Are Church Leaders Infallible
Blind Obedience is not part of the Gospel.
Joseph Smith stated: “We have heard men who hold the priesthood remark that they would do anything they were told to do by those who preside over them [even] if they knew it was wrong; but such obedience as this is worse than folly to us; it is slavery in the extreme; and the man who would thus willingly degrade himself, should not claim a rank among intelligent beings, until he turns from his folly. A man of God would despise the idea. Others, in the extreme exercise of their almighty authority have taught that such obedience was necessary, and that no matter what the saints were told do by their presidents they should do it without any questions. When Elders of Israel will so far indulge in these extreme notions of obedience as to teach them to the people, it is generally because they have it in their hearts to do wrong themselves" [Joseph Smith, Millennial Star, vol. 14, #38, p 593-595]

Brigham Young stated: "What a pity it would be, if we were led by one man to utter destruction! Are you afraid of this? I am more afraid that this people have so much confidence in their leaders that they will not inquire for themselves of God whether they are led by him. I am fearful they settle down in a state of blind self-security, trusting their eternal destiny in the hands of their leaders with a reckless confidence that in itself would thwart the purposes of God in their salvation, and weaken the influence they could give to their leaders, did they know for themselves, by the revelations of Jesus, that they are led in the right way. Let every man and woman know, themselves, whether their leaders are walking in the path the Lord dictates, or not. This has been my exhortation continually." [Brigham Young, JD 9:150]
Church Leaders are not Infallible.
Concerning statements by leaders of the church which have subsequently proven to be untrue it should be remembered that church leaders are not infallible.  
Quotes

Consider the following remarks from some church leaders.
 “Come Join with Us” President Dieter Uchtdorf Oct 2013 General Conference

"The Lord uses imperfect people," wrote LDS scientist Henry Eyring. "He often allows their errors to stand uncorrected. He may have a purpose in doing so, such as to teach us that religious truth comes forth 'line upon line, precept upon precept' in a process of sifting and winnowing similar to the one I know so well in science" (Reflections of a Scientist, 47).

“And to be perfectly frank, there have been times when members or leaders in the Church have simply made mistakes. There may have been things said or done that were not in harmony with our values, principles, or doctrine. I suppose the Church would be perfect only if it were run by perfect beings. God is perfect, and His doctrine is pure. But He works through us—His imperfect children—and imperfect people make mistakes.

In the title page of the Book of Mormon we read, “And now, if there are faults they are the mistakes of men; wherefore, condemn not the things of God, that ye may be found spotless at the judgment-seat of Christ.”  This is the way it has always been and will be until the perfect day when Christ Himself reigns personally upon the earth. It is unfortunate that some have stumbled because of mistakes made by men. But in spite of this, the eternal truth of the restored gospel found in The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is not tarnished, diminished, or destroyed.” End of Quote
President Charles W. Penrose of the First Presidency in an open letter to an anti-Mormon published in the ‘Improvement Era,’ addressed the question of infallibility. The detractor had asked: “Do you believe that the President of the Church, when speaking to the Church in his official capacity is infallible?” President Penrose responded: “We do not believe in the infallibility of man. When God reveals anything it is truth, and truth is infallible. No President has claimed infallibility.” Editor’s, Improvement Era, September 1912, 1045.
President Penrose further said concerning President Woodruff: “President Wilford Woodruff is a man of wisdom and experience, and we respect him, but we do not believe his personal views or utterances are revelations from God; and when “Thus saith the Lord”, comes from him, the saints investigate it: they do not shut their eyes and take it down like a pill.” Millennial Star 54:191.
“I make no claim of infallibility," said President Spencer W. Kimball ("The Need for a Prophet," Improvement Era, June 1970, 93). "We make no claim of infallibility or perfection in the prophets, seers, and revelators," said Elder James E. Faust ("Continuous Revelation," Ensign, November 1989, 11). 
Elder George Q. Cannon (a member of the First Presidency under Presidents John Taylor and Wilford Woodruff) taught that “the First Presidency cannot claim, individually or collectively, infallibility” (Gospel Truth: Discourses and Writings of President George Q. Cannon, compiled by Jerreld L. Newquist, Deseret Press, 1957, 1:206).
Brigham Young stated: “We are all liable to err; are subject, more or less, to the errors incident to the human family. We would be pleased to get along without these errors, and many may think that a man in my standing ought to be perfect; no such thing. If you would only think of it for a moment you would not have me perfect, for if I were perfect the Lord would take me to Paradise quicker than you would be willing to have me go there.” Brigham Young JD10:212.
Brigham Young stated: "Suppose that the leaders of this people had forsaken the Lord and should introduce, through selfishness, that which would militate against the Kingdom of God on the earth, that which would in the issue actually destroy this people, how are you going to detect the wrong and know it from the right? You cannot do it unless you have the Spirit of the Lord. Some may say, Brethren, you who lead the church, we have all confidence in you, we are not in the least afraid but what everything will go right under your superintendence; all the business matters will be transacted right; and if Brother Brigham is satisfied with it, I am. I do not wish any Latter-day Saint in this world, nor in heaven, to be satisfied with anything I do, unless the Spirit of the Lord Jesus Christ, the spirit of revelation, makes them satisfied. I wish them to know for themselves and understand for themselves, for this would strengthen the faith that is in them. Suppose that the people were heedless, that they manifested no concern with regard to the things of the Kingdom of God, but threw the whole burden upon the leaders of the people, saying, 'If the brethren who take charge of matters are satisfied we are,' this is not pleasing in the sight of the Lord." Journal of Discourses (JD) 3:44-45
President J. Reuben Clark of the First Presidency made the following comment:

“There have been rare occasions when even the President of the Church in his preaching and teaching has not been “moved upon by the Holy Ghost.” To this point runs a simple story my father told me as a boy, I do not know on what authority, but it illustrates the point. His story was that during the excitement incident to the coming of Johnson’s [sic] Army, Brother Brigham preached to the people in a morning meeting a sermon vibrant with defiance to the approaching army, and declaring an intention to oppose and drive them back. In the afternoon meeting he arose and said that Brigham Young had been talking in the morning, but the Lord was going to talk now. He then delivered an address, the tempo of which was the opposite from the morning talk.


I do not know if this ever happened, but I say it illustrates a principle--that even the President of the Church, himself, may not always be “moved upon by the Holy Ghost,” when he addresses the people. This has happened about matters of doctrine (usually of a highly speculative character) where subsequent Presidents of the Church and the people themselves have felt that in declaring the doctrine, the announcer was not “moved upon by the Holy Ghost.

“How shall the Church know when these adventurous expeditions of the brethren into these highly speculative principles and doctrines meet the requirements of the statutes that the announcers thereof have been ‘moved upon by the Holy Ghost’? The Church will know by the testimony of the Holy Ghost in the body of the members, whether the brethren in voicing their views are ‘moved upon by the Holy Ghost’; and in due time that knowledge will be made manifest” (“Church Leaders’ Words,” 10). (J. Reuben Clark, 73.) Quoted By Elder Todd Christofferson in Notes page 90 Ensign 2012)

LDS.ORG Newsroom: Approaching Mormon Doctrine

“Not every statement made by a Church leader, past or present, necessarily constitutes doctrine. A single statement made by a single leader on a single occasion often represents a personal, though well-considered, opinion, but is not meant to be officially binding for the whole Church. With divine inspiration, the First Presidency (the prophet and his two counsellors) and the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles (the second-highest governing body of the Church) counsel together to establish doctrine that is consistently proclaimed in official Church publications. This doctrine resides in the four “standard works” of scripture (the Holy Bible, the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants and the Pearl of Great Price), official declarations and proclamations, and the Articles of Faith. Isolated statements are often taken out of context, leaving their original meaning distorted.” The Official Resource for News Media May 4th, 2007
See https://newsroom.churchofjesuschrist.org/article/approaching-mormon-doctrine
President George Albert Smith’s response to the following wrong statement.

“When our leaders speak, the thinking has been done” June 25, 2009 

In the Improvement Era, June 1945 contains the following quote as part of a Ward Teachers’ 
message:

“When our leaders speak, the thinking has been done. When they propose a plan–it is God’s plan. When they point the way, there is no other which is safe. When they give direction, it should mark the end of controversy. God works in no other way. To think otherwise, without immediate repentance, may cost one his faith, may destroy his testimony, and leave him a stranger to the kingdom of God.

In response to this quote, a Unitarian minister sent the following letter to the then president of the Church, President George Albert Smith:

Dear President Smith:

It has been one of the great privileges[s] of my life to have lived for the past four years in Salt Lake City, and to have become personally acquainted with many of the leaders of the L.D.S. Church. From them I have learned many things, and the spirit of friendliness which is found in our relationships is a source of unending delight to me. It is because I have found you and the other leaders so very charitable and sympathetic that I make so bold as to write you this letter.

May I first assure you of my good will; that there is not one note of hostility in attitude. I am confident that you will understand why I write, and that we have a common interest in the problem.

