2016b) still premises their support for 

LGBTIQ+ individuals as a matter of equality. They argue that any exemptions that allow 

religious individuals to discriminate against same-sex couples would be abjectly unequal. The 

Society suggests that its inability to officiate practically over legally sanctioned same-sex 

unions is a form of religious discrimination, preventing members from publicly expressing 

their Equality Testimony. Same-sex marriage is not simply a matter of civil equality, but a 

symbolic adjunct to Quaker identity. By proactively fighting prejudice against LGBTIQ+ 

individuals, Australian Quakers are combating religious discrimination and the ability of 

Friends to affirm their spiritual identities publicly. Friends begin to use this argument against 

conservative rhetoric regarding ‘religious freedom’ and conscientious objection’. Quakers 

should have the freedom to celebrate same-sex marriage. “This unequal treatment of our 

conscientious faith practice is why we believe the law should be changed” (The Religous 

Society of Friends (Quakers) in Australia, 2016a). The rules against same-sex marriage 

essentially bar the free expression of an individual’s conscience, and therefore, the ‘Inner-

Light’. This is doubly potent for Quakers because abnegation of any of these ‘innate’ qualities 

fundamentally undermines a cornerstone of their religious identities. This is another example 

of the Religious Society of Friends exploiting the ambiguity of commonly used rhetorical 

tropes in political campaigns. In a pluralistic environment, I argue that no authoritative 

definitions exist of morally charged terms. The exact meaning or “religious freedom” and 

“conscientious objection” was settled throughout the 2017 campaign. Promulgating “religious 

freedom” as part of its campaign, the Sydney Archdiocese, gave ample opportunity for groups 

like liberal Quakers and secular activists to counter with credible alternatives.  

In 2017, as the postal survey approached, Australian Friends developed further claims 

based on conscience. Utilising their reputation as a ‘peace church,’ they reclaimed 
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‘conscientious objection’ as an important symbol of Quaker membership with a specific 

parochial meaning (The Religous Society of Friends (Quakers) in Australia, 2017b, 2017c). 

These religious claims were reinforced by the explicit conclusion “that all people are equal in 

the spirit” (The Religous Society of Friends (Quakers) in Australia, 2017a). For Quakers, 

conscientious objection means: 

taking a principled stand against harming your fellow human beings, usually through refusal to take up 

arms… Conscientious objection does not refer to just any strongly held belief (The Religous Society of 

Friends (Quakers) in Australia, 2017b). 

The AYM emphatically suggested that the Quaker ‘conscience’ and religious beliefs were 

impugned by laws that not recognise same-sex marriage. The law actively abrogated Quaker 

beliefs and religious freedom (The Religous Society of Friends (Quakers) in Australia, 2017a, 

2017b). Because Australian Friends had privately celebrated same-sex partnerships, the 2004 

reforms to the Marriage Act restricting marriage to heterosexuals not only discriminated 

against same-sex individuals, but also Friends. A letter explains that the first Quaker same-sex 

‘marriage’ was conducted in 2007, and that: 

The gathering of family, friends and community to celebrate the loving commitment of two loving people, 
it must be said, is one of the most joyful forms of civil disobedience possible (The Religous Society of 

Friends (Quakers) in Australia, 2017b). 

 The AYM consciously exploited the disjunction between conservatives and the Quaker 

position. By doing this, Friends not only furthered the cause of law reform in Australia, but 

also symbolically differentiated the Society as a unique group and cultural force. Quaker social 

activism established them publicly and reflected a clear identity back to themselves. They also 

eroded the perception that religiosity and sexual liberalism are mutually exclusive. This 

provided another method for nurturing institutional solidarity beyond the limits of internal 

practice. 
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Conclusion 

 Existing literature predominantly emphasises the negative influence of religious 

institutions on the lives of LGBTIQ individuals. At best, religious institutions are unreceptive 

and encourage LGBTIQ+ persons to manufacture their own religious identities in private. At 

the other extreme, religious organisations are seen as aggressively obstructionist to LGBTIQ+ 

issues. These responses are driven by the changing role of religious authority, individualism 

and corporate religious expression. Conservative religionists have resisted the acceptance of 

LGBTIQ+ identities and the culture of individualism and autonomy, fearing that religious 

identities and institutions will dissolve.  

 In contrast, liberal Quakers have, throughout their history and inside their institutional 

structure, found innovative ways to accommodate religious individualism whilst maintaining 

corporate identity. The question of how Quakers have achieved this symbiosis has been a 

central enigma in the academic literature regarding the Society. Many commentators within 

Quaker studies conclude that Quaker "orthopraxis" within the Society has a functionalist aspect 

that binds internal diversity together (Collins, 1996, 2009; Dandelion, 2004, 2005; Pilgrim, 

2003, 2004). This paper has offered an alternate solution to how Quakers have accommodated 

institutional pluralism and defused the threat of autonomy and individualism. Quakerism is still 

held together be a particular way of “doing,” but this revolves around Friends’ activist 

engagement with the secular world that serves to reinforce their institutional identity. This 

switching to the dialectical relationship between Quakerism’s internal culture and external 

social processes emphasises the centrality of broader historical currents informing the Society’s 

unique structure. This also suggest that a dynamic relationship exists between contemporary 

secularism and liberal religious groups. In the Quaker example, secularisation does not provoke 
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fear, but mutual co-existence. Assisting the establishment of this compromise are Quaker 

notions of ‘progressive revelation,’ which provides sufficient scope for institutional adjustment. 

Quaker constancy contradicts two popular prognoses within the literature concerning 

the effects of individualism and liberalisation on religious institutions. Religious individualism 

has not significantly diluted corporate solidarity. Despite many Friends appearing to act as 

“seekers” (Roof, 1993) or “subjective-life” individualists concerned with mystical experience, 

free of institutional strictures (Heelas et al., 2005), liberal Quakerism has managed to formulate 

a viable compromise between institutional authority and personal self-discovery.  

 Friends have weathered and creatively engaged with the rapid social change in the late 

twentieth century. They have achieved this without jeopardising their unity. Their creative use 

of symbols is crucial to this success. The issues of same-sex attraction and then same-sex 

marriage have acted as powerful unifying ‘symbols’ for likeminded liberal Quakers. These 

issues allowed them to engage in social activist ways, drawing on, and reinforcing, Quaker 

themes such as the ‘Inner-Light’, ‘progressive revelation,’ social activism, and conscientious 

objection. Friends have not only been able to accept social change, but actively engage in it. 

As demonstrated by the liberal positions in Quaker literature, liberal Friends have constructed 

a forceful set of symbolic discourses. The symbolic use of ‘progressive revelation’ and social 

activism is emblematic of the liberal Quaker commitment to a core ideology of prophetic 

engagement with the wider world. The practical expression of these beliefs, especially God’s 

revelation through social activism, was a particular driver for Quaker support for same-sex 

marriage in Britain, the US and Australia. In the Australian example, we can see a group 

adapting its own cultural resources to engage broader discursive developments through the 

issue of ‘conscientious objection.’ Quaker beliefs manifested through their campaigning, and 

this also symbolically reinforced their identity for themselves and others. Furthermore, the 
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similarity of some of their “condensing symbols” and rhetoric to the language of political 

liberalism eased their entry into the public domain and allowed them to contest definitions 

propagated by their conservative adversaries.  

