Why the True Church
Cannot Be Perfect
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In an August 2008 letter to Brigham Young University’s student
newspaper, a disgruntled student (who believed campus Republi-
cans were deflating his car tires because of his Obama bumper
sticker) made this inadvertently revealing statement: “I do realize
that although the church itself is perfect, the people in it are defi-
nitely not.”! He was right about the members, of course, but his
naive assumption that the Church is perfect is as illuminating as it
is pervasive among Latter-day Saints. It is also fundamentally inac-
curate. Indeed, I suspect that this misconception lies at the heart
of many of the struggles the Church and its members find them-
selves facing in our increasingly complex and information-satu-
rated world.

Some members, when confronted with incontrovertible evi-
dence that the Church, its history, and its leaders are not perfect,
arrive at an unexpected crisis of faith, and some of them conclude
that because the Church is obviously not as perfect as they have
perhaps been led to believe, it cannot be true either. On the other
side of the ledger, because of the wealth of information available
on the internet (some of it accurate and some not), the institu-
tional Church faces increasing challenges in its effort to credibly
portray itself and its history in the radiant light it has attempted to
establish over the years. Indeed, the institution finds itself having
to deal with certain topics and events that it would probably prefer
to just sidestep. But, since we are now living in an extended “Mor-
mon moment,” this is hardly possible.

The threefold purpose of this essay, then, is to examine the
fallacious belief that the true Church must also be perfect, to
show that this belief is damaging to Church members and to the

94



Terry: Why the True Church Cannot Be Perfect 95

organization itself, and to suggest a more realistic and less stress-
ful understanding of the Lord’s work in our day.

The Church as a Living Organism

At the heart of this fallacy may lie nothing more than a super-
ficial understanding of the organization. Now and then, for in-
stance, I hear people make the claim that the Church is perfect be-
cause it was revealed by the Lord. What these individuals un-
doubtedly mean is that the Church is perfect because its basic or-
ganizational structure is dictated by revelation, either in canon-
ized scripture or, more recently, through inspiration to the presi-
dent of the Church.

In one sense, their assertion may be true—the Church is in-
deed “built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Je-
sus Christ himself being the chief corner stone” (Eph. 2:20)—but,
in a more practical sense, when we speak of the Church we are not
really referring to an organizational chart. The Church is not just
a sterile, conceptual structure. Any organization—the Church in-
cluded—is a living, changing entity, an organism, as it were, com-
posed not just of a hierarchical structure, but also of imperfect
people, of an evolving culture, and of certain foundational ideas.
In the Church, these foundational ideas include doctrines and
principles that are constantly being examined, interpreted, and
applied by Church leaders and members to ever-changing circum-
stances. So, if the lifeless institutional structure is the skeleton of
the Church, then the living flesh of the organization is its mem-
bers, with all their warts and blemishes.

Mitch and President Benson

Let me give an example of how human imperfections can
produce organizational dysfunction and thus create moral di-
lemmas for individual members. Many years ago I had a neigh-
bor—let’s call him Mitch—who worked as a trauma nurse at LDS
Hospital. He was a returned missionary, a husband and father,
and an active member of our ward. One of his patients at the
time was President Ezra Taft Benson, who had suffered a severe
stroke. My memory of the specifics is somewhat cloudy after so
many years, but a Church spokesperson had released a statement
about President Benson’s condition that upset Mitch. The state-
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ment must have at least assured the public that President Benson
was responding well to treatment and conversing with his wife,
because Mitch’s response was: “When you’ve had two massive
brain hemorrhages, you're pretty much a vegetable. President
Benson doesn’t recognize his wife. And he’s not talking with
anybody.” Why, he then asked me, was the Church telling lies? I
didn’t really have a good answer for him at that time, but I think I
could offer one today.