Last June there was delivered to my door a short religious editorial, prepared by one of your leaders, entitled “Sustaining the General Authorities of the Church.” Its message amazed me a great deal, and with the passing of weeks my disturbance became very acute. It might have passed, except that several members of your Church have come to me to discuss the subject. The most recent was a prominent doctor, who, because of this tract, he affirms, is losing his religious faith. He is a large man, and I became impressed with his deep sincerity as he broke down and wept like a boy. I am convinced that he is undergoing a very dangerous experience.

Permit me to quote the passages which seem to be brought most in question:
“He (Lucifer) wins a great victory when he can get members of the Church to speak against their leaders and to ‘do their own thinking[.]” “When our leaders speak, the thinking has been done. When they propose a plan–it is God’s plan. When they point the way, there is no other which is safe. When they give direction, it should mark the end of controversy….”

I do not know who is responsible for this statement, but I am sure it is doing inestimable harm to many who have no other reason to question the integrity of the Church leaders. Many people are suffering because of this. My reply to each of those who have spoken to me is “please do not become disturbed, for this cannot be the position of the true leaders. And, from my knowledge of the early writings of your leaders, I must assume this to be non-representative.

Several years ago, when I first became acquainted with the L.D.S. Church, I read extensively in the texts, and there are many passages which may be used to give a better expression to the vision and genius of your Faith. I cite but one, although there are many others which are familiar to you.

Quoting from the Discourses of Brigham Young, as Selected and Arranged by John A. Widstoe, in the Chapter on “The Priesthood”:

“I am more afraid that this people have so much confidence in their leaders that they will not inquire for themselves of God whether they are led by him. I am fearful that they settle down in a state of blind self-security, trusting their eternal destiny in the hands of their leaders with a reckless confidence that in itself would thwart the purposes of God in their salvation, and weaken that influence they could give their leaders did they know for themselves, by the revelations of Jesus, that they are led in the right way. Let every man and woman know, by the whisperings of the Spirit of God to themselves, whether their leaders are walking in the path the Lord dictates, or not.”

This quotation from Brigham Young is a wonderful passage, and it has been on the basis of such freedom that persons like myself have grown to have a deep feeling of kinship with the L.D.S. Church. It is in keeping with the high traditions of my Unitarian background that the gains made by my fellow workers are seen as gains for us all. It is a source of regret to all of us when one stone is discovered to bar the way to deeper faith within any soul.

With an assurance of my continued good-will and friendliness,
Most cordially yours,

J. Raymond Cope.
President George Albert Smith Responded

My dear Dr. Cope:

I have read with interest and deep concern your letter of November 16, 1945, in which you make special comment on “a short religious editorial prepared by one of our leaders entitled “Sustaining the General Authorities of the Church’”. You say that you read the message with amazement, and that you have since been disturbed because of its effect upon members of the Church.

I am gratified with the spirit of friendliness that pervades your letter and thank you for having taken the time to write to me.

The leaflet to which you refer, and from which you quote in your letter, was not “prepared” by “one of our leaders.” However, one or more of them inadvertently permitted the paragraph to pass uncensored. By their so doing, not a few members of the Church have been upset in their feelings, and General Authorities have been embarrassed.

I am pleased to assure you that you are right in your attitude that the passage quoted does not express the true position of the Church. Even to imply that members of the Church are not to do their own thinking is grossly to misrepresent the true ideal of the Church, which is that every individual must obtain for himself a testimony of the truth of the Gospel, must, through the redemption of Jesus Christ, work out his own salvation, and is personally responsible to His Maker for his individual acts. The Lord Himself does not attempt coercion in His desire and effort to give peace and salvation to His children. He gives the principles of life and true progress but leaves every person free to choose or to reject His teachings. This plan the Authorities of the Church try to follow.

The Prophet Joseph Smith once said: “I want liberty of thinking and believing as I please.” This liberty he and his successors in the leadership of the Church have granted to every other member thereof.

On one occasion in answer to the question by a prominent visitor how he governed his people, the Prophet answered: “I teach them correct principles, and they govern themselves.”

Again, as recorded in the History of the Church (Volume 5, page 498) Joseph Smith said further: “If I esteem mankind to be in error, shall I bear them down? No. I will lift them up, and in their own way too, if I cannot persuade them my way is better; and I will not seek to compel any man to believe as I do, only by the force of reasoning, for truth will cut its own way.”
I cite these few quotations, from many that might be given, merely to confirm your good and true opinion that the Church gives to every man his free agency, and admonishes him always to use the reason and good judgment with which God has blessed him.

In the advocacy of this principle leaders of the Church not only join congregations in singing but quote frequently the following:

“Know this, that every soul is free
To choose his life and what he’ll be,
For this eternal truth is given
That God will force no man to heaven.”

Again, I thank you for your manifest friendliness and for your expressed willingness to cooperate in every way to establish good will and harmony among the people with whom we are jointly labouring to bring brotherhood and tolerance.

Faithfully yours,
Geo. Albert Smith
The Positive Impact of realizing that Prophets and Leaders are not perfect

James B Allen http://mormonscholarstestify.org/1830/james-b-allen
“Maybe I had some great Sunday School teachers when I was young, but either because of them or because of someone else I grew up imbued with the belief that my church is led by inspired prophets of God who, at the same time, are men, and therefore are not perfect. 

It was somehow drilled into my psyche that God works through men (and women) despite their weaknesses, and that we will be disappointed if we expect perfection. Our prophets and other church leaders have been, and are, great people, chosen in part for their faith, integrity, goodness, and openness to the prompting of the Spirit. They are recipients of divine revelation and purveyors of God’s will. The fact that they are not infallible, and, at times, have been known to make mistakes, should not diminish our reverence for them as prophets or our commitment to the truths they teach. 

That was the attitude I grew up with, and even though that testimony has been challenged from time to time I am grateful that somehow, I maintained the ability not to “jump ship” whenever a new challenge appeared. The simple things of the gospel were so clear and satisfying, the Spirit continued to bear witness so abundantly, and the work of the Church seemed so important that it was not hard to cling to the fundamentals while holding the difficult and often unanswerable questions in abeyance as I considered the alternatives.

 

I mention all this because of one of the complaints from critics of the Church that bothers me most. They cannot accept Joseph Smith as a prophet, they say, because they have found some weakness in his character or some mistake in something he said or did. Or they refuse to take the Church seriously because they have been disappointed in the actions of some other leader or some ordinary members.  I suppose I was fortunate, for as a result of the way I grew up it was not difficult for me, after I began to study Church history more intensely, to look beyond their human nature and accept Joseph Smith, Brigham Young, and later Church leaders as prophets of God. Even though I found what I, at least, thought were a few human weaknesses, and found in some of the things they said some speculative ideas that were not necessarily Church doctrine, my reverence for them as Church leaders did not diminish. 

They were still remarkable, inspired men, the fundamentals they taught were still divinely given, Joseph Smith’s First Vision was still an absolute reality, the Book of Mormon was what it claimed to be, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was still the only church with divine authority to administer the saving ordinances of the gospel of Christ and, as emphasized above, Jesus Christ (of whom the Book of Mormon and all the modern prophets testify) was the Son of God, the Redeemer of the world, and my personal Savior. 

Throughout my life these things have remained fundamental to me. I can honestly say, as Leonard Arrington so often did when he was Church Historian, that none of the historical documents I ever had access to gave me reason to doubt the authenticity of Joseph Smith’s First Vision, his other recorded visions and revelations, the Book of Mormon, or the divine mission of the Church itself.

This does not mean that my faith was never challenged, or that I never had questions—sometimes serious questions. Some had to do with science and religion or with various academic issues. They included such things as the age of the earth, evolution and the creation of man, the implications of higher criticism for the scriptures, how literally we should take some of the biblical stories that seem impossible (such as the sun standing still in Joshua 10:12-13), the Book of Mormon passages that seem near-exact parallels with biblical verses, and other matters often pointed out by critics. Of course, I found both academic and religious, or spiritual, “answers” to all these concerns. They were often well documented and persuasively argued, no matter which side they took on the issue. I soon realized, however, that neither academia nor religion had all the answers and that, in fact, it is not necessary to have all the answers to all the questions in order to have faith in the integrity of the prophets and the fundamentals of the gospel. Perhaps this over-simplifies, but it was that attitude that helped me “roll with the punches” whenever I needed to.

However, my faith certainly does not rely solely on that kind of reasoning. More important, for me, has been my personal experience, which I also tried to share with my children and my students. I have never had a vision or seen a heavenly being, though on some special and private occasions I have felt, strongly and undeniably, the powerful influence of the Spirit—sometimes in helping me make decisions and other times simply giving me reassurances when I needed them. I have also witnessed a few miraculous occurrences, and have been told of others by people whose integrity I trust without question.” End
Joseph Smith was not Perfect-he made Mistakes

Defending the Faith: Joseph Smith's character By Daniel Peterson, For the Deseret News 31 Jan 2013 (Quotes only)
“Only a boy at his First Vision, he was still young when he was martyred. As Elder Dallin H. Oaks of the Quorum of the Twelve observed in a memorable speech during general conference in 1996, “The Prophet Joseph had no role models from whom he could learn how to be a prophet and leader of the Lord’s people. ... He had to rely on associates who had no role models either. They struggled and learned together” — and they, too, were remarkably young.”