The example of liberal Quakers also raises a number of questions about the relationship 

between structural tensions, religious organisations and social change. Existing literature 

argues that tension with the secular sphere arises from conservative dismay and resistance to 

the changes. However, antagonism between liberal Friends and society materialises because 

the Society purports itself to be a vanguard ahead of social norms. In this way, liberal Quakers 

both confirm and contradict central observations of Religious Market Theory about the 

function of tension only benefiting conservative groups (Finke & Stark, 2000, 2005a; 

Iannaccone, 1992, 1994; Iannaccone et al., 1995). Friction between any religious group, 

whether liberal or conservative, and wider pluralistic society is produced by an organisation’s 

relative distance from societal norms, not necessarily the innate ‘strangeness’ of a group’s 

beliefs and practices. Antagonism manifests itself on the symbolic boundary between the 

organisation and society, which is constantly shifting in unpredictable ways. The group’s 

perceived uniqueness relative to society, not their substantive differences are central. In the 

case of liberal Quakers, their symbolic status as a prophetic vanguard or elite ahead of is what 

produces antagonism with broader society. Symbols allow religious groups to navigate these 

tensions and operationalise this social friction to their advantage. This suggests that sociologists 

must adopt more provisional, culturally sensitive and historically situated understanding about 

the behaviour of religious institutions when they react to social change and the benefits that 

may arise from these interactions. 
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Chapter 8: Discussion and Conclusion: Condensing Symbols, Same-Sex 

Marriage, and Religious Institutional Change.   

This thesis has examined how contemporary religious institutions have used symbols to 

mediate, understand, negotiate, engage or resist social change. Deeper structural considerations 

such as power, authority and culture are also crucial to an institution’s dynamic relationship 

with a pluralistic world. I have concentrated on three contemporary case studies concerning 

religious institutional behaviour, the symbolism surrounding same-sex marriage, and social 

change. In these case studies, same-sex attraction and marriage are used as cyphers for an in-

depth discussion of how religious institutions might adapt and respond through symbolic 

discourses. Firstly, in Chapter 5, the thesis examined the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints and its deft symbolic negotiation between engagement or resistance through engaging 

public debates about LGBTIQ+ issues. Chapter 6 focussed on how symbols have been used by 

the Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney’s conservative leaders in their long-term battle against 

moral liberalisation. Lastly, Chapter 7 analysed how liberal members of the Religious Society 

of Friends have used controversial topics such same-sex marriage and other symbols to solidify 

their progressive corporate identity. In each of these studies, I have used a series of concepts 

to highlight the discursive, emotive and symbolic qualities of institutional behaviour, and social 

change. I focused on potential “moral panics”, “institutional crisis”, elite moral 

“entrepreneurialism, and in particular, “condensing symbols” for explaining how religious 

institutions have mediated and engaged with social change. In this chapter, I elucidate this 

thesis’ broader observations and findings about religious institutional behaviour, social change, 

and the role of emotive symbols and discourse. This involves constructing a possible schema 

of institutional behaviour with symbolism at its centre. I finish by focussing on the strengths, 

limitations, and future directions of research into symbolism and institutional behaviour. 
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The Literature 

After a thorough search of the previous literature concerning LGBTIQ+ individuals and 

religious institutions (Chapter 2), a series of recurring themes emerged. Primarily, I found an 

overuse of the “agent/institution” binary to describe the relationship between LGBTIQ+ 

individuals and religious institutions. This dichotomisation causes a systemic bias towards the 

creative individual agent as the main initiator of change. Consequently, this results in a number 

of different theoretical treatments and case studies that focus on the potential of this innovative 

agent. The majority of LGBTIQ+ literature celebrates these creative, rational and autonomous 

agents, as they navigate their religious lives (Barringer & Gay, 2017; Beckstead & Morrow, 

2004; Gross, 2008; Levy & Lo, 2013; McQueeney, 2009; Murr, 2013; O'Brien, 2004; Scroggs 

et al., 2018; Wilcox, 2009; Wolokomir, 2006; Yip, 1997a, 1997b, 1999, 2002). The most 

radical expression of this religious independence sees some individuals completely transcend 

organized religion, adapting a whole range of spiritually satisfying solutions to their personal 

circumstances (Wilcox, 2009). Circumscription of unlimited individual agency also appears in 

a series of articles. This is where LGBTIQ+ individuals either willingly accede to conservative 

norms or are forced to conform to institutional norms if they want to continue their allegiance 

to a particular group (Thomas & Olson, 2012a; Trammell, 2015). I argue that this “individualist” 

literature portrays religious institutions as conservative, inert, obstructionist structures, 

incapable of engaging positively with LGBTIQ issues and change generally.  

Congregational and denominational studies of religious institutions and LGBTIQ+ 

issues try to correct the individualist bias of previous research by including important 

sociological elements. Congregational studies concentrate on “local” structural factors, such as 

demography, the composition of the organisation’s membership, the influence of local 

religious leaders and level of education attained by laity, to ascertain a group’s attitude towards 

same-sex issues (Ammerman, 1990, 1997; Gadge et al., 2007; Gadge et al., 2008; Gadge & 
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Wildeman, 2008; Hartman, 1996; Putnam & Campbell, 2012 [2010]; Whitehead, 2013a, 2013b, 

2017a). I have argued in Chapter 2, that much of this work is US-centric and relies heavily on 

theoretical concepts adapted from Sociological Institutionalism. An underlying premise of this 

work is that organisations either rationally adapt to local contingencies through themes such as 

“loose coupling” (Whitehead, 2013b, 2017a) or follow the wider imperative to conform to 

legitimate cultural norms (Brinton & Nee, 1998; DiMaggio & Powell, 1991a, 1991b). For 

example Ammerman (1997), in her study of local groups dealing with change, depicts both 

congregations and individual members rationally adapting to their social contexts. This 

includes some congregations acknowledging the emergence of LGBTIQ+ constituents, 

adapting institutional structures and materials to meet the needs of these potential members. 

Denominational or “macro-level” discussions of religious institutions and LGBTIQ+ issues are 

difficult to locate, especially when trying to uncover an institution’s rationale for its behaviour. 

Examples do exist, particularly involving the Anglican Communion (see. Bates, 2004; Hassett, 

2009; O' Donovan, 2008; Treloar, 2008), the Roman Catholic Church (Jordon, 2000) and the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (Prince, 2019; Quinn, 1996). However, this work 

is historical and less sociological – reading more like investigative journalism, than social 

scientific exposition – but they do provide valuable insights into how religious elites have 

responded to a controversial moral topic, such as same-sex marriage. Nevertheless, if some 

work focuses too heavily on the capabilities of the rational individual to effect change, ‘macro-

level’ historical studies generally erase the individual behind the opaque walls of the institution.  

