Do Hasty Baptisms Lead to Church Growth
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Personal Experiences
Introduction
What does the Doctrine and Covenants teach on the requirements expected from individuals who are to receive the ordinance of Baptism. See D&C 20:37
Should young missionaries be set a number target for baptisms?

Are the missionaries and their leaders honoring their priesthood when they baptise hastily?

What is the effect on missionaries who are pressured into baptising inappropriately?

Why is there such a low activity rate in areas which rely on convert baptisms for growth?

Why is there such a low retention rate (less than (30%) of converts in many missions?

Why has there been so much pressure on young missionaries to baptise every month?

Is baptising ‘vulnerable people’ building the Kingdom of God?

Investigators Should have a Desire to be Baptised 

D&C 20:37: “All those who humble themselves before God and desire to be Baptised…”

3 Nephi 11:23: “Verily I say unto you, that whoso repenteth of his sins and desireth to be baptised in my name on this wise shall ye baptise them…...” 

Mosiah 18:10 “Now I say unto you if this be the desire of your hearts, what have you against being baptised in the name of the Lord as a witness……... And now when the people had heard these words, they clapped their hands for joy, and exclaimed: This is the desire of our hearts”

Note: My personal experience was that I wanted to delay my baptism when first challenged because I was unsure. My desire to be baptised was not yet strong enough. When I eventually had the desire after 5 months investigating the church I was baptised and have not looked back. 

The Requirements to Receive the Ordinance of Baptism

The Lord has outlined in the Doctrine and Covenants the requirements expected for individuals to be baptised. 
In D&C 20:37 the qualifications are listed: 
(1) All those who humble themselves before God, and

(2) Desire to be baptised, and

(3) Come forth with broken heart and contrite spirits, and

(4) Witness before the church that they have truly repented of all their sins, and are
(5) Willing to take them the name of Jesus Christ,

(6) Having a determination to serve him to the end, and

(7) Truly manifest by their works that they have received of the Spirit of Christ unto the remission of their sins

Shall be received by baptism into His church.”
The Need for Repentance Before Baptism

The Book of Mormon

2 Nephi 31:13: “Wherefore my beloved brethren, I know that if ye shall follow the Son, with full purpose of heart, acting no hypocrisy and no deception before God, but with real intent, repenting of your sins, witnessing unto the Father that ye are willing to take upon you the name of Christ, by baptism- yea, following your Lord and your Saviour down into the water, according to His word, behold, then cometh the baptism of fire and the Holy Ghost…..”

3 Nephi 7:25: “Therefore, there were ordained of Nephi men unto this ministry, that all such as should come unto them should be baptised with water, and this as a witness and a testimony before God, and unto the people, that they had repented and received a remission of their sins” 
Moroni 6:2-3: “Neither did they receive any unto baptism save they came forth with a broken heart and a contrite spirit, and witnessed unto the church that they truly repented of all their sins, and none were received unto baptism save they took upon them the name of Christ, having a determination to serve him to the end” See also; Mosiah 18:8-10, 3 Nephi 7:25
3 Nephi 11:23: “Verily I say unto you, that whoso repenteth of his sins through your words, and desireth to be baptised in my name, on this wise shall ye baptise them…...”    

But conversely if investigators do not go through the steps of repentance according to the scriptures they should not be baptised: 
3 Nephi 18:31: “But if he repent not, he shall not be numbered among my people….” 
It is vital that investigators are taught the principles of repentance so they can obtain a full remission of their sins at the time of their baptism and receive the Gift of the Holy Ghost. 
The following scriptures testify that the purpose of Baptism is to receive a complete remission of sins after a person has repented:  
D&C 19:31: “And of tenets thou shalt not talk, but thou shalt declare repentance and faith on the Savior and remission of sins by baptism, and by fire, yea, even the Holy Ghost.”

D&C 33:11: “Yea, repent and be baptized, every one of you, for a remission of your sins; yea, be baptized even by water and then cometh the baptism of fire and of the Holy Ghost.”

D&C 55:1: “Behold, thus saith the Lord unto you, my servant William, yea, even the Lord of the whole earth, thou art called and chosen; and after thou hast been baptized by water, which if you do with an eye single to my glory, you shall have a remission of your sins and a reception of the Holy Spirit by the laying on of hands.”