“I do not,” Joseph himself said, “nor never have, pretended to be any other than a man subject to passions, and liable, without the assisting grace of the Savior, to deviate from that perfect path in which all men are commanded to walk.” In 1838, recalling his adolescent years, he wrote, “I frequently fell into many foolish errors, and displayed the weakness of youth, and the foibles of human nature; which, I am sorry to say, led me into divers temptations, offensive in the sight of God.” Nonetheless, he declared, he wasn’t guilty of “any great or malignant sins,” since “a disposition to commit such was never in my nature," as written in his personal history.

During his public ministry, his missteps received public rebuke. (Imagine having your personal failures enshrined in scripture!) “Behold,” the Lord declared when Joseph lost the first 116 manuscript pages of the Book of Mormon, “how oft you have transgressed the commandments and the laws of God, and have gone on in the persuasions of men” (Doctrine and Covenants 3:6). The Lord told him to repent, warning him that, otherwise, he would forfeit his calling.

Subsequent revelations again commanded him to “repent and walk more uprightly” (Doctrine and Covenants 5:21), announced that he had “sinned” (Doctrine and Covenants 64:7; compare 90:1), and chastised him for failing to keep the commandments (see Doctrine and Covenants 93:47).

Nevertheless, God never rejected Joseph Smith as a prophet. And neither should we.

“Perhaps there are very few men now living,” Lorenzo Snow testified in 1900, “who were so well acquainted with Joseph Smith the Prophet as I was. I was with him oftentimes. I visited him in his family, sat at his table, associated with him under various circumstances, and had private interviews with him for counsel. I know that Joseph Smith was a Prophet of God; I know that he was an honorable man, a moral man, and that he had the respect of those who were acquainted with him.” 

“I saw the imperfections in (Joseph),” President Snow remarked in his journal. “I thanked God that He would put upon a man who had those imperfections the power and authority He placed upon him ... for I knew that I myself had weaknesses, and I thought there was a chance for me. ... I thanked God that I saw these imperfections.” “I told them I was but a man and they must not expect me to be perfect,” Joseph Smith said. “If they expected perfection from me, I should expect it from them, but if they would bear with my infirmities and the infirmities of the brethren, I would likewise bear with their infirmities.”

Joseph “claimed for himself no special sanctity,” said B. H. Roberts, “no faultless life, no perfection of character, no inerrancy for every word spoken by him. And as he did not claim these things for himself, so can they not be claimed for him by others; for to claim perfection for him, or even unusual sanctity, would be to repudiate the revelations themselves which supply the evidence of his imperfections, whereof, in them, he is frequently reproved.

“Joseph Smith was a man of like passions with other men; struggling with the same weaknesses; subjected to the same temptations; under the same moral law, and humiliated at times, like others, by occasionally, in word and conduct, falling below the high ideals presented in the perfect life and faultless character of the Man of Nazareth.

“But though a man of like passions with other men, yet to Joseph Smith was given access to the mind of Deity, through the revelations of God to him; and likewise, to him was given a divine authority to declare that mind of God to the world.”
 (https://www.deseret.com/2013/1/31/20513376/joseph-smith-s-character/)
Joseph Smith was Blessed despite his Weaknesses

D&C 35:17: “And I have sent forth the fulness of my gospel by the hand of my servant Joseph; and in weakness have I blessed him.”
D&C 124:1: Verily, thus saith the Lord unto you, my servant Joseph Smith, I am well pleased with your offering and acknowledgments, which you have made; for unto this end have I raised you up, that I might show forth my wisdom through the weak things of the earth.”

2 Nephi 3:13-14: “And out of weakness he shall be made strong, in that day when my work shall commence among all my people. And thus prophesied Joseph, saying: Behold, that seer will the Lord bless; and they that seek to destroy him shall be confounded; for this promise, which I have obtained of the Lord, of the fruit of my loins, shall be fulfilled. Behold, I am sure of the fulfilling of this promise.”
Quotes: “With respect to his own actions Joseph told them that he was but a man, and they must not expect him to be perfect. Enlarging on this theme he said, “Although I do wrong, I do not the wrongs that I am charged with doing; the wrong that I do is through the frailty of human nature, like other men. No man lives without fault.” 
Elder Dallin H. Oaks stated:  “The Prophet Joseph had no role models from whom he could learn how to be a prophet and leader of the Lord’s people. ..........He had to rely on associates who had no role models either. They struggled and learned together” — and they, too, were remarkably young. “I do not,” Joseph himself said, “nor never have, pretended to be any other than a man subject to passions, and liable, without the assisting grace of the Savior, to deviate from that perfect path in which all men are commanded to walk.” General Conference in 1996. 

The Book of Mormon Prophets expressed Weaknesses
1 Nephi 19:6: “Nevertheless, I do not write anything upon plates save it be that I think it be sacred. And now, if I do err, even did they err of old; not that I would excuse myself because of other men, but because of the weakness which is in me, according to the flesh, I would excuse myself.”
2 Nephi 33:4 “And I know that the Lord God will consecrate my prayers for the gain of my people. And the words which I have written in weakness will be made strong unto them; for it persuadeth them to do good; it maketh known unto them of their fathers; and it speaketh of Jesus, and persuadeth them to believe in him, and to endure to the end, which is life eternal.”
Ether 12:23-24: “And I said unto him: Lord, the Gentiles will mock at these things, because of our weakness in writing; for the Lord thou hast made us mighty in word by faith, but thou hast not made us mighty in writing; for thou hast made all this people that they could speak much, because of the Holy Ghost which thou hast given them; And thou hast made us that we could write but little, because of the awkwardness of our hands. Behold, thou hast not made us mighty in writing like unto the brother of Jared, for thou madest him that the things which he wrote were mighty even as thou art, unto the overpowering of man to read them.”
Ether12:25-27: “Thou hast also made our words powerful and great, even that we cannot write them; wherefore, when we write we behold our weakness, and stumble because of the placing of our words; and I fear lest the Gentiles shall mock at our words. And when I had said this, the Lord spake unto me, saying: Fools mock, but they shall mourn; and my grace is sufficient for the meek, that they shall take no advantage of your weakness; And if men come unto me I will show unto them their weakness. I give unto men weakness that they may be humble; and my grace is sufficient for all men that humble themselves before me; for if they humble themselves before me, and have faith in me, then will I make weak things become strong unto them.”

The Lord understands the Weakness of Man
D&C 62:1: Behold, and hearken, O ye elders of my church, saith the Lord your God, even Jesus Christ, your advocate, who knoweth the weakness of man and how to succor them who are tempted.”

Jacob 4:7: “Nevertheless, the Lord God showeth us our weakness that we may know that it is by his grace, and his great condescension’s unto the children of men, that we have power to do these things. (see also Isaiah 41:10)
The Need for Correction-Due to the Weakness of Man

Sometimes things are unintentionally done wrong in the church due to a lack of knowledge and understanding and need to be corrected. 

D&C 50:15-16: “And then received ye spirits which ye could not understand, and received them to be of God; and in this are ye justified? Behold ye shall answer this question yourselves; nevertheless, I will be merciful unto you; he that is weak among you hereafter shall be made strong.

D&C 38:13-15: “And now I show unto you a mystery, a thing which is had in secret chambers, to bring to pass even your destruction in process of time, and ye knew it not; But now I tell it unto you, and ye are blessed, not because of your iniquity, neither your hearts of unbelief; for verily some of you are guilty before me, but I will be merciful unto your weakness. Therefore, be ye strong from henceforth; fear not, for the kingdom is yours.”

D&C 1:24-28: “Behold, I am God and have spoken it; these commandments are of me, and were given unto my servants in their weakness, after the manner of their language, that they might come to understanding. And inasmuch as they erred it might be made known; And inasmuch as they sought wisdom they might be instructed; And inasmuch as they sinned they might be chastened, that they might repent; And inasmuch as they were humble they might be made strong, and blessed from on high, and receive knowledge from time to time.”
Taken from a Letter to a Doubter
Terryl Givens University of Richmond (extracts from a Presentation to the Single Adult Stake, Palo Alto, CA 14 October 2012.)  

The Prophetic Mantle: 

“Abraham lied about Sariah being his sister. Isaac deceives Esau and steals both his birth right and his blessing (but maybe that’s ok because he is a patriarch, not a prophet strictly speaking). Moses took glory unto himself at the waters of Meribah, and was punished severely as a consequence. Jonah ignored the Lord’s call, then later whined and complained because God didn’t burn Nineveh to the ground as he had threatened. It doesn’t get a lot better in the New Testament. Paul rebuked Peter sharply for what he called cowardice and hypocrisy in his refusal to embrace the gentiles as equals. Then Paul got into a sharp argument with fellow apostle Barnabas and they parted company. 
So where on earth do we get the notion that modern day prophets are infallible specimens of virtue and perfection? Joseph said emphatically, “I don’t want you to think I am very righteous, for I am not very righteous.” To remove any possibility of doubts, he canonized those scriptures in which he is rebuked for his inconstancy and weakness. Most telling of all, is section 124:1, in which this pervasive pattern is acknowledged and explained: “for unto this end have I raised you up, hat I might show forth my wisdom through the weak things of the earth” (D&C 124:1). 