The theoretical literature that is possibly applicable to exploring religious institutional 

behaviour is split between general theoretical frameworks: the “institutionalisms” or more 

specialist theories like Religious Market Theory. According to Sociological Institutionalism, 

groups conform to community expectations about institutions to garner wider cultural 

legitimacy (Brinton & Nee, 1998; DiMaggio & Powell, 1991a, 1991b). Symbolically 
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conforming to the community expectations is part of institutional change (Friedland & Alford, 

1991). Within the parameters of prevailing structural norms, individuals, whether elite or lay, 

devise congregational and denominational policy. Intraorganisational individuals and factions 

lobby for a course of action based on their interpretation of a religious institution’s immediate 

material interests and the overarching requirements of cultural legitimacy. As shown in the 

case studies (Ammerman, 1997; Becker, 1999; Gadge et al., 2008; Gadge & Wildeman, 2008; 

Whitehead, 2013b, 2017a), individuals or internal groups identify possible responses to social 

change and seek to adjust organisational structures to meet these new circumstances. Change 

is rationally sought to guarantee an organisation’s continuing viability and rational conformity 

to changing cultural norms is seen as key to achieving this outcome. This is a slight variation, 

I suggest, on the creative autonomy identified in the previous literature discussing LGBTIQ+ 

issues and religious institutions, where the central actor rationally engages with its objective 

environment to pursue its material interests and preferences. 

 In Chapter 4, I set out explicitly a methodology based in Critical Discourse Analysis 

and Discourse Historical Analysis as a possible framework for investigating the discursive and 

symbolic aspects of institutional change. Although I did not draw on the framework directly at 

the time of conducting my analysis of the three case studies, I have suggested that DHA may 

provide a helpful set of principles for investigating the discursive aspects of contemporary 

institutional behaviour. Discourse Historical Analysis suggests that texts are sites of entrenched 

cultural biases, consciously and unconsciously, built up over time. Discourses can remain 

dormant, unexpectantly gaining new life by tapping deeply held cultural prejudices and 

reproducing them. Institutional elites use these historically mediated discourses to solidify their 

positions, delineating foes and friends.  Practically, it illustrates that documentary analysis can 

be conducted over a large timeframe and show the mechanisms underlying social discourse 

(Duzgit, 2015; Forchtner, 2011; Vaara, 2014; Wodak, 2011; Wodak & Angouri, 2014; Wodak 
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& Boukala, 2015). Many of DHA’s assumptions coincidently underly this thesis’ methodology. 

Documents are artifacts of the tensions that animate religious institutional responses to social 

change. They are also devices for framing and pursuing purposeful action. By investigating 

large documentary samples or situating data within the larger historical context, I have gained 

a better understanding of how institutions adapt, engage and resist social change through 

symbolic discourses built around controversial social debates, such as same-sex marriage. 

Understanding Religious Institutions, Symbols, Social Change and Pluralism through 

LGBTIQ+ Issues. 

 This thesis has sought to apply a discursive and symbolic approach to analysing 

religious institutional change, pluralism and controversial social change. In particular, it has 

explored how symbols act as multi-functional tools for organisations responding to change. 

“Condensing symbols”, in particular, simultaneously assist religious elites to frame, 

comprehend, mobilise, respond or resist. I turned to neo-Weberians such as Chaves and Kniss, 

Discursive Institutionalists Schmidt and Hay, writers engaging with “moral panic” and Jasper’s 

work on “condensing symbols”. I was able, from these authors, to synthesise a “middle way” 

where religious institutions use symbols and discourse to respond to social change through the 

media.  This was a gradual process and involved a complex analysis of history, theology, 

emotion and symbolism.  

 What follows is a collection of results gleaned from the three discrete case studies at 

the core of this thesis. It provides us with a partial glimpse into contemporary religious 

institutional behaviour under pluralism and how religious authorities have used symbols and 

discourse to manage the effects of change. In all three case studies, all institutions experience 

a period of discursive formation, projection and reassessment. This is a dialogical and incessant 

process where institutions engage and respond to dynamic social change.  



 

182 

 

 Discourse/Symbolic Formation 

The breakdown of “symbolic universes” or “plausibility structures” (Berger, 1969a, 

1969b; Berger & Luckmann, 1971), the disintegration of a “policy paradigm” (Hay, 2001, 2006) 

and the onset of a moral panic/crusade (Cohen, 2011; Fejes, 2008; Garland, 2008; Goode & 

Ben-Yehuda, 1994; Gusfield, 1972; Jenkins, 1992; Tettey, 2016; Thompson, 1998) all portend 

a lack of suitable ideational mechanisms to deal with broader social changes. Pre-existing 

symbolic tropes are rendered inoperative because of the rapidity of social change. For the 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, the Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney and the 

Society of Friends, LGBTIQ+ issues have precipitated a reassessment of their pre-existing 

“policy paradigms”, in one way or another. I argue that these periods of discursive/symbolic 

formation are far from uniform, and each institution has responded in their own time, with their 

own symbols and with varying degrees of success. However, each has responded to protect 

their institutional authority and position in society.  

In times of discursive formation, institutional paralysis grips many religious elites. I 

suggest that LGBTIQ+ issues have caused a period of “institutional crisis” (Hay, 2001, 2006) 

and “moral panic” for various religious organisation. Latter-Day Saints leaders were then 

forced to confront LGBTIQ+ issues and render them sensible for a Church audience in the 

1970s. Failure to do so, would mean a severe loss of prestige and authority. This is why 

powerful condensing symbols such as “Satan”, “agency” and the “family” were crucial to 

formulating a resonant symbolic discourse. These symbols allowed leaders to display their 

charismatic abilities through Church media, solidifying their continuing leadership and 

institutional stability. Leaders symbolically illustrate their power over a diversifying world and 

assert their hegemony over the Church, in effect reducing the possibility of internecine inter-

organizational conflict described by Chaves (1993a, 1993b, 1994, 1999) and Kniss (1997) by 

facilitating an appropriate organisational “paradigm shift.”. In the course of the research, I 
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identified two shifts inside the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints caused by same-sex 

attraction. For example, in Latter-Day Saints’ magazine materials in 1995, the debate between 

conservative James Faust (Faust, 1995) and reformist Dallin Oaks (Oaks, 1995) over the issue 

of same-sex attraction, is symptomatic of  a “paradigm shift,”  where elite entrepreneurs 

attempt to mediate broader social changes through Latter-Day Saint symbols. I have suggested 

that this debate emerged as wider societal norms liberalized in the US. Ultimately, Oaks 

succeeded in implanting a new narrative concerning same-sex marriage among Latter-Day 

Saints. This new discourse or paradigm, I argued in Chapter Four, reduced tensions between 

the Church and society by adopting a more conciliatory tone towards change. Oaks 

reformulated the previous conservative symbolic narrative designed to insulate the Church 

from changing social norms. Emphasising new tropes and discourses, Oaks tries to reinterpret 

Latter-Day Saint symbols to reduce the feelings of “crisis” that surround the issue of same-sex 

attraction. The success of this “paradigm shift” is shown by the decreasing salience of same-

sex attraction in Church magazines and the fading of satanic references. This example is also 

an illustration of how intra-organisational factions seek to dominate a particular organisational 

structure similar to the behaviour uncovered by Chaves (1999) and Kniss (1997); it also shows 

how some religious institutions have creatively sought to reconcile changing social norms and 

Church prerogatives.  