 (See also  D&C 107:20; D&C 76:51-52; 3 Nephi 30:2;  D&C 13:1; D;; D&C 84:74; D&C 107:20; Moroni 8:11; 3 Nephi 1:23.)
The Need to be Given Sufficient Time

The scriptures are plain and simple about being worthy for baptism. There should be humility, the spirit of repentance and a desire to be baptised. The investigators should request this ordinance because they are converted to the truth and understand its importance for the remission of their sins. They should be given sufficient time to show their loyalty in the basic commandments such as the Word of Wisdom. 
There should be no major doctrinal problems that are not resolved before baptism. They should believe in Jesus Christ, and those appointed to be His representatives like the Prophet Joseph Smith. They understand that joining the church is a commitment that should last a lifetime. Their willingness to listen and keep commitments like saying prayers and studying is vital.
Many have joined the church fulfilling these requirements for baptism and have been worthy of this sacred ordinance. They were given time and patience to change their ways and absorb the gospel. It is just as important to be baptised worthily as it is to partake of the sacrament worthily. It is also realised that some will go inactive regardless of how well they are taught, due to their own weakness and difficult circumstances that arise as the ‘Parable of the Sower’ indicates. 
How grateful I am to those Elders who gave me sufficient time to study the gospel and make some necessary changes in my life before baptism. At the age of eighteen in 1966 I had never heard of the Latter-Day Saint Church and knew very little of the scriptures. As I took the weekly lesson, read the pamphlets presented and started reading the Book of Mormon a new light came into my life. It touched my whole being and I eagerly waited for the next lesson. 
I put off one baptismal date set by the Elders because I wanted to take my time over something so very important. I started learning in August, was taught weekly, began putting my life in order and was eventually baptised five months later in January. I believe I was a “golden investigator” because I believed what I was taught and asked many questions. I had a repentant spirit. Once baptised, I never looked back spending many nights in tears as I realized the truth of the gospel. Just three years later I went on a mission.
Being given “sufficient time” to gain understanding before investigators are confirmed members of the church, should be part of the order of the church.  

D&C 20:68: “The Elders are to have a sufficient time to expound all things concerning the Church of Christ to their understanding, previous to their partaking of the sacrament and being confirmed by the laying of the hands of the Elders, so that all things may be done in order.”
President Ballard said ‘Missionaries shouldn't invite People to be Baptized without Feeling the Spirit. Here's Why’ 26 June 2019 Church News (extracts)
Missionaries need to recognize the Spirit and teach by the Spirit more than at any time in our history, said President M. Russell Ballard in the 2019 New Mission Leadership Seminar June 24
“Speaking to 164 new mission presidents and their companions gathered at the Provo Missionary Training Center for the conference, President Ballard said gospel invitations — especially invitations to be baptized — should be Spirit-led.
Some missionaries have felt pressure to invite people to be baptized during the first lesson or even the first contact. “These missionaries have felt that inviting people to be baptized the very first time they meet them demonstrated the missionaries’ faith and supports their thinking that inviting people to be baptized early is what is expected,” he said. “Other missionaries have felt that an invitation to be baptized early allowed them to promptly separate the wheat from the tares. In this case, some see the baptismal invitation as a sifting tool.” 
Church leaders don’t know where these practices began, but “it was never our intention to invite people to be baptized before they had learned something about the gospel, felt the Holy Ghost, and had been properly prepared to accept a lifelong commitment to follow Jesus Christ,” said President Ballard. 
“Our retention rates will dramatically increase when people desire to be baptized because of the spiritual experiences they are having rather than feeling pressured into being baptized by our missionaries. 

“Quoting President Gordon B. Hinckley, President Ballard said, “We cannot have (those baptized) walking in the front door and out the back. ... There is absolutely no point in doing missionary work unless we hold on to the fruits of that effort.”
Other problems this practice has created include:
First, some Latter-day Saints are hesitant to share the names of families and friends with missionaries because the members worry the missionaries will extend invitations for baptism before the person being introduced is prepared and ready to be baptized.

Second, missionaries sometimes feel like salespeople who have to achieve baptismal goals; therefore, the missionaries use high-pressure tactics to rush people into the baptismal font. Such a culture can ultimately hurt the faith of the missionaries who may return home feeling guilty for their actions in this regard.

Third, some people have stopped meeting with missionaries because a premature baptism invitation was given too early in their spiritual journey. They feel like missionaries are more interested in the baptism event than in what they are really experiencing spiritually.

President Ballard said the Book of Mormon clearly teaches that commandments or invitations should be given in context.

Missionaries should be taught to determine by the Spirit when an invitation to be baptized is appropriate. He invited the mission leaders to read examples in the New Testament of how Jesus and His disciples offered Spirit-led invitations. “Missionaries need to be careful not to push people down the path,” explained President Ballard. “Instead, they should invite them to take the next step on the path.”