Air brushing our prophets, past or present, is a wrenching of the scriptural record and a form of idolatry. God specifically said he called weak vessels, so we wouldn’t place our faith in their strength or power, but in God’s. 
Most cripplingly, however, is the false expectations this paradigm sets up; when President Woodruff said the Lord would never suffer his servants to lead the people astray, we can only reasonably interpret that to mean the prophet will not teach us any soul-destroying doctrine—not that they will never err. President Kimball himself both condemned Brigham Young’s Adam-God teachings as heresy, and an apostle referred as early as 1963 to the priesthood ban as a “possible error” for which he asked forgiveness.

The mantle represents priesthood keys, not a level of holiness or infallibility. God would not have enjoined us to hear what prophets, seers, and revelators have to say “in all patience and faith” if their words were always sage and inspired (D&C 21:5). End
Michael R. Ash Mormon Times
In 2009 The church owned newspaper Deseret News ran a series of articles in its section “Mormon Times by the apologist Michael R Ash. The following are some of these articles which contain valuable insights on this subject. 
‘Prophets Not Infallible’ Michael R. Ash Mormon Times Monday, 13 July 2009.
"A prophet is only a prophet when acting as such." If troubled members would remember this short dictum offered by Joseph Smith, a lot of heartburn could be avoided. Prophets are not always prophets. And when they are prophets, it’s also important to remember that they are not infallible (or incapable of making mistakes).

The confusion may be exasperated by the more popular LDS couplet: "The prophet will not lead the people of the church astray." What exactly does this mean? Too many members have inferred that this means that prophets are incapable of making mistakes. Some of the same church leaders who have said that the prophet will not lead us astray have also said that all church leaders are capable of error. 

"I make no claim of infallibility," said President Spencer W. Kimball ("The Need for a Prophet," Improvement Era, June 1970, 93). "We make no claim of infallibility or perfection in the prophets, seers, and revelators," said Elder James E. Faust ("Continuous Revelation," Ensign, November 1989, 11). 

Elder George Q. Cannon (a member of the First Presidency under Presidents John Taylor and Wilford Woodruff) taught that "the First Presidency cannot claim, individually or collectively, infallibility" (Gospel Truth: Discourses and Writings of President George Q. Cannon, compiled by Jerreld L. Newquist, Deseret Press, 1957, 1:206).

"We respect and venerate" the prophet, said Elder Charles W. Penrose (First Presidency counselor under Presidents Joseph F. Smith and Heber J. Grant), but "we do not believe that his personal views or utterances are revelations from God" (Millennial Star 54:191). 

President Harold B. Lee indicated that not every word spoken or written by a
general authority need be considered as inspired ("Stand Ye in Holy Places," Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1974, 62). Elder J. Reuben Clark (First Presidency counsellor to Presidents Heber J. Grant, George Albert Smith and David O. McKay) said that "even the President of the church has not always spoken under the direction of the Holy Ghost" ("When Are the Writings or Sermons of Church Leaders Entitled to the Claim of Scripture?" July 7, 1954).

If prophets are not infallible, then what does it mean that they won't "lead the people of the church astray?" There are two important points to consider: (1) What does it mean to "lead astray?" and (2) Do members have the power themselves to keep from being led astray?

The purpose and mission of the church is to "invite all to come unto Christ" (Doctrine and Covenants 20:59). Prophets stand as leaders in this invitation and the things they do and say (as prophets) are intended to accomplish this goal.

How do we come unto Christ? The Book of Mormon gives us the six-point pattern: belief in Christ, repentance, baptism, gift of the Holy Spirit, enduring to the end and being found guiltless at the final judgment.

This list entails personal commitments, attitudes, and relationships with Heavenly Father and Christ. Prophets help guide us to the waters of truth, but they cannot drink for us. We must make personal commitments and interactions with the Lord. So in principle, the prophet will not lead us away (or "astray") from those six gospel principles that allow us to create our own relationships with the divine. Does this mean that they cannot make mistakes about the specifics of doctrinal issues or historical events? Certainly not.
It's also important to point out that members who are in tune with the Spirit have the power to protect themselves from being led away. Brigham Young once said, "…if He (God) should suffer him (Joseph Smith) to lead the people astray, it would be because they ought to be led astray. … It would be because they deserved it … "(Journal of Discourses, 4:297-298).

How could someone "deserve" to be led away? Brigham provided an answer in another sermon.

Brigham Young: "The First Presidency have of right a great influence over this people; and if we should get out of the way and lead this people to destruction, what a pity it would be! How can you know whether we lead you correctly or not? Can you know by any other power than that of the Holy Ghost? I have uniformly exhorted the people to obtain this living witness each for themselves; then no man on earth can lead them astray" (Journal of Discourses 6:100).

If we obtain our own personal testimonies, and live so that we can receive personal communication from the Father and the confirming testimony from the Holy Spirit, we will not be led astray.” End
‘Prophets Not Infallible’ Cont. Michael R. Ash Mormon Times 20 July 2009 
“Prophets are not born as prophets and they are not raised in social and cultural vacuums. When they are called as prophets, they don't suddenly become divine -- they are still men. In the last series we talked about the fact that prophets are not infallible (or incapable of error). For some members and non-members, this seems to be a "hard saying" (John 6:60). Why would God allow prophets to make mistakes? If prophets can make mistakes, how can we trust them? Should we always follow the prophet and how do we know when they are speaking as prophets? Let's tackle one question at a time. 
Why would God allow prophets to make mistakes?
Prophets have, and are entitled to, their own opinions, their own misconceptions, their own biases, and their own mistakes. When a Latter-day Saint is called to be a Relief Society president, an elder's quorum president, or a bishop or stake president, they bring to their calling many of those things which make up their personalities and worldview, including their strengths, weaknesses, and preconceived ideas. The same can be said for prophets. 
Gospel education, for the prophets and the masses, is an evolutionary process -- the same as any other type of education. As Joseph Smith once said, "It is not wisdom that we should have all knowledge at once presented before us; but that we should have a little at a time; then we can comprehend it," (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, 297). 


‘Prophets can make Mistakes or State Opinions’ Michael R. Ash Mormon Times 31 August 2009

“Some readers may wonder if it is appropriate or useful to point out that leaders can make mistakes. In the context of this series, I believe it is. As explained in Issue No. 10, if members would remember that a prophet is only a prophet when acting as such, a lot of heartburn could be avoided.

From my experience, this is one of the primary factors for a member struggling with an "intellectual" apostasy. If a member believes that a prophet is infallible and then discovers that a prophet said something that was in error, they may conclude that the prophet is false and that the church is therefore false as well.

If, however, we realize that prophets can make mistakes or state opinions as well as revelation, then our testimonies shouldn't be harmed if we discover a statement that proves contrary to additional enlightenment.

In what ways might a prophet err? In Deed, Thought, and Word — the first two, of which, will be discussed in this issue.

Deed: Prophets, while great men, leaders and revelators of the word of God, are not morally perfect. Only Christ was morally perfect. Bible prophets also had lapses of judgment and moments of weakness. We shouldn't expect perfection from modern-day prophets.

Thought: While we, as members, claim to believe in continuing revelation, some members seem surprised when a prophet receives new or additional revelation. These same members are often bothered to learn that some doctrines or practices evolved as new revelation was given. Why, for instance, wasn't the Kirtland Temple utilized in identical ways as modern temples? Why wasn't the Word of Wisdom a commandment for the first generation of church members?

The answer, of course, rests in the very fact that we do believe in continuing revelation. Either prophets receive revelation on every single facet of the gospel (or they receive it all at once), or revelation is an ongoing continuous process. Since I doubt that most members think that prophets receive one enormous revelation about all gospel principles the moment they are called as a prophet, it surprises me when these same members are bothered when newer revelations are added to the light we already have.

In some instances, this additional light may be at odds with long-held assumptions. Bruce R. McConkie, for example, had previously made statements about blacks and the priesthood that became outdated when President Spencer W. Kimball announced the revelation extending the priesthood to all worthy males. Following this revelation, Elder McConkie said:

"Forget everything I have said or what ... Brigham Young ... or whomsoever has said ... that is contrary to the present revelation. We spoke with a limited understanding and without the light and knowledge that now has come into the world" ("All Are Alike Unto God").

Other members expect prophets to know everything about all gospel issues -- or anything that remotely relates to a gospel topic. Why do some past or present leaders disagree about Book of Mormon geography or the population mix in ancient America? Why would a prophet have erroneous views about the solar system or the history of the Bible? 

We might likewise ask: Should a prophet know everything about quantum physics or chemistry? Do we really want to believe that Old Testament prophets had a complete understanding of the cardiovascular system or operating laws of photons? We shouldn't expect prophets to have a complete understanding of all gospel principles or all gospel-related issues, nor should we expect them to be free of prejudice, cultural bias and traditions.
When it comes to those issues for which we have no revelation (such as Book of Mormon geography, as one example), prophets may offer speculations like any other student or scholar. Those speculations could arise from analysis, evaluations and arguments based on their understanding of the evidence. Their intellectual reflections, however, do not carry the same weight as revelations.