The Latter-Day Saints’ engagement with same-sex marriage follows a different pattern. 

Unlike the protracted unease caused by same-sex attraction in 1970s, the Church’s response 

initially was fairly muted. In Chapter Four, I have suggested that this positive response is 

because Church policy and community norms in the early 2000s regarding same-sex marriage 

were fairly similar. The Church’s confidence continued into the 2000s, as a number of judicial 

and governmental decisions further restricted same-sex marriage across the US. I argued that 

the infrequent references to “Satan”, and the increasing relevance of the “family” as a 
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condensing symbol, is a symptom of a policy of engagement with society to defeat marriage 

equality. "Family" appealed to a broad audience. Similar to the Church’s campaign against the 

Equal Rights Amendment in the late 1970s, the condensing symbol of “the family” was used 

to mobilise a broad coalition outside the Church, but also to defuse Latter-Day Saint 

apprehension concerning public engagement. However, the Church’s support for California’s 

Proposition 8 in 2008 proved to be a public relations nightmare. This was compounded by 

increasing legalization of same-sex marriage across the US after 2010. Church magazines 

began to mirror the hostile secular environment. Church-specific symbols and the “condensing 

symbol” of Satan re-emerge in Church documents. This re-emergence represents an 

institutional crisis and moral panic regarding same-sex marriage. Leaders redeployed the 

Church’s symbolic tropes to reveal this policy of resistance and tension up to, and beyond, the 

US Supreme Court’s 2015 decision legalizing same-sex marriage across the United States. In 

this example, the crisis grew precipitously as societal norms and Church norms diverged. 

Same-sex attraction and marriage have been particular symbolic problems for the 

conservative Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney throughout its history (Hilliard, 1997; Porter, 

2011). Differing from the Latter-Day Saints, the Archdiocese has been perpetually gripped by 

the moral panic around LGBTIQ+ issues, while using them extensively as a symbolic device 

to pursue its social agendas. The very emotionality, I argue, released by this subsuming moral 

panic has been functionally desirable, both internally and externally. Sydney’s “crisis” has 

helped it act as “moral entrepreneur” within the Anglican communion to assert its authority 

and in the broader Australian community to ensure its place as an important social institution. 

By fostering an atmosphere of moral panic around the condensing symbols of “same-sex 

attraction” and “marriage”, Sydney Anglican leaders played the role of public “moral 

entrepreneur” in Australia’s newspapers. This is particularly true of Sydney Anglican leaders 

and their campaign against liberals within the Anglican Communion. This conflict is similar to 
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the intra-organisational fracas theorised by Chaves (1993a, 1993b, 1994, 1999) and Kniss 

(1997). Each combatant is speaking the same “symbolic language”;  arguments arise over the 

exact meaning of the various symbols among intra-organisational factions. This involves 

broader notions of history, culture, theology and authority. In their internal moral crusade, the 

leaders of the Anglican Archdiocese were successful in formulating a symbolic narrative based 

on the Bible to publicly resist change and vanquish competitors. 

In Chapter 6 I hypothesised, through a reading of Sydney Anglicanism’s history, culture and 

authority, that the group has always been predisposed to see any form of moral liberalisation 

as threatening to its institutional integrity and cultural legitimacy. Like Latter-Day Saints, 

Sydney Anglican leaders began their official public engagement with same-sex attraction as 

Western societal norms began to shift in the 1970s  (see Ethics and Social Questions Committee, 

1973). Sydney Anglican leaders authored a Bible-centric discourse, which simultaneously 

asserted the Archdiocese’s role as moral guardian and facilitated discussion of the issue. 

Interestingly, Sydney Anglicanism’s official position remained unchanged for a long time. 

However, the threat of theological and political liberalism gradually increased and exploded in 

the late 1990’s with “Resolution 1.10”, which attempted to moderate between conservatives 

and progressives within the broader Anglican Communion. This initiated an era of feverish 

intra-organisational conflict in the early 2000s. Sydney’s response was swift, public and 

uncompromising. Through Australia’s media, Sydney’s leadership sought to fight liberalism 

within the Church around LGBTIQ issues. This led to among other things, attacking the 

Anglican Communion’s moderate leaders, confronting overt liberalism within the US wing of 

the Church and mobilising conservative forces. To achieve the latter, Sydney proclaimed its 

leadership of “true Anglicanism” in public and used condensing symbols drawn from 

conservative evangelicalism to make emotive appeals to sympathisers across the Church. I 

argued in Chapter Five that Sydney leaders were largely successful in delaying or stopping 
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further liberalisation in the Church, also allaying fears within their own ranks that liberalism 

would triumph over Bible-believing Anglicans. This was achieved through public displays of 

symbolic competency and appropriate condensing symbols.  

 Because of the liberal Religious Society of Friends’ unique institutional history, internal 

culture and identity, paradigm shift takes a particular form. Broadly speaking, this is because 

of the organisation’s entrenched political and social liberalism. It also sets it apart from the 

conservative Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints and the Anglican Archdiocese of 

Sydney. Because of liberal Quakerism’s uniqueness, attempting to find theoretical 

commonalities between the three organisations is difficult. Therefore, in the liberal Quaker 

example, the causes and effect of paradigm shift, moral entrepreneurism and symbolism are 

distinctive. The small size of the group and documentary sample also means that historical 

analysis features prominently in this case study. In my research, I identified a series of recurring 

tropes used throughout Quaker history to engage with the wider world. Notions such as “Light-

within”, “progressive revelation”, “call to activism”, and “Quaker testimonies” have been 

continually reformulated to help the group adjust to broader social change. However, I would 

argue that, unlike the purely reactive “panics” experienced by the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-Day Saints and the Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney, liberal Quakers immerse 

themselves in change, by actively pursuing reform. Liberal Quakers have repeatedly created 

symbolic discourses around LGBTIQ+ issues that place them at the forefront of social change. 

This helped liberal Quakers establish a cohesive identity around social activism.  

 Engaging with social change, liberal Quakers originally approached the issue of same-

sex attraction and law reform from the perspective of equality, justice and antidiscrimination. 

Liberal Quakerism’s history and culture predisposes the group towards political progressivism. 