“If missionaries and members successfully extend simple and doable Spirit-led invitations, along with sincere offers to help and inspired questions, they will see increases in the number of people being taught, spiritual experiences, and baptisms, and most importantly, they will witness what is described in the Book of Mormon: ‘As many as believed ... were converted unto the Lord (and) never did fall away’"(Alma 23:6). End
The Pressure for Baptismal Numbers

Setting Baptismal Goals
Note the following Mission President’s message to his young missionaries indicating the pressure that has been applied in the past to obtain targeted baptismal numbers: 

Zion’s Harvester, October 2001-Message from the Mission President

“In the month of August, we had 59 baptisms and in the month of September, which had five full weekends we had only 65 baptisms. But for the extra weekend in September we would have had 54 baptisms. Our question to each of you missionaries is: What ever happened to our goal of having 100 baptisms in a month and 1000 baptisms this year? As the year has progressed, we have been sliding down rather than moving up toward this goal. 
Lest any of us forget, we are here to do two things - teach and baptize. Everything we do must be done with those two goals. When we work with members for example, we are not there to just make friends, we are there to help those members do their part in helping us teach and baptize. 
Even when we work with less actives in an effort to bring them into activity we should be teaching and seeking to obtain referrals so we can baptize. Service hours bring the Spirit and teach us to do for others. But even service ought to be done with a missionary purpose (teach and baptize) whenever possible. Before we came to Missouri, we met with our then Area President, Elder Pinnock. He told us there were only five things to remember about being a mission president. They were BAPTIZE, BAPTIZE, BAPTIZE, BAPTIZE, and BAPTIZE! We hope we have not lost sight of that goal. 
In our last zone conference, we learned about faith. Our greater understanding of faith ought to be directed toward our goals of teaching and baptizing. If we fail to apply what we have learned to our missionary work, we have failed to do what the Lord would have us do. We learned that faith is really a process, an interactive cycle in three phases - hope - a trail of faith or action based on our hope - and a confirming witness. We also learned that faith must begin with humility. (Alma 32:15, 16) 
We would plead with each of you that you humbly go before the Lord and exercise your faith that our recent slide in baptisms be turned around and that we get back on the track of reaping the harvest with all our might, mind and strength. 

First, you must focus your hope to baptize weekly. Second, comes the trial of your faith. You must do all in your power to reach our goal to baptize weekly. Act with specificity. Don’t just go out and work, - work smart. Third, seek for the confirming witness of the Spirit to direct your work and provide spiritual nourishment that you may find and teach with power.
We testify that with faith we can baptize 100 souls in a month, and we can baptize 1000 souls this year. To do so we must strengthen and build our faith. This will require, a brighter, more focused hope; work with all our might mind and strength; and the confirming direction of the Spirit.” 

Love,

President and Sister -----Mission President, Missouri Independence Mission
End of Article
Note: In this message, there is no mention of quality only quantity. There is no message of finding the honest in heart and helping individuals to repent and become worthy to be baptised. Only the necessity to baptise weekly is emphasised repeatedly. How are young men and women going to respond to such a message? There is no message of retention and the building up of the local wards.

Should the missionaries be pressurised to have such goals for baptismal numbers? Surely the elders should only invite people to be baptised when they are ready as the scriptures above indicate. The methods described above resemble more high powered American business sales techniques than training and motivation for the Lord’s missionaries. How can priesthood leaders develop programmes that pressurise people into being baptised and feel justified when they may not have repented of their transgressions? Is this the reason why so many new converts fail to receive the Holy Ghost after confirmation and therefore do not maintain their activity in the church. 
Each mission has a target to reach for the number of baptisms. The missionaries are given a goal by the mission president of baptising each month and their main priority therefore in their daily work is to schedule people for baptism. Recently (2007) I asked the local missionaries how there day had been and I received the reply “we haven’t scheduled anyone for baptism today.” The missionaries have a form to fill out each week which contains the key indicators of their weekly goals. They have to record in one column the number for the weekly goal followed by in the next column the number of the actual target achieved. First on the list for recording the numbers is “investigators baptised and confirmed”; second is “investigators with a baptism date”.

It is my opinion that setting a monthly or annual goal for the number of baptisms is counter-productive to the building of the Kingdom of God, resulting in low retention rates and therefore low activity ratios in wards. This becomes a discouraging factor in wards where they subsequently have to cope with the difficulty of organizing visits to these less active new members. 

Baptism is a sacred holy ordinance which opens the door to Eternal Life. Should a number game really be associated with this ordinance?  
Hasty Baptisms

Numerous are the stories of hasty baptisms especially in those countries where activity rates are very low. In the rush to convert the world the standards required of those who are baptised have often been compromised. 
2-hour Baptisms in Chile

Dr. Ted Lyon has served as a BYU Professor, LDS Mission President, LDS MTC President, and is currently serving as the Temple President in Santiago, Chile. (2007) These are some of his remarks from the podcast “Tough lessons from LDS missionary work in South America November 2007 

“In July1996 he was called as President of a mission in Chile. As he was driving from the airport to the mission home the two assistants said the mission was doing really well. They had 462 baptisms last month most of which were 2 hr baptisms. President Lyon asked the missionaries