This episode was probably not the only reason for Mitch’s
eventual decisions—he left both the Church and his family—but it
certainly didn’t help him any. He apparently never came to under-
stand what I first began to comprehend only after seven years of
Church employment. Still, Mitch’s question is worth considering.
Why did the Church release a statement that was not truthful?
Somebody, I would guess, failed to grasp the concept introduced
above, that the Church doesn’t have to be perfect to be true. I can
imagine someone reasoning, with that common combination of
good intentions and faulty logic, that if the Church is true, then it
has to be perfect, and in a perfect Church the prophet can’t be
mentally incapacitated. Not only that, but this person (or perhaps
committee) probably assumed that if the truth about President
Benson’s condition were made public, the public would get the
wrong impression. Members who were weak in their faith would
certainly lose their testimonies if they found out the prophet was
in a vegetative state, because that would mean “continuous revela-
tion through a living prophet” wasn’t really continuous.? This
concern was actually defused more than a century ago by Elder B.
H. Roberts, who explained that revelation is probably more spo-
radic than continuous.? The important point, of course, is that it
is ongoing.

Unfortunately, this persistent misconception about what it
means to have a true church sometimes causes people within the
organization to overreact, to feel a great urgency to portray the
Church as it is not. This is probably just an overzealous manifesta-
tion of seeking to put the Church’s best foot forward, but too of-
ten it turns into excessive agonizing over the Church’s public im-
age and, ironically, acting in ways that inevitably damage that pub-
lic image.
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Two Kinds of People

The Church may be true (meaning that it is legitimate or au-
thorized),* but it is certainly not perfect. Perhaps I'm a little slow.
It wasn’t until I had worked in the Church Office Building for
seven years that I finally began to understand this basic truth and
its implications. Then again, maybe I'm not so slow. As I listen to
frustrated Church members recount their less-than-satisfactory
encounters with Church bureaucracy, and as I read letters, essays,
posts, comments, and articles by disaffected Saints in newspapers,
magazines, books, blogs, and other forums, I realize that many
people struggle with this basic principle—some even to the point
of forsaking their affiliation with the Church.

The gap between a true church and a perfect one may fall
along any of several fault lines, but regardless of the particular is-
sue that disconnects the ideal from the real, the fact remains that
the Church is not perfect. And this bothers two different kinds of
people. It bothers the first sort so much that they seek to erase the
disconnect by either hiding the truth or hiding from it. As is only
fair, however, the true-but-not-perfect sword cuts both ways. Peo-
ple on the other side of the misperception, like Mitch, also fall for
this fallacy. A friend who read an earlier version of this essay ob-
served that most of the Latter-day Saints he knows who are “frag-
ile” in their faith are “walking on the thin ice of their overexpect-
ations.” They assume that since the Church claims to be true, it is
somehow also claiming to be perfect. And when they learn an un-
comfortable truth about Mormon history or when somebody in a
position of responsibility makes a particularly egregious mistake,
these members of the second group find the resulting cognitive
dissonance difficult to deal with. They see the imperfections and
the attempts by members of the first group to either whitewash or
ignore those flaws, and they see hypocrisy. This bothers them so
much that their testimonies suffer and sometimes even die, espe-
cially if those testimonies are founded upon a warm, fuzzy feeling
or a logical assemblage of intellectual notions rather than a genu-
ine witness from the Spirit. These are the type of people who say,
“The Lord would never permit his church to produce a fruit so
rotten as the Mountain Meadows Massacre.” Either way you ap-
proach it, however, the belief that the true Church also has to be
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perfect creates difficulties and inflicts damage on individuals and
the organization.

A More Useful Metaphor

A basic principle that, if understood, would help both of the
above-mentioned groups is the notion that the Church not only is
not perfect, but cannot be, at least not here, not now in this fallen
world. If the Church were perfect, it would fail miserably in its
mission, which is, in part, to perfect us. In essence, if God were to
spell out specifically for his apostles and prophets and stake presi-
dents and bishops and auxiliary leaders every step in the Church’s
onward march of establishing his kingdom on earth, if he were to
dictate every decision and inspire every policy, he would defeat
his own purpose. What purpose? To help us become as he is.