Symbols are still integral to coping with social change and help liberal Quakers dialogically 

formulate responses; paradigm shifts are viewed as a necessary ingredient of change. Because 
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of the historical novelty of the same-sex attraction debate in the late 1950s and 1960s, British 

liberal Quakers needed to create a collection of preliminary symbols to understand, engage and 

respond to the issue. Moral entrepreneurism takes a more active role in the liberal Quaker 

example. Moral anxieties, if they are present, emerge because the liberal Quakers are not 

accomplishing their progressive goals. In short, society refuses to change. Meanwhile liberal 

Quakers, as a creedless and liberal religious group, benefit from the practice of activism and 

symbolic mediation. This whole process of constant engagement promotes solidarity and 

institutional stability. The dissonance between the Religious Society of Friends and society 

regarding same-sex issues is not unexpected. The tensions are a site of “prophetic witness” 

around social policies such as LGBTIQ+ issues. Entrepreneurs inspire progressive change for 

society to emulate. Proactivity and activism, being ahead of society, offers significant gains for 

a group like Liberal Quakers and promotes institutional cohesion in the face of pervasive 

pluralism.  

 Projection 

“Projection” follows the creative period of “paradigm shift” (see, Hay, 2001; Hay, 

2006). During a “shift” the rudiments of an organisation’s symbolic response is formalised. 

This may mean changing an organisation’s “plausibility structures” to meet a new context or a 

more radical approach. A “panic” causes a fundamental reappraisal of how the institution 

understands and negotiates “the world”. This period of engagement and response was seen in 

all three case studies, in institutionally unique ways. A religious organisation’s response is 

predicated on its history, culture, and pre-existing symbols and discourses. Symbols allow an 

organisation’s elite to “rationally” and dialectically interact with the changing world. This 

process is best summarized by Schmidt’s description of relational rationality:  

agents are rational in a thinking manner: they also pursue their goals in accordance with their beliefs about 

the facts but – as already noted – they are not only able to think, say, and act but also to think about their 

thoughts, reflect upon their actions, state their intentions, alter their actions as a result of their thoughts 
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about their actions, and say what they are thinking of doing and change their minds in response to 

persuasion by others regarding what they are thinking, saying, and doing (Schmidt, 2010, p. 17). 

The management of a “paradigm shift” by institutional entrepreneurs involves not only the 

diagnosis of the “problem” symbolically in an atmosphere of panic, but also a willingness to 

engage purposefully to achieve desirable ends. Moral panic literature illustrates how certain 

“villains” become the embodiment of evil (Goode & Ben-Yehuda, 1994; Thompson, 1998). 

Nevertheless, I have found that religious institutional engagement with pluralism requires 

constant adjustment and the mobilisation of a wider audience, through dynamic and multi-

tiered condensing symbols.  

  Projection is the process of leaving the sanctuary of one’s “symbolic universe” and 

actively confronting alternative meanings, symbols and agendas beyond the institution. This is 

the public face of symbolic mediation I identified in newspapers, church magazines, letters to 

parliament and policy documents. It is when crisis becomes confrontation. Religious elites 

attempt to flex and project their authoritative muscle through public debates about topics such 

as same-sex attraction and marriage. This requires, I argue, the operationalisation of the 

emotive power released by a panic, first inside a group, then hopefully transferring to a wider 

public audience through “moral shock”. Moral shock is “…when an event or situation raises 

such a sense of outrage in people that they become inclined toward political action, even in the 

absence of a network of contacts” (Jasper & Poulsen, 1995, p. 498). To increase the chance of 

public success, “condensing symbols” allow various institutional entrepreneurs to reach the 

widest audience and pursue their preferred agenda regarding social change. It means 

dialogically connecting an organisation’s internal paradigm to the broader social environment. 

As discursive institutionalist Vivian Schmidt argues: 

The interactive processes of discourse may also exert a causal influence beyond what discourse does in 
representing ideas. Most generally, discourse serves not just to express one set of actors’ strategic interests 

or normative values but also to persuade others of the necessity and/or appropriateness of a given course 

of action (Schmidt, 2008, p. 312). 
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 All the organisations I investigated show signs of concerted public efforts to engage the 

wider forces of social change through symbols after a period of discursive formation. Each 

attempted to “project” their authority and relevance in different ways at different times. As 

illustrated above and in Chapter Four, leaders within the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day 

Saints used official magazines to mobilise their sympathisers against the Equal Rights 

Amendment and marriage equality in the US. In Chapter 5, the Anglican Archdiocese of 

Sydney ambitiously made their case against same-sex marriage in Australia’s secular media. 

Unlike its intra-organisational campaign against liberalism inside the Anglican Communion, 

Sydney Anglicanism’s interventions were unsuccessful because they seemingly failed to sway 

public opinion against marriage equality. Its “condensing symbols” built around secular 

liberalism, for strategic reasons, did not resonate. The case of the liberal Religious Society of 

Friends (Quakers) is different to the other two conservative organisations, and their course of 

action was far more subtle. This is because, arguably, liberal Quakers are always projecting 

outward as a cornerstone of their corporate identity. In the “projection” phase, I suggest, the 

three organisations analysed try to project their influence over LGBTIQ+ debates, through the 

use of emotive “condensing symbols”. These symbols contain multiple meanings depending 

on the respondent, allow for symbolic substitutions that camouflage the author’s true intent 

(Jenkins, 1992) and function as a discursive bridge between disparate actors. This has the added 

benefit of displaying an institution’s continuing authority and relevance in a pluralistic world. 

 Through a content analysis of Latter-Day Saint magazines, I located two major periods 

of  “projection.” The first episode immediately follows the crisis over same-sex attraction in 

the 1970s. The symbolic discourses allowed elites to enter the wider social debate about the 

Equal Rights Amendment in the 1970s and 1980s, which was seen by conservative groups as 

a threat to traditional gender norms. Latter-Day Saint leaders projected their power and 

authority outward to defeat the Amendment. The “family” is used as a powerful condensing 
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symbol to unite diverse individuals to a common cause. Leaders utilise the underlying “shock” 

that change may cause to mobilise and project outward. Family, as a condensing symbol, is 

“visceral and powerful because our experiences with our own families we have known are 

highly emotional” (Lakoff, 2006, p. 67). Family’s broad appeal and multidimensionality fitted 

Latter-Day Saint beliefs to a myriad of other alternative meanings. The Amendment itself 

became a “condensing symbol” in its own right. Church leaders simultaneously elevated it to 

an emotive “moral” issue and constructed an elaborate web of symbolic substitutions that 

connected secular and Latter-Day Saint anxieties about the Equal Rights Amendment. 

Because of our serious concern, we urge our people to join actively with other citizens who share our 

concerns and who are engaged in working to reject this measure on the basis of its threat to the moral 

climate of the future (The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, 1980). 