According to the Lord, the Holy Ghost will "manifest all things which are expedient unto the children of men" (Doctrine and Covenants 18:18). What is "expedient"? Old Testament prophets had pre-critical and incorrect views of the earth, space and a multitude of other scientific matters. Is it expedient for modern-day prophets to have infallible views on the location of the Hill Cumorah or the breadth and depth of Noah's flood? Those things that are expedient (profitable or useful) deal with the principles that help us return to God. We will continue this topic and explore how the "word of God" can be both fallible and "true" in the next and future issues.” END
Example of a False Opinion by an Apostle: ‘Man on the Moon’
Some people also stumble over statements made by Church leaders that have turned out to be incorrect, not about doctrine but in their personal opinions. For example, President Joseph Fielding Smith (1876–1972) wrote in the first edition of his book Answers to Gospel Questions, “It is doubtful that man will ever be permitted to make any instrument or ship to travel through space and visit the moon or any distant planet.” Joseph Fielding Smith, Answers to Gospel Questions (1958), 5 vols., 2:191.

Later, following the Apollo moon landings and the death of President David O. McKay, Joseph Fielding Smith became President of the Church. At a press conference, a reporter asked him about this statement. President Smith replied, “Well, I was wrong, wasn’t I?” Personal reminiscence of David Farnsworth; the press conference took place on Jan. 23, 1970, six months after the moon landing.” END
‘If Prophets can make Fallible Pronouncements, can we Pick and Choose which of their words we should follow?’ Michael R. Ash Mormon Times 17 August 2009
“As noted in the previous issue, we play a major role in understanding the word of God. We may wonder how this should affect our trust of prophets and our willingness to follow their counsel. If prophets can make fallible pronouncements, can we pick and choose which of their words we should follow? 

The truth is, we already pick and choose when we follow the words of the prophets. We also pick and choose the counsel we follow from the scriptures, our boss, the law, health professionals, our spouses, etc. Because we're not perfect and not robots, it always comes down to personal choice. We have our agency to follow the prophet, go to church, avoid pornography, obey the speed limits, come to work on time, mow our lawn, etc. Sometimes there are no apparent consequences for ignoring rules, counsels or commandments, while other times the consequences are nearly immediate.

But what if the prophet is wrong? What are the consequences of following a prophet's erroneous opinion? The same question might apply to those with stewardship over smaller spheres of responsibility. What are the consequences of following the advice of a righteous wife, mother, husband or father? If we are living lives that allows the Holy Spirit to work within us and speak to us; if we are seeking God's guidance through our actions, thoughts and desires; if we pray always, accept Christ's atonement into our lives, and conform to His; are we going to make mistakes? Most certainly. But what kind of mistakes? Will we make errors that have negative eternal consequences? Not likely.

We must remember that -- despite the portrait painted by some critics -- the prophets and leaders of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints are servants of the Lord and, by extension, servants of his children. They don't do it for power or pride. They serve out of love and Christ-like charity. As many lay members, they live lives that are harmonious with the Spirit of God and generally have extensive experience behind their thoughts and actions. They also have the support of their quorum. 

When some leaders have said that the prophets will not lead God's people astray -- that statement is not a claim of infallibility, but instead it is a promise that God will not allow modern-day prophets to lead his people away from Christ. A member and prophet may disagree on certain historical, scientific or even gospel issues, but we can be assured that none of those issues -- of themselves -- should have any impact on our personal journey home to the Father.

First we should attempt to gain a testimony of Jesus Christ. Then we should seek a testimony of the Book of Mormon, Joseph Smith and our current prophet. Lastly, we should seek our own testimonies on gospel issues. If our testimony of a specific issue isn't firm, following those who are called of God (as confirmed by our own testimony) is probably a wise choice. If we know that the prophet is God's prophet, then we can rest assured that while he may make mistakes or have erroneous opinions, he will not teach us or counsel us in ways that would separate us from God.” END

‘Why members of the church need to seek after their own personal revelations and not passively rely on only the words of the Prophets.’ Michael R. Ash Mormon Times 3 August 2009
“As stated repeatedly in this series, prophets are not divine, but are humans who have been divinely called to leadership positions. Until we can become perfect like the Father, all of us will continue to struggle, learn from experience and make mistakes. So how can we know when they are speaking as prophets?

The answer is simple: the onus is on us. As noted previously, prophets, the scriptures, temples, Sunday school, etc. are tools designed to help us draw closer to God and receive personal revelation. As Moses said to Joshua, he wished that “all the Lord’s people were prophets” (Numbers 11:29). The primary difference between the revelations we receive and the revelations received by prophets is the scope of responsibility. We can receive revelation for ourselves and those in our stewardship. A prophet can receive revelation for all God’s children. The line of communication, however, is the same, and we can confirm the truth of our leaders words through personal revelation.

Elder J. Reuben Clark (First Presidency counselor to Heber J. Grant, George Albert Smith, and David O. McKay) explained:

"We can tell when the speakers are moved upon by the Holy Ghost only when we, ourselves, are moved upon by the Holy Ghost. In a way, this completely shifts the responsibility from them to us to determine when they so speak. ... (Church News, 31 July 1954, 9)"

If we live righteously and ask in faith, we can know the “truth of all things” by the power of the Holy Ghost (Moroni 10:5). If we rely solely on the revelations of the prophets, without seeking our own personal revelations, we tacitly accept their revelations as infallible. This, of course, sets us up for disaster when we discover that prophets are not infallible. 

President Brigham Young understood this problem when he said, "I am more afraid that this people have so much confidence in their leaders that they will not inquire for themselves of God whether they are led by him. I am fearful they settle down in a state of blind self-security, trusting their eternal destiny in the hands of their leaders with a reckless confidence that in itself would thwart the purposes of God in their salvation…. Let every man and woman know, by the whispering of the Spirit of God to themselves, whether their leaders are walking in the path the Lord dictates, or not (Journal of Discourses 9:150)."
We are obligated to think and study the issues for ourselves. The church recently stated: 

"Individual members are encouraged to independently strive to receive their own spiritual confirmation of the truthfulness of church doctrine. Moreover, the church exhorts all people to approach the gospel not only intellectually but with the intellect and the spirit, a process in which reason and faith work together."
In the Book of Mormon, Lehi had a vision of the Tree of Life, after which he was left mostly on his own to interpret the revelation (1 Nephi 8). Laman and Lemuel found some of the symbols in their father’s revelation hard to understand and they argued about them (1 Nephi 15:2-3). Nephi also wanted to understand his father’s revelation, so he turned to the Lord, having faith that he would make such things known unto him (1 Nephi 11:1-6). Nephi received his own vision, and saw what his father saw. It was the same, but it was also different. When Nephi interacted with the angel in the vision, his own personal questions were answered. It also seems that Nephi noticed things that went unnoticed by his father (while the opposite was probably true as well).  

From the visions of Lehi and Nephi, we learn that revelation is not a monolithic mechanism in which personal experience and interpretation play no roles. When Nephi heard his brothers arguing about their father’s revelation, Nephi asked if they had sought the Lord for their own revelations on the issues. “We have not,” they replied, “for the Lord maketh no such thing known unto us” (1 Nephi 15:9).

Nephi rebuked them and reminded them of the Lord’s promise: God would reveal the truth to those who did not harden their hearts but asked in faith (1 Nephi 15:10-11). Too often, unfortunately, we are like Laman and Lemuel instead of like Nephi. Unless we choose to do so, we do not need to rely solely on our own understanding or the words of others -- including the words of prophets. It is our responsibility to enlarge our testimonies and relationship with Heavenly Father. We begin this type of life by righteous living and faith and by studying the words of the prophets. Then we must ask the Lord for confirmation of the truths in their words as well as for guidance in applying their words to our lives and spiritual growth.” END
‘What are the consequences of not following a prophet or for disagreeing (publicly or privately) with statements made by a Prophet?’  Michael R. Ash Mormon Times 24 August 2009


“It's important to reiterate that prophets may speak about historical, scientific, or other issues that really have little if any bearing on the salvation of souls. In some cases they may express matters of opinion or share insights from their own gospel study and spiritual knowledge. They can also speak the word of God. If we fail to seek our own testimonies and therefore fail to heed the God-given counsel of the prophets, we are the ones who will miss out on the blessings. But what if, after praying for guidance and confirmation, our own personal views diverge with a particular teaching of the prophet or church policy? To quote again a statement made by Joseph F. Smith (as originally quoted in part 2):

"[Members] are given the largest possible latitude for their convictions, and if a man rejects a message that I may give to him but is still moral and believes in the main principles of the gospel and desires to continue in his membership in the church, he is permitted to remain."...so long as a man believes in God and has a little faith in the church organization, we nurture and aid that person to continue faithfully as a member of the Church though he may not believe all that is revealed" (Reed Smoot Hearings, 1:97-98)

We can disagree. We are not asked to follow blindly. We are not punished for rejecting something that runs contrary to our personal conscience or testimony (although we will forfeit blessings if the things we reject come from God). We are, however, asked to live by certain principles, especially if we have church callings or wish to attend the temple. While the things we believe are strictly personal, behavior must -- at least to a degree -- conform to a pattern expected from members. Not living some of the principles will naturally cause some friction.


Throughout LDS history there have been members (and, at times, other general authorities) who have disagreed with some church leader on gospel, historical, or political issues, or even in the interpretation of certain verses of scriptures. Typically, there is no church discipline for these dissenting views. In regard to church membership, the institutional church is typically more concerned with orthopraxy (right living) than orthodoxy (right belief).