As disconcerting as this idea might appear on the surface,
both reason and experience suggest that God treats the Church in
much the same way he treats each of us. As we strive to learn and
grow and follow the Savior, our Heavenly Father intervenes peri-
odically in our lives in ways that maximize our opportunities for
growth and service. Sometimes when we pray for guidance, the
Spirit gives us quiet promptings and confirmations. At other
times, perhaps to steer us away from danger or to change our di-
rection in a dramatic way, he may prompt us (or even set the celes-
tial equivalent of neon signs in our path) without our even asking.
But often when we pray for guidance or for knowledge in making
decisions, the heavens are perfectly silent. In these perplexing in-
stances, God expects us to use our own intelligence; his revealed
word; the counsel of family members, trusted friends, and or-
dained leaders; the gospel values we’ve accepted; and our best un-
derstanding of the circumstances we’re facing to make decisions
on our own, and to trust that he will warn us if we go too far astray.
And more often than many of us wish, he even allows us to experi-
ence the negative consequences of our unwise decisions— so that
we will learn wisdom.

Elder Dallin H. Oaks has taught:

What about those times when we seek revelation and do not re-
ceive it? We do not always receive inspiration or revelation when we
request it. Sometimes we are delayed in the receipt of revelation,
and sometimes we are left to our own judgment. We cannot force
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spiritual things. It must be so. Our life’s purpose to obtain experi-
ence and to develop faith would be frustrated if our Heavenly Father
directed us in every act, even in every important act. We must make
decisions and experience the consequences in order to develop
self-reliance and faith.

Even in decisions we think very important, we sometimes re-
ceive no answers to our prayers. This does not mean that our prayers
have not been heard. It only means that we have prayed about a deci-
sion which, for one reason or another, we should make without
guidance by revelation.?

Someone once quipped, “Good judgment comes from experi-
ence; experience comes from bad judgment.” Often this is how we
learn, as difficult as it seems. God wants us to learn not just to be
obedient to specific commands but to “be anxiously engaged in a
good cause, and do many things of [our] own free will. . . . For the
power is in [us], wherein [we] are agents unto [ourselves]” (D&C
58:27-28). He doesn’t want us to become robots or computers,
automatically following every command in minute detail. He
wants us to become gods.

If Heavenly Father wanted to impede us in our progression,
he would answer every prayer immediately and specifically, spell-
ing out exactly what we should do in any situation. Likewise, if he
wanted to cripple his chosen servants—prophets, apostles, stake
presidents, bishops, quorum and auxiliary presidents, home and
visiting teachers, and parents—he would tell them exactly what to
do every step of the way. If he led them by the hand and never let
go, they would remain infants. They would never grow in their
ability to make decisions, use good judgment, or exercise initia-
tive. Latter-day Saints love to sing “I Am a Child of God,” but
many seem to forget that children are supposed to grow into
something other than children—adults—and God is unwavering in
allowing us the freedom to explore exactly what that means. In-
deed, he is so hands-off at times in this process that life’s experi-
ences can often become rather perplexing.

It becomes quickly apparent after even a cursory reading of
Church history that the Lord wasn’t spelling out specifically how
the Restoration should unfold. His hand was in the broad strokes,
but the finer detail was and is tainted by human inadequacy and
error.® Even the Lord’s revelations to Joseph Smith were not per-
fect; they were couched in the prophet’s imprecise human lan-
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guage: “Behold, I am God and have spoken it; these command-
ments are of me, and were given unto my servants in their weak-
ness, after the manner of their language, that they might come to
understanding” (D&C 1:24). The reason Church history is so
messy (and sometimes so uncomfortable for those who desper-
ately want a perfect organization and therefore feel compelled to
sanitize its past) is that the Lord was more interested in the
growth of individual leaders and quorums than He was in having
a perfectly logical and orderly unfolding of His kingdom in the
latter days. And if some of those leaders and quorums made mis-
takes and perhaps never learned from them, it is a testimony to
the fact that God is serious about our development and our free
will.