The second episode, already discussed, of Latter-Day Saint “projection” involves the 

emergence of marriage equality in many Western countries post-2000. Once again, the “Family” 

is a central symbolic plank in the campaign against reform. However, the symbol’s meaning 

changes from its 1980s iteration. Since the 1995 “crisis ” regarding same-sex attraction, Latter-

Day Saint Leaders, at least publicly, recognised that LGBTIQ+ individuals were part of Latter-

Day Saint families (Holland, 2007; Price, 2005; Withheld, 2009). As outlined previously, 

another feature of Church discourse that reinforces the “projecting” power of “family” is the 

near disappearance of “Satan” as a condensing symbol denoting a barrier between society and 

the organisation. Around condensing symbols, such as the family, the Church was actively 

cultivating an atmosphere receptive to Latter-Day Saint public engagement. This was in an 

attempt to mobilise Church resources, and that of sympathisers, against the legalization of 

same-sex marriage. Unfortunately for leaders, they were not successful in this endeavour and 

this presaged a new period of paradigm shift and panic. 

 The Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney’s attempts at public engagement and projection 

through symbols, I argue, were at best, inconsistent. Sydney Anglicanism is the only example 
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in the study where the organisation is explicitly pursuing its goals publicly from the very 

beginning. In The Age, The Australian and The Sydney Morning Herald, Sydney Anglican 

leaders are adamantly making direct claims to intra-organisational claims against liberalism 

and public claims against marriage equality identified in the second phase of public activism 

after 2009.  

 Difficulties arise for Sydney Anglican leaders when they attempt to enter the Australian 

debate over marriage equality. Leaders could not use the same biblical and cultural symbols 

deployed in their intra-organisational campaign against liberal Anglicans. Because of the 

secular nature of contemporary Australian society (Bouma, 2006), such biblically inspired 

symbols, such as the Bible, have little force. Sydney needed to rely on a completely new set of 

condensing symbols and rhetorical tropes to gain credibility. Using the language and 

symbolism of liberalism prevented Sydney leaders from achieving seamless symbolic 

substitutions, but it did allow them to enter the public debate between 2015 and 2017. Themes 

of “equality” sat awkwardly with Church derived concepts. Sydney Anglican leaders failed in 

making a broad emotional appeal through the condensing symbols of “freedom” because these 

remain contested and multidimensional throughout the 2017 campaign. Lakoff aptly 

summarises Sydney Anglicanism predicament when forced to publicly adopt the mantle of 

liberalism: 

As will become clear, freedom, like any other social and political concept, is composed of frames and 

metaphors. It is also what is called an ‘essentially contested concept’: there will always be radical 

disagreement about it. It has an uncontested core we all agree on. But it is a vague freedom: all the 

important blanks remain to be filled in (Lakoff, 2006, p. 15). 

This contestability assails Sydney throughout their campaign against marriage equality. It 

is apparent, I suggest, that because of the multiple meanings housed within symbols such as 

“freedom of conscience” or “freedom of religion”, the Church was prevented from projecting 

their power and authority over the campaign. Unlike the Latter-Day Saints, they failed to 

emotively mobilise a wider audience through rhetorical and symbolic appeals. The use of 
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political liberalism as the basis for their campaign reinforced perceptions that duplicity and 

self-interest dogged Sydney’s leaders throughout the campaign. In fact, I argue, that the “moral 

panic” and “shock” caused by same-sex marriage did not mature into a stable and “useable” 

symbolic discourse. Sydney Anglicanism was discursively crippled, disallowing them from 

formulating the right range of symbols that would assist them in making “rational” decisions. 

Sydney failed to illustrate continuing authority, power and relevance through “projection”.  

The Religious Society of Friends’ prophetic self-concept is quintessentially connected to its 

public image. Liberal Quakerism, as a creedless organisation, has drawn immense strength 

from its public practices and stances. Projection into the public sphere has special significance 

and consequences for liberal Quakers. I suggest that crisis emerges when a fissure irrupts 

between the organisation’s high ideals and society’s inability to live up to them. Differing from 

conservative groups, such as Latter-Day Saints and Sydney Anglicans, when formulating an 

appropriate symbolic narrative and series of condensing symbols, liberal Quakers are at a 

distinct advantage because of their tradition of activism and similarities between the group’s 

norms and secular liberalism. Quaker notions of the “Light-Within” chime well with 

contemporary notions of individualism. Quakers need not undertake extensive rhetorical and 

symbolic substitutions to gain a receptive audience. In many ways, liberal Quakerism sanctifies 

many of political liberalism’s ideals. In the example of the Australian marriage equality debate, 

Liberal Quakerism’s own symbolic use of “conscientious objection” and “religious freedom 

places ostensibly liberal concepts within the religious ideology of the group”. Liberal Quakers 

put forward a series of historically and religiously credible interpretations of “religious freedom” 

that authoritatively challenged conservative symbolic narrative.  



 

193 

 

 Reassessment  

 Institutional engagement, negotiation, response or resistance to social change and 

controversial topics is dialogical. Each institutional elite is trying to predict and respond to 

another’s symbolic or discursive “projections”. However, this is an asymmetrical process; 

responses are not always immediate because organisations possess differing amounts of 

cultural authority. I contend that each party must undertake a period of reassessment after 

projecting into the wider public sphere. This involves numerous factors. Firstly, a religious 

organisation must engage with the substance of a rival’s discourse and symbols in public, 

comparing them to their own. On this information, an institution may choose further dialogue, 

strategically withdraw or devolve back into a period of “crisis”. Discursive institutionalist 

Colin Hay describes this dialogical process: 

…change is seen to reside in the relationship between actors and the context in which they find themselves, 

between institutional “architects,” institutional subjects, and institutional environments. More specifically, 

institutional change is understood in terms of the interaction between strategic conduct and the strategic 

context within which it is conceived, and in the later unfolding of its consequences, both intended and 

unintended (Hay, 2006, p. 64). 

This “open-endedness” is vital. It erases the previously static image of religious institutions as 

solid and unitary. Interconnected with society, multiple factors bear down on institutional elites 

as they attempt to minimize the effects of crisis and optimize their public influence through 

public fora. “Reassessment” is initiated not only by the immediate dialogical relationship 

between participating actors, but uncontrollable structural factors as well. Changes in society’s 

legislative, judicial, political and other cultural norms can irrupt the parameters of a debate.  

 I found numerous examples of this “reassessing” in the three case studies. Latter-Day 

Saint responses to the gradual legalization of marriage equality after 2009 is a prescient 

example. Despite attempts at forestalling same-sex marriage through discursively and 

symbolically mobilising sympathisers, legal and judicial decisions between 2010 and 2015 

irreversibly changed the debate. The legalization of same-sex marriage made Latter-Day Saint 
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leaders reassess the symbols they were using before precipitating a “paradigm shift,” leading 

to a period of retrenchment and hostility. After reappraising the Church’s position relative to a 

rapidly changing public sphere, condensing symbols, such as “Satan,” began to re-emerge in 

magazine narratives. "Satan" signified the increasing tensions between the Church and the 

numerous judicial and legislative decisions that culminated in the US Supreme Court in 2015. 