Some people -- especially critics -- claim that the church punishes those who disagree with the prophets. This claim, however, is for the most part, untrue.

In a 1993 October general conference address, President James E. Faust said that free discussion and expression are encouraged in the church, but should obviously operate within limits. As an example of those limits he repeated a story told in 1869 by Elder George Q. Cannon:

"A friend ... wished to know whether we ... considered an honest difference of opinion between a member of the church and the authorities of the church was apostasy. ... We replied that ... we could conceive of a man honestly differing in opinion from the authorities of the church and yet not be an apostate; but we could not conceive of a man publishing these differences of opinion and seeking by arguments, sophistry and special pleading to enforce them upon the people to produce division and strife and to place the acts and counsels of the Authorities of the church, if possible, in a wrong light, and not be an apostate, for such conduct was apostasy as we understood the term" (Gospel Truth, 2:276-77).

This doesn't mean that we can't publicly discuss differences of opinion on issues where there is no revealed doctrine (such as Book of Mormon geography, which scrolls relate to the Book of Abraham, etc.). It does mean, however, that those members who become vocal critics of church and speak out against the leadership, foundational events in LDS history, LDS practices, or the scriptures, have (at times) been disciplined. It is one thing to disagree with the prophet concerning a policy or the interpretation of a passage in the Bible, it's another matter to publicly undermine the prophet or church leadership, or to claim that Book of Mormon is fictional, or that Joseph Smith never saw the Savior.

With the recognition that prophets are fallible should come the recognition that we are also fallible. If prophets can get some things wrong, so can we. If we strongly disagree with a policy, counsel, or scriptural interpretation, we can privately voice our opinions or decide not to follow the counsel or further promulgate the interpretation. We should not, however, lift our hearts in pride, thinking that we are infallible, and insist that others follow our beliefs instead of the prophet.” End
‘Can Imperfect Scriptures Lead to God?’  21 September 2009 Mormon Times Michael R. Ash
The 8th Article of Faith states: "We believe the Bible to be the word of God as far as it is translated correctly; we also believe the Book of Mormon to be the word of God."

In the title page of the Book of Mormon, we read, "...if there are faults they are the mistakes of men; wherefore, condemn not the things of God."

Lastly, we read the words of Moroni shortly after he took over his father's record: "Condemn me not because of mine imperfection, neither my father, because of his imperfection, neither them who have written before him ... we have written this record according to our knowledge, in the characters which are called among us the reformed Egyptian, ... and if we could have written in Hebrew, behold, ye would have had no imperfection in our record" (Mormon 9:30-31).
As emphasized repeatedly in this series, anything with which man is involved -- even if directed by God -- will be imperfect, fallible and, to some degree, errant. Neither ancient nor modern prophets were, or are, perfect, and the scriptures they've produced will likewise fall short of inerrancy. Fallible human prophets and errant scripture can still lead us to God despite any imperfections. 

As explained in previous issues, prophets must communicate revelation -- whether in general-conference addresses or when writing scripture -- according to their own language and their limited understanding of this world and the eternities. 
All language is inherently ambiguous -- all have words or phrases that can mean different things to different readers. Take the word "cleave" for example. It can mean to cut something apart -- as in "to cleave a diamond into two smaller stones" -- but it can also mean to cause two things to adhere together, as in "therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh" (Genesis 2:24).

Or how about "critical"? We can be critical of someone else's views, or we can say the Bible is critical to Christianity. The context, time frame, and cultural and other variables can affect how a word is understood. The Bible has gone through various translations and each translator made determinations about the meaning of words based on his or her familiarity with the words and how they would have been used by the specific author. Errors are bound to happen.
Some might be tempted to think that because the Book of Mormon came directly from God to Joseph Smith there shouldn't be any errors. This, however, is a naive assumption. An exact word-for-word translation from one language to another typically yields little more than gibberish.

Even for Joseph to have understood the text, the Lord would have had to translate the Nephite words into something that made sense to Joseph. And it's important to remember that the purpose of translating the Book of Mormon into English was to teach spiritual truths that can cause individuals to receive personal revelation, not to reveal historical truths about the ancient inhabitants of the Americas. 

Even if God would have conveyed a perfect text to Joseph Smith, any reader whose language, culture or understanding of English words varied from Joseph's Smith's would -- on their own reading of the text -- naturally misinterpret some passages of text.

What does this mean for us who read the imperfect scriptures? The word of God need not be perfect in order to invoke the power of drawing us closer to God. In Doctrine and Covenants section 128, for example, Joseph Smith quotes Malachi 4:5-6 exactly as it is quoted in the King James Version Bible. In verse 18 the prophet Joseph added: "I might have rendered a plainer translation to this, but it is sufficiently plain to suit my purpose as it stands." 

We should take the same approach to the scriptures as we take with the prophets -- we should seek the guidance of the Spirit. While the word of God may contain errors, and while we may not fully understand every nuance of every phrase, word or term in the scriptures, the Holy Spirit has the power to help us understand the word of God in its role of drawing us closer to the divine and opening our hearts to personal revelation.” (continued week following)
‘Imperfect Scriptures’ (cont.) Michael R. Ash Mormon Times Monday Sept 28, 2009
“In last week's column, it was explained that the scriptures can be both imperfect and still be the Word of God. I also pointed out that prophets will record scripture according to their cultural vocabulary as well as their own personal methods of conveying the intent of their revelations. While imperfect because of the limitations of any language, the message is still more than adequate in drawing people to Heavenly Father.

Once we realize, however, that all prophets who produce scripture do so according to their own world views, we can appreciate that some things we read into the scriptures are different than what the author intended to convey. Second, it's important to understand that neither ancient nor modern scriptures are written as "histories" in the 21st-century understanding of the term. While scriptures can give accounts of past events, those events are related to readers in a framework that is intended to teach spiritual truths. 

Many scriptural authors wrote about events that preceded their own experiences by decades, centuries or even millenniums. That doesn't mean that such events didn't happen, but we have to keep things in perspective. Prophets don't have unbiased video footage of those past events -- even if they receive visions with glimpses into those events. In the teaching of spiritual truths, scriptural authors may have written about past events according to how they understood those events had happened.

Let's use the example of Noah's flood. Many people believe the entire planet was covered with water while Noah floated on the waters in an ark containing two of every animal that eventually would repopulate the Earth. A number of other people -- people who also believe the Bible is the word of God -- reject this belief (often because of scientific information) and theorize that Noah's ark floated on top of a flood that was limited to what he could see.

Either belief is acceptable among committed Latter-day Saints. The real message of Noah's story is about obedience and making covenants with God. The depth and breadth of the flood waters is ancillary to the spiritual teachings in the story. 

The Hebrew language of the Bible is often very poetic and many words have multiple meanings. The words translated in our Bibles as "earth" can also mean "land" or solid ground (as opposed to water). The ancient Hebrews also did not understand our planet as a sphere like we do today. They saw the earth as flat but shaped like a bowl with the windows of heaven cut out above the earth. Believing in such a pre-scientific view of our planet has no bearing on the author's ability to receive revelation about spiritual messages from God.

While Mormons believes the Bible is scripture, and believe Noah was an ancient prophet who communed with God, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints takes no official position on the expanse of Noah's flood, because there has been no revelation clarifying the issue -- which is an issue, like so many other issues attacked by critics, that has no bearing on the salvation of souls.

For those events in which prophets themselves lived and participated, we must realize that they, like us, would have written from a particular perspective and point of view. We don't have, for example, the Lamanite account of their dealings with the Nephites. Ancient authors also did not think it deceptive or misleading to engage in exaggeration or hyperbole or to take poetic license when retelling a story. Some examples will be given in future columns.

We also know that ancient prophets repeated myths and legends and erroneous scientific conceptions because such things were all part of their world view -- the way they understood the world, their audience and the way they understood the method or retelling important stories.” End
Quote: Brigham Young once explained that there "isn't a single revelation" given "that is perfect in its fulness." God speaks "to us in a manner to meet our capacities" (Journal of Discourses, 2:314). In this life, the Apostle Paul observed, we all "see through a glass darkly" (1 Corinthians 13:12

Examples of Errors in Doctrine and Practise from the Past

Sealing By Adoption: In the early days of the church members were sealed to the leaders of the church instead of to their ancestors in a practise called ‘sealing by adoption’. This practise continued from 1844 to 1894 before it was recognised that it did not conform to the revelations in the Doctrine and Covenants. President Woodruff brought the practise to an end in the April 1894 General Conference, after which members became more diligent in identifying their ancestors for temple work. 
Rebaptism: The Lord has outlined in the Doctrine and Covenants how members can obtain forgiveness for their transgressions: “Behold, he who has repented of his sins, the same is forgiven, and I the Lord remember them no more. By this ye may know if a man repenteth of his sins-behold, he will confess them and forsake them.” D&C 58:42-43 
In the early days of the church some members practised re-baptism as a way of repentance and re-dedication to the church. This doctrine and its practise lasted from 1847 to 1897. Again, like Sealing by Adoption it has it has no scriptural justification, yet it became a standard procedure in the church. 
The United Order in Utah: After the saints were cast out of Missouri, they were forced to abandon the Law of Zion known as the Law of Consecration which operated under the United Order. The Lord explained to His saints that the reintroduction of this Law would need to await the Redemption of Zion: 
D&C 105:34: “And let those commandments which I have given concerning Zion and her Law be executed and fulfilled, after her redemption”. 
When some church members living in Iowa undertook in 1840 to establish the Law of Consecration Joseph Smith advised: “The Law of Consecration could not be kept here, and that it was the will of the Lord that we should desist from trying to keep it; and if persisted in, it would produce a perfect defeat of its object….”