In a nutshell, then, if the Church were perfect, none of us ever
would be. But the Church is not perfect. On the local level, this
imperfection is taken for granted. Few people, inside or outside
the Church, have any illusions about the fallibility of their fellow
ward members or their LDS friends. But on the impersonal, gen-
eral level-where the Church is presented through carefully
screened, scrutinized, and simplified publications or distant,
carefully choreographed encounters with revered leaders who are
deemed to be perpetually inspired from on high—we sometimes
find ourselves believing the unbelievable. We also find ourselves
struggling to navigate the complex and idealistic terrain of corpo-
rate mission statements and public-image production. If we care-
fully consider the purpose of the Church, however, we will not be
so squeamish about its imperfections.

Maybe we just need to embrace a new metaphor. Perhaps it
would be more useful to portray the Church not as a perfectly de-
signed and smoothly functioning machine that sweeps up multi-
tudes of converts and churns out prodigious quantities of laud-
able good works, but as a laboratory—God’s grand laboratory—
where we are allowed to experiment with dangerous substances
such as free will, authority, differing perspectives, disagreement,
incomplete intelligence, and unrefined personalities. In this new
metaphor, the Church is a somewhat-controlled environment
where we don our lab coats, roll up our sleeves, and get down to
the business of finding solutions to real problems. In our experi-
ments, we are able to apply our minds, hearts, ingenuity, initia-
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tive, and faith in creating crude approximations of something
truly wonderful. And if we sometimes mix the chemicals wrong
and blow up part of the lab, so what? In this metaphor, there is
also room, refreshingly, for such realities as humor and irony.

Failure as Part of God’s Plan

If the Church were perfect, we would have little opportunity
for growth. And, more importantly, we would not have the oppor-
tunity to fail in any way. In fact, a perfect Church in mortality
would be a devilish institution, exactly what many of us assume
Lucifer promised in the premortal existence to deliver in this
one.” This thought should give us pause, for whenever we feel the
urge to portray the Church as perfect, we may end up inadver-
tently advertising for the adversary.

A unique element in the Mormon view of theology is that fail-
ure is an integral part of God’s plan—and this theological notion
applies to organizations as well as individuals. This insight might
allow us, for instance, to give a more comprehensive interpreta-
tion to the episode of Church history known as Zion’s Camp.
(Our current reading of this affair glorifies the silver lining while
almost totally dismissing the dark cloud.)® It might also induce us
to stop idolizing the handcart migration—a flawed program from
poverty-inspired start to abrupt end—with our own romanticized
mock treks. Most importantly, acknowledging the honored place
of failure in God’s plan might allow us to gain a new appreciation
for our own personal and inevitable Zion’s Camp debacles and
handcart disasters.

Just as God does not condemn us individually as long as we
are repenting and moving generally in the right direction—even if
it seems at times that we are stumbling and bumbling and mean-
dering toward our eventual goal—so he also does not seem to
mind if the Church takes a few missteps, adopts ineffective pro-
grams and wrongheaded policies, or even tramples a few toes, as
long as it is moving overall in the right direction and accomplish-
ing its purpose. Indeed, all evidence suggests that God is a whole
lot more liberal with us and with the Church than we are. We tend
to be rather judgmental of each other, and some of us are very
hard on the Church, even though we expect God to grant us a
rather generous allowance for error as we follow the gospel path
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ourselves. According to Mormon legend, J. Golden Kimball was
once asked whether he stayed on the straight and narrow. “No,”
he replied, “but I've crossed it many times.” We may laugh at such
a candid confession and hope God will permit us the same allow-
ance, but for some reason we don’t imagine he would grant the
Church or especially its current leaders such liberty.

Free Will and Progress

As I grow older, I become increasingly convinced that nothing
is more sacred to our Heavenly Father than our free will (which
Mormons refer to as agency).9 In fact, our free will is so sacred to
him that only very rarely will he violate it, even if that means allow-
ing us to violate each other’s free will. And we do. Regularly. Church
leaders, for example, are learning to use authority appropriately
in the only way they can—by experience—which explains why Jo-
seph Smith’s observation holds just as true for Mormons as for
those who don’t share our convictions: “We have learned by sad
experience that it is the nature and disposition of almost all men,
as soon as they get a little authority, as they suppose, [that] they
will immediately begin to exercise unrighteous dominion” (D&C
121:39). Even Joseph struggled at times with the competing de-
mands of exercising authority. Indeed, the only way God could
possibly prevent us from abusing authority would be to deny us
any latitude by prescribing exactly how we are to promote his
work. But that would prevent us from learning how to righteously
exercise authority. Trial and error is a cluttered and chaotic way to
learn things, but sometimes it is the only way.