Chapter Four found that the re-emergence of "Satan" around the issue of same-sex marriage 

had a particular intra-organisational function. The Church, in a seemingly perilous social 

atmosphere, used "Satan" as a condensing symbol to reconcile internal factions and unite 

members behind the organisation’s leaders. 

 Sydney Anglicanism’s fortunes were more volatile. The inability of Sydney leaders to 

symbolically engage a wider society meant that the Church underwent a continuous cycle of 

symbolic formulation, projection and reassessment. In deciding to enter the public debate about 

marriage equality in Australian, leaders within the Anglican Archdiocese entered an emotional 

and dynamic campaign. Because of the campaign’s sensitive and moral nature, it always risked 

polarization. Sydney’s uncompromising position always threatened to decrease goodwill 

towards the institution, leading to polarization and a breakdown in dialogue. The Church’s 

adoption of liberal concepts can be seen as an attempt to promote dialogue. Sydney Anglican 

leaders not only had to “translate” institutional policies and agendas into the language of 

liberalism, they needed to constantly assimilate multiple competing interpretations of the same 

language. Despite the Church using symbols that conformed to the norms of the debate, it 

perpetually seemed stuck in the “formulation” stage. The Church’s agenda, rapidity of the 

debate and the variety of participants of the debate, prevented leaders from coming up with 

appropriate condensing symbols or achieving a paradigm shift. The Church, unlike liberal 

Quakers who see constant “reassessment” as a welcome feature of social change, was stuck in 

a cycle of crisis and reexamination, with no discursive stability. Without this consistency, the 
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Church could not conceivably form adequate responses to rivals or act rationally to pursue 

institutional agenda.  Sydney Anglicanism’s lack of success in the 2017 marriage equality 

campaign caused them to sink into crisis and protective seclusion around the symbolic issue of 

“religious freedom.” The symbolism of “religious freedom” signifies the Church’s, and 

religious conservatives' in general, disappointment at the campaign’s outcome. This symbol 

was used to reclaim the Church’s position within the Anglican Communion and disengage from 

secular society.  

Success, Failure and What it Takes in the Modern World  

Throughout this thesis I have tried to offer an interpretation of how contemporary religious 

organisations have understood, engaged with, responded to or resisted social change and 

pluralism through symbols. The three case studies are unique; institutional behaviour is filtered 

through complex cultural histories and social standings. Immersion in contemporary life is 

inevitable for these venerable cultural icons. However, can we definitively say that a religious 

institution has successful adapted to modern contingencies, especially if they resist change? 

Fundamentally, I have argued that institutions use symbols to create elaborate narratives to 

engage and negotiate rapidly changing societies or controversial issues. This for better or worse, 

means that religious institutions must be open to the forces of pluralism. Symbolic discourses 

and “condensing symbols” are particularly suited to this dynamic process. Their emotional 

“baggage” is also part of their charm “…when an event or situation raises such a sense of 

outrage in people that they become inclined toward political action, even in the absence of a 

network of contacts” (Jasper & Poulsen, 1995, p. 498). Instead of the elaborate “symbolic 

universes” of old that legitimated a religious authority, one forceful symbol can achieve the 

same outcome: 

A rich condensing symbol will attract members (although it might repel others); a weak one will leave 

them indifferent. The symbols themselves are multireference because they connote different levels of 

cultural meaning, or different cultural meanings within a single level. A powerful symbol can lend 
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credibility to an explicit argument by connoting the implicit assumptions embedded in worldviews and 

common sense (Jasper, 1997, p. 160). 

As to what guarantees success and presages failure, it is difficult to pass judgement. 

Moral panic and crisis might be natural outgrowths of an issue’s controversial nature. The 

Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints, the Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney and the 

liberal Archdiocese of Sydney went through a creative “panic” period in which they 

intraorganisationally attempted to symbolically frame same-sex attraction and marriage, 

rendering them reasonable. Secondly, each tried to reach the public sphere through various 

media to project their power, authority and relevance. Each organisation symbolically 

formulated a position and “rationally” pursued their agendas. The Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-Day Saints succeeded in continuing their long waltz of engagement and retrenchment 

with the US mainstream, despite ultimately losing the marriage equality debate. The 

outcome of the Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney’s conflict with liberal Anglicans inside the 

Communion was mixed. In the short-term, the Sydney Church established itself as a 

representative of conservative evangelicalism within the Anglican Communion; 

nevertheless, the Communion’s decentered power structures and internal diversity makes it 

difficult for any bloc to assert itself over another. Sydney’s biblical symbolism was an 

unsuccessful attempt to legitimate their dominance over this natural diversity. Conversely, 

Sydney’s 2017 skirmish against Australian marriage equality was a failure. Its symbols and 

discourses did not resonate or mobilise critical sympathisers. This failure suggests another 

characteristic of religious institutional engagement with pluralism and controversial issues. 

Crises and reassessment could be an insoluble feature of religious institutional engagement 

with pluralism, especially among conservative groups. Sydney’s failure to symbolically 

understand, negotiate, respond or resist marriage equality, reignited a crisis of meaning and 

purpose. The lessons of the Religious Society of Friends cannot be framed as “success” or 

“failure”. Discursive or symbolic engagement with the world is integral to the life and 
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survival of the group. Their actions around same-sex attraction and marriage is an instance 

of liberal Quakers living out their corporate identity as God’s prophetic vanguard. 

Condensing symbols and alike are a versatile means to a prophetic end for liberal Quakers. 

For contemporary religious institutions, symbols are vehicles for communicating and 

imputing meaning. Through public campaigns over same-sex marriage, institutions are 

mediating the crises of change and then formulating a “paradigmatic” response. This 

outcome may not be an elite’s preferred one; however, the very act of participating or 

projecting into public debates exposes a religious institution to change, holding out the 

possibility of structural evolution. Appropriate condensing symbols connect these 

institutions to the ocean of history and situate them as discursive creatures capable of 

rational adaption or grudging reconciliation to pluralism  

At a structural level, elites within the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints and the 

Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney made repeated attempts to illustrate their religious 

authority, institutional power and continuing cultural relevance through engaging public 

debates like same-sex marriage. There is considerable difference between hierocratic church 

polities that mark the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints and the Anglican 

Archdiocese of Sydney, and the liberalism of the Religious Society of Friends. However, 

each is trying to imprint religious institutional authority on broader social change. Within 

the liberal Society of Friends, organisational authority is diffused across individual members 

and decision-making is consensual; public expressions of religious authority in the media 

are essentially the membership’s “collective will”. Religious authority within these three 

organisation facilitates different outcomes. Symbolic mediation of social change for elites 

inside highly stratified groups helps reinforce the status-quo.  Responding to change and 

shepherding an organisations successfully through pluralism, allows an elite to display its 

continuing relevance, reducing the corrosive effects of pluralism on an organisation’s 
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structure and legitimating its “symbolic universe”. In creedless groups like the Religious 

Society of Friends, symbolic mediation, coupled with the practice of social activism, 

stimulates institutional loyalties. Successful engagement with social change validates the 

groups identity. Nevertheless, the conclusions drawn from the Religious Society of Friends 

are only tentative because of the group’s unique internal culture and history. The emotive 

force of condensing symbols promotes further loyalty to an organisation. It is crucial that 

the stages of crisis, projection and reassessment are not reified in the course of analysis. This 

process may not occur sequentially, but concurrently and rapidly. This reflects the nature of 

pluralism and this thesis’ stated objective of overcoming the previously staid application of 

the “individual/structural” dichotomy.  