This was not fully understood by early leaders of the church who moved to Utah and endeavoured at different times to introduce the Law of Consecration and the United Order. Between the years 1855-1858, Some 2,682 deeds of consecration were recorded in Utah. The Consecration movement became widespread between the years 1855-1865 and included the leaders of the church.  (See the chapter ‘Consecration movement of the 1850’s’ chapter 4 pages 63-78, in the book written about this subject “Building the City of God” by Arrington)
Eventually due to a lack of enthusiasm by the saints the principle of Consecration in Utah proved to be a symbolic gesture only and the saints reverted back to tithing.
Examples of Incorrect Statements by Leaders on the Second Coming:
President Wilford Woodruff stated in General conference 8 April 1898: 
“But these thousands of Latter-day Saint children that belong to the Sabbath schools, I believe many of them will stand in the flesh when the Lord Jesus Christ visits the Zion of God here in the mountains of Israel”

Ten years earlier at stake conference in 1889 at Grantsville Utah President Woodruff said:

“Many of these young men and maidens that are here today will in my opinion, if they are faithful, stand in the flesh when Christ comes in the clouds of heaven. These young people from the Sabbath schools and from the mutual improvement associations will stand in the flesh while the judgments of the almighty sweep the nations of the earth as with the bosom of destruction, in fulfilment of the revelations of God, and they will be the very people whom God will bless and sustain…”
Since the return of the saints to Jackson County is a prerequisite to the Second Coming some early leaders spoke of this event as if it would happen within the lifetime of the Saints then living.

In the book ‘The Coming of the Lord” By Gerald Lund page 26 he discusses the prophecies of Apostle Orson Pratt who is frequently quoted in many books on the Second Coming: 
“Now to return to the remarkable statement by Orson Pratt made in 1877, wherein he gave his opinion that there were those then living upon the earth who would still be alive when the temple was reared in Jackson County, Missouri. It has been nearly 100 years since that statement was made and yet the Church still looks forward to the fulfilment of that prophecy. Since there is not an abundance of people left who were alive when Orson Pratt made that statement, some have concluded that it was simply his opinion and obviously in error. If this were an isolated statement, that explanation would carry more weight, but it is not.”
President Lorenzo Snow at General Conference April 1898: “The time is speedily coming-we do not want to talk very much though, about going to Jackson County, Missouri, because through our foolishness and weakness we would not care anything about building houses and making ourselves comfortable here…….We are not going tomorrow, nor the next day, this week or next week; but we are going, and there are many hundreds and hundreds within the sound of my voice that will live to go back to Jackson County and build a holy temple to the Lord our God.”
“Now the time is fast approaching when a large portion of the people that I am now addressing will go back to Jackson County. A great many people that are now dwelling in the state of Utah will have this privilege. Whether I, President Cannon, President Smith, or all of the brethren of the Twelve will go back I know not. But a large portion of the Latter-Day Saints that now dwell in these valleys will go back to Jackson County to build a holy City to the Lord, as was decreed by Jehovah and revealed through Joseph Smith.”
President Lorenzo Snow at General Conference Oct 1900: “As far as spiritual things are concerned, we are pretty well united, but when it comes to temporalities we often differ. But you will see the day, if you live properly, observe the word of wisdom, and do that which is required, you will go back to Jackson County, many of you whom I am addressing this afternoon. I am sure of this.”

President Brigham Young at General Conference - 6th April 1845: “As far as spiritual things are concerned, we are pretty well united, but when it comes to temporalities we often differ. But you will see the day, if you live properly, observe the word of wisdom, and do that which is required, you will go back to Jackson County, many of you whom I am addressing this afternoon. I am sure of this.” 

The Calling of the Seventy. 
Elder Boyd K Packer of the Quorum of the Twelve used the Doctrine and Covenants to determine the correct function of the Seventy.
The following extract is taken from Lucile C. Tate’s biography of President Boyd K. Packer:
“Labouring in faith and diligence, Brother Packer continued the quest, to know the Lord’s will. (Concerning the Seventy) He studied and pondered the passages in Doctrine and Covenants 107 that pertain specifically to the Seventy. As he read and reread, verse 10 suddenly stood out as if it had been newly placed there: “High Priests after the order of the Melchezidek Priesthood have a right to officiate in their own standing, under the direction of the Presidency, in administering spiritual things, and also in the office of an elder, priest, teacher deacon and member.” (D&C 107:10) 
What had not been previously seen was the obvious absence of reference to “Seventy”. It occurred to Elder Packer that it was not intended that the seventy labour on the stake and ward level. The office of seventy as intended by the revelation appeared to be one that functioned at the general level of church government only…. It was not long afterwards that seventies quorums on a stake level were discontinued.” End
The calling of the Seventy is clearly outlined in the Doctrine and Covenants: 
D&C 107:25-26, 34: “The Seventy are also called to preach the gospel, and to be especial witnesses unto the Gentiles in all the world-thus differing from other offices in the church in the duties of their calling. And they form a quorum, equal in authority to that of the Twelve…The Seventy are to act in the name of the Lord, under the direction of the Twelve…” 
D&C 107:97-98: “And these Seventy are to be travelling ministers…whereas other officers of the church, who belong not unto the Twelve, neither unto the Seventy, are not under the responsibility to travel among the nations”
The organization of the Seventy in the Church today is now in accordance with the above revelations. The Seventy now work under the direction of the Twelve Apostles to preach the gospel in all the world. However, this was not always the case. For many years they were appointed as officers in wards and stakes not travelling outside of the stake or ward area. Stake Mission Presidents and Ward Mission Leaders were often ordained Seventies.

See S. Dilworth Young, “The Seventies: A Historical Perspective,” Ensign, July 1976 
The practise of calling Seventies in the wards and stakes as standing offices was discontinued in October 1986. At that time the Quorums of Seventy at the General level of church leadership became fully organised in conformity to the revelations in the Doctrine and Covenants.
Regional Representatives and the Law of Common Consent

The Law of Common Consent is applicable to those who are called to fulfill priesthood responsibilities:
D&C 26:2: “And all things shall be done by common consent in the church, by much prayer, and faith, for all things you shall receive by faith. Amen” 
As part of the Law of Common Consent all offices in the church are to be sustained by members whom they serve. Ward offices are to be sustained by the ward membership, stake offices by the stake membership at stake conference, and general offices by the church as a whole at general conference. 
D&C 38:34: “And now I give unto the church in these parts a commandment, that certain men among them shall be appointed, and they shall be appointed (sustained) by the voice of the church.” 

The office of Regional Representative was instituted by the First Presidency to assist the members of the Council of the Twelve and their assistants in training and encouraging stake leaders in their various duties, and for this purpose they began to visit the stakes frequently. 
Regional representatives were not sustained at the Ward, Stake or General level of church leadership according to the Law of Common Consent. They were the only priesthood leaders called to an official position without being sustained.

At the April 1995, General Conference President Gordon B. Hinckley in one of his first major administrative acts as President of the Church announced the discontinuance of the position of Regional Representative. They were replaced by Area Authority Seventies who were sustained as General Authorities and who became part of the quorums of Seventy. The brethren were now acting in conformity to the revelations in the Doctrine and Covenants.

The above examples are an illustration that occasionally that the church has adopted practices in the past that are not in accordance with the Doctrine and Covenants. When this has been realized these practices have been corrected, but sometimes after many years. 

Mountains Meadow Massacre: Another example of woeful blind obedience was the mountains meadow massacre. Apologies have been offered by leaders of the church especially Gordon B Hinckley. Much has been written about this shameful part of LDS history. 
Hurtful Expressions by leaders of the church concerning Blacks and the Priesthood. 
Hurtful statements by some leaders on why Black People were denied the Priesthood especially from Joseph Fielding Smith and Bruce R. McConkie. Should members have accepted their rhetoric or questioned it? 

When the Priesthood Ban was removed in 1978 Elder Bruce R. McConkie stated in recognition of the hurtful mistaken comments that he had made: 

"Forget everything that I have said, or what President Brigham Young or President George Q. Cannon or whomsoever has said in days past that is contrary to the present revelation. We spoke with a limited understanding and without the light and knowledge that now has come into the world. We get our truth and our light line upon line and precept upon precept. We have now had added a new flood of intelligence and light on this particular subject, and it erases all the darkness and all the views and all the thoughts of the past. They don’t matter anymore." ("All Are Alike unto God", BYU Speeches).
Adam-God Theory Brigham Young 
Taken from http://en.fairmormon.org/Adam-God
Brigham Young made the best known, and probably earliest, controversial statement in a sermon given on 9 April 1852:

“Now hear it, O inhabitants of the earth, Jew and Gentile, Saint and sinner! When our father Adam came into the garden of Eden, he came into it with a celestial body, and brought Eve, one of his wives, with him. He helped to make and organize this world. He is MICHAEL, the Archangel, the ANCIENT OF DAYS! about whom holy men have written and spoken—He is our FATHER and our GOD, and the only God with whom WE have to do. Every man upon the earth, professing Christians or non-professing, must hear it, and will know it sooner or later. They came here, organized the raw material, and arranged in their order the herbs of the field, the trees, the apple, the peach, the plum, the pear, and every other fruit that is desirable and good for man; the seed was brought from another sphere, and planted in this earth. The thistle, the thorn, the brier, and the obnoxious weed did not appear until after the earth was cursed. When Adam and Eve had eaten of the forbidden fruit, their bodies became mortal from its effects, and therefore their offspring were mortal. 

Based on these remarks, and others he made in public and in private, it is apparent that Brigham Young believed that:

Adam was the father of the spirits of mankind, as well as being the first parent of our physical bodies.

Adam and Eve came to this earth as resurrected, exalted personages.

Adam and Eve fell and became mortal in order to create physical bodies for their spirit children.

Adam was the spiritual and physical father of Jesus Christ. 

Brigham claimed to have received these beliefs by revelation, and, on at least three occasions, claimed that he learned it from Joseph Smith. While this doctrine was never canonized, Brigham expected other contemporary Church leaders to accept it, or at least not preach against it. (Orson Pratt did not believe it, and he and Brigham had a number of heated conversations on the subject.[4]
The historical record indicates that some contemporary Latter-day Saints took Brigham's teachings at face value and attempted to incorporate the doctrine into mainstream LDS teachings. This response was far from universal, however, and lost steam after the turn of the 20th century.
Brigham was wrong: Another approach, championed by LDS researcher Van Hale, is that Brigham Young believed and taught Adam-God, but that he was mistaken.[9] Prophets are human beings and like anyone may misunderstand complex doctrinal subjects, especially ones on which there has been little or no revelation. 

Elder Bruce R. McConkie also took this position in a letter he wrote in 1981:

Yes, President Young did teach that Adam was the father of our spirits, and all the related things that the [polygamous] cultists ascribe to him. This, however, is not true. He expressed views that are out of harmony with the gospel. But be it known, Brigham Young also taught accurately and correctly, the status and position of Adam in the eternal scheme of things. What I am saying is that Brigham Young, contradicted Brigham Young, and the issue becomes one of which Brigham Young we will believe. The answer is we will believe the expressions that accord with the teachings in the Standard Works.”
#

Name of the Church (Now corrected)
See the study Is it Right for the Church to Use the Nickname ‘Mormon’ (2009)
I wrote a study in 2009 quoting talks by Elder Nelson and Elder Ballard that the long-standing tradition of the use of the word Mormon by the church was not according to scripture. I sent an Email to Jim M. Wall President and Publisher Deseret News-16 January 2009 concerning the frequent us of the term Mormon in the newspaper such as the “Mormon Times”. I received the following reply (Jmwall@desnews.com) 20 Jan 2009

“On January 3, 2008, the use of Mormon Times was approved in a meeting with the First Presidency and affirmed January 9, 2008, in a meeting with the Quorum of Twelve Apostles.

On November 10, 2008, the First Presidency approved the inclusion of Mormon Times with delivery of the Church News. Thank you for your concern. Hopefully you will be satisfied that our use of Mormon has received the appropriate approval.”

Fast forward to President Nelson who has emphasised the scriptures on this subject. The long-standing tradition of the use of the word Mormon by the church has now been replaced by conformity to the scriptures. When President Nelson made the changes to conform to scripture he emphasized that it was a correction to existing policy or tradition within the church. He also emphasized the scriptures to which the church should conform:

President Russell M Nelson ‘The Correct Name of the Church’ (extracts)                            Oct 2018 General Conference

“Today I feel compelled to discuss with you a matter of great importance.

Let me explain why we care so deeply about this issue. But first let me state what this effort is not:

It is not a name change. It is not rebranding. It is not cosmetic. It is not a whim. And it is not inconsequential.

Instead, it is a correction. It is the command of the Lord. 

Joseph Smith did not name the Church restored through him; neither did Mormon. It was the Savior Himself who said, “For thus shall my church be called in the last days, even The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.” D&C 115:4 

Even earlier, in AD 34, our resurrected Lord gave similar instruction to members of His Church when He visited them in the Americas. At that time He said: “Ye shall call the church in my name. …“And how be it my church save it be called in my name? For if a church be called in Moses’ name then it be Moses’ church; or if it be called in the name of a man then it be the church of a man; but if it be called in my name then it is my church.” 3 Nephi 27:7-8: 
END 
False Optimism instead of the True Spirit of Prophecy

Doubling of Church Membership in Europe

Several years ago, the Europe Area Presidency comprised a plan to double the membership in Europe in a ten-year period: "As we retain our new and returning members, save our youth, and continue to reactivate the less-active, we will be able to double the active membership of Europe Area within ten years." Area Committee Report September 2, 2009
This plan was sold to the members of the Church as inspired and plans were devised to assist in its success. However, Europe is becoming increasingly secular, wickedness is increasing, and some members are struggling with a considerable number apostatizing. Creating such expectations and then seeing a lack of fulfilment does more harm than good. 

Result: Note the following recent news report: Salt Lake Tribune 11 June 2017
Mormon growth in Europe has been stagnant for a couple of decades
“Mormon growth in Europe has been stagnant for a couple of decades, so earlier this year, church higher-ups closed or consolidated many congregations, known as wards and branches. This spring half (seven of 14) LDS congregations in the Antwerp Belgium Stake were closed, says long-time Mormon Wilfried Decco, a retired BYU professor who lives in Antwerp.

"People understand that discontinuing their small unit was unavoidable, but the emotional toll is immense," Decco writes in an email. "Most are members who for decades have worked to keep their branch or ward alive, proud to have a Mormon meeting place in their own city, and suddenly it's over. There is not only sadness for the closure as such, sometimes anger."

They also feel a measure of "guilt and depression," Decco says. That's because visiting LDS leaders and area authorities have been promising that if the members were steadfast and worked hard, their numbers would double. He says they were told there would be a "second harvest," but no such bumper crop of converts came — despite the members' many sacrifices. Some now doubt the leaders' "inspiration," Decoo says, or feel "blamed for not having done enough."
Broken-hearted members heard nothing of the plans to realign boundaries and shutter their tiny branches until they met at an LDS stake conference in April. When the assembled crowd was asked for its sustaining vote to support the move, every hand went up. Later, though, a local lay leader reported to Decoo: "My members voted in favor with their right hand and against it with their hearts. And almost all were crying." End of Quote

I listened to Elder Russell M Nelson on the 9 Aug 2013: at the Pageant at Chorley state there will be more Temples, more stakes and more missions in the British Isles. 
The Church News dated 10 Aug 2013: reporting on the pageant and the statements of Elder Nelson: 
“The legacy of the early missionaries to Great Britain is still unfolding. At the ground-breaking ceremony for the Preston England Temple in 1994, President Gordon B. Hinckley said, "Truth ... will continue to prevail and whereas there are thousands, tens of thousands of members of the Church in this wonderful land, there will be hundreds and hundreds of thousands. I have no doubt of that and do not hesitate in saying so. Staged close to that location, the British Pageant is helping bring President Hinckley's words to pass.” End of Quote

Result So far (2021): No additional stakes, 2 missions closed Now a 18% activity rate in the British Isles. 4 stakes removed (2023) wards closing. 
President Nelson at the Dedication of the Rome Temple 

ROME — Moments before President Russell M. Nelson departed the world capital of Christianity on Monday, he bestowed added significance on three landmark days surrounding the dedication ceremonies for the Rome Italy Temple of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
"This is a hinge point in the history of the church. Things are going to move forward at an accelerated pace, of which this is a part," he said, later adding, "The church is going to have an unprecedented future, unparalleled; we're just building up to what's ahead now." See https://www.thechurchnews.com/leaders-and-ministry/2019-03-15/president-nelson-talks-unprecedented-future-of-church-following-rome-italy-temple 

Result so far: The growth of the church and the use of Temples in Europe has been in decline in since 2020

More examples of false optimism could be given by leaders of the church. It is important not to take these personal statements as prophecies.  

Personal Experience-Books stolen from Public Libraries:  

“When I was serving my mission in London in the early 1970’s President Joseph Fielding Smith decided to hold a Conference in England. My mission President decided that it would lead to much inquiry about the church and decided to have the elders remove Anti-Mormon literature from public libraries. The Elders were encouraged to go into libraries and remove (steal) these books. I refused to participate in this practice and was branded as disobedient by other elders in my district. I wrote a general letter to Elder Boyd K Packer about standards in the mission. However I did not specifically mention this practice. I received a letter back saying that Mission Presidents were called by inspiration and it was my duty to sustain. My mission President was eventually disfellowshipped from the church when he returned home. The missionaries received a personal letter from the President of the church Spencer W. Kimball that all study material received from the Mission President was to be destroyed. 
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