We understand well enough the difference between the plan
God presented to us in the premortal world and Lucifer’s pro-
posed alternative. Even so, many of us seem to wish God would
use some of Satan’s methods as he administers the Church in
mortality—to make sure it is effective and efficient and, well, per-
fect. But he will neither coerce nor control us; nor will he prevent
most of our mistakes or simply pretend they didn’t happen. He
will guide and command and warn and even chastise and forgive,
but he is serious about allowing us both the freedom to choose
and the opportunity to experience real consequences. The rea-
son for this is that in God’s mind perfection is the end result, not
the process. It is the destination, not the path leading there.
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Still, it is good to note that even with all its imperfections, the
Church is nevertheless able to accomplish a great deal of good in
the world and fulfill the basic function the Lord requires of it,
which includes providing the ordinances of salvation, teaching
fundamental gospel truths, offering a sanctuary from the wicked-
ness of the world, and creating local communities within which
we can support and love each other along the pathway to individ-
ual and collective perfection.

“To Whom Shall We Go?”

After the bread of life sermon, many of Jesus’s disciples were
offended and “walked no more with him. Then said Jesus unto
the twelve, Will ye also go away? . . . Simon Peter answered him,
Lord, to whom shall we go? thou hast the words of eternal life”
(John 6:66-68). Apparently, even Jesus, who was sinless, was not
perfect enough for many of those who had followed him. He
taught difficult doctrines and didn’t meet their expectations. Do
we then have any right to expect more from his sin-stained ser-
vants?

Now and then, when I come face-to-face with imperfections in
the Church, inconsistencies in its doctrines, perplexing incidents
in its history, or deficiencies in its leaders, I look in vain for a via-
ble alternative and find myself crying out with Peter, “To whom
shall [I] go?” As aggravating as I find Church bureaucracy, and as
much as I wish our theology were more complete and our history
less troubling, I can’t deny that I know things I can’t deny. I have
received a witness from the Holy Ghost about Joseph Smith that I
simply can’t dodge, discount, or explain away. Without going into
detail,!” T'll just say that this was much more than a warm feeling
in my heart.

And what about all the doctrines that I cherish and believe
and sincerely hope are true? How could I forsake these? Yes, po-
lygamy bothers me—not the fact that it was practiced, but the way
it was practiced—and yet if I toss polygamy out, I must also discard
the nature of man, the nature of God, and their relationship to
each other.!! A theology without the premortal existence, the
physical resurrection, the three degrees of glory, and eternal mar-
riage would feel empty and unenticing.

Frankly, there is not another Christian denomination or non-
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Christian religion whose God I am even remotely attracted to.
Oh, to whom shall I go? I have no choice but to stay with the only
Church that has the authority Joseph received from heaven and
passed on to others. What this means is that I have to learn to live
with imperfections and inconsistencies, and this leaves the door
wide open for a handful of paradoxes and ironies.

A Final Word

The foregoing discussion is in no way intended to justify ei-
ther category of troubled Latter-day Saints in their sometimes ex-
treme reactions to the Church’s imperfections. People who see
the Church’s flaws should neither try to whitewash them nor be-
come so offended that they abandon their covenants. A reason-
able middle path is simply to acknowledge the Church’s imperfec-
tions (and even their necessity) while working constructively to
eliminate the most obvious and troublesome ones. Of course, de-
termining just where to draw the line between those imperfec-
tions that are unacceptable or harmful and those that are innocu-
ous or even helpful is a difficult question that we will undoubtedly
face again and again. But if we face it openly and with faith, we
can certainly benefit from the process, both individually and
collectively.
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