Limitations  

 Through the course of developing this thesis, a variety of limitations became apparent. 

Difficulties of a methodological nature affected how I approached the three data samples. In 

the case of the Latter-Day Saints, a large archive of material was publicly available online. This 

enabled me to conduct a thorough content analysis. Through the use of publicly available 

newspapers, I was able to capture how Sydney Anglicanism’s conservative elite conducted two 

campaigns against liberalism. However, I was unable to locate a suitable cache of documents 

that would have enabled the investigation of Sydney Anglicanism’s internal discussions about 

same-sex marriage, and the conflict between the Archdiocese conservative establishment and 

liberal groups. The analysis of Sydney Anglicanism and the 2017 marriage equality campaign 

was complex. Although each side, Church and secular society, used a common set of 

“condensing symbols” to pursue their respective programs, their numerous meanings precluded 

a “straightforward” content analysis. Thematic analysis overcomes many of these obstacles. 

Nevertheless, the graphical power of a content analysis was sadly lost. The contours of the 
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debate had to be stitched together across a vast and complicated sample, with “holes” in data 

closed through contextualizing the organisation’s behaviour in broader socio-political events. 

Liberal Quakerism’s numerical size, global diversity and the lack of a suitably large trove of 

public media meant that I was forced to extrapolate my observations from my extensive 

historical knowledge of the group. Key documents from liberal Quakerism’s history discussing 

same-sex attraction and marriage provided “snapshots” or paradigmatic moments. Armed with 

this knowledge, I investigated how these symbolic discourses motivated institutional responses. 

Official letters published by the Australian Yearly Meeting concerning marriage equality were 

crucial. These methodological problems highlight that, although historical research is a 

necessary component of this religious institutional research, access to a large and vibrant data 

sample allow more nuanced analysis. 

The second major observation concerns a weakness present in the thesis’ theoretical 

framework. The use of “moral shock”, “panic” and “paradigm shift” to describe initial 

engagement with emotive symbolic issues about social change is more suitable for 

investigation of conservative institutions. The presence of intra-organisational tension between 

centralised conservative groups makes the identification of “condensing” symbols easier. 

Demographically and ideologically homogeneous groups are also harder to analyse because 

they do not seem to have the requisite inner structural antagonisms that promote panics or 

shocks, which generate the process of symbolic narration.  

There are also the much broader issues as to whether my theoretical formulation does the 

data justice. There is always the risk, for a researcher, that the indiscriminate application of 

theory may mean that key data is missed or our theoretical lens distorts a rich sample we are 

attempting to analyse. This goes right to heart of one of this thesis’ central aims. In trying to 

offer a discursive “third way” to analysing contemporary religious structures and controversial 

social change, I do not preclude the possibility that other theoretical frameworks exist. 
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Furthermore same-sex attraction and marriage might be two issues, among many, that may 

illustrate how symbolic discourses are one method that religious institutions adapt to change.  

Future Directions 

 The theoretical framework and observations made in this thesis portend a number of 

other future applications. Discursive analysis, using concepts like condensing symbols, could 

be expanded to include other large contemporary religious institutions. For instance, analysis 

of the intersection between religious institutions, same-sex marriage, pluralism and social 

change could be extended to the Catholic Church or possibly other non-Christian organisations. 

I suggest that this would depend on a sufficiently large sample of publicly available media and 

an understanding of the selected organisation’s historical evolution. Including an appreciation 

of its internal political, cultural and theological norms would sensitise it to any initial “panic” 

or “shock” necessary for engagement.  

Conclusion  

How do societies change? How do ideas and cultural factors encourage this process? 

With these broad questions framing this thesis, I have attempted to answer two foundational 

questions: How have contemporary religious institutions used symbols and discourse, through 

public and church media, to understand, negotiate, respond and, in many cases, resist social 

change? And, How have changes in social norms for same-sex attraction and marriage affected 

religious institutions in their interactions with broader society? Through a combination of 

historical research and sociological theory, this thesis tries to uncover how religious institutions 

use emotive condensing symbols to understand, negotiate, respond or resist controversial social 

changes. I unearthed a complicated history of dialogue, exchange and activism. Each 

institutional response and posture depended on its particular culture, history, theology and 
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interpretation of contemporary society. Using the case studies of the Church of Jesus Christ of 

Latter-Day Saints, the Anglican Archdiocese of Sydney and liberal Quakerism, I have been 

able to show how institutions have used symbolic means to purposefully engage and formulate 

policies in diverse contemporary environments. This fundamentally arises out of a disparity 

between an organisation’s existing paradigms and discourses. Each case is different and 

depends on unique institutional and environmental factors. I have discovered that public or 

organisational media are central to this process. Emotive condensing symbols allow 

organisational elites to appeal to wider audiences, formulate powerful framing messages and 

engage the public sphere. A process of discursive/symbolic formulation, projection and 

reassessment characterises groups as they engage with the world. Crucially, this is cyclical and 

incessant. Each new event causes a fresh round of dialogue and “rational” assessment. This is 

based on an institution’s unique culture, social standing and a constantly evolving society, 

which is never fully subdued. 

Fundamentally, I suggest that these symbols are potent contemporary substitutes for the 

unitary “symbolic universes” that once legitimated traditional religious authority. As in a moral 

panic, powerful condensing symbols act as rallying points for religious groups and their 

sympathisers. Religious institutions, and their elites, use the emotive power of issues, such as 

same-sex marriage – but also abortion and pornography – to discursively adapt an institution 

to broader social forces. These responses may also involve resistance. Crucially, condensing 

symbols are the multi-purpose tool which help frame a response in culturally resonant ways, 

connect with their surroundings and “transmit” information back and forth through the media. 

In this way, this theoretical lens overcomes the conventional reliance on the “action/structure” 

binary because institutions are simultaneously enmeshed in an infinite web of discursive 

relationships and behaviour is contingent on the responses of numerous other entities. Religious 

institutions are not solid structures, but porous actors in dialogue with the society around them, 
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forever adapting and responding to change through actively engaging in social debates, such 

as the recent public discussions concerning same-sex marriage.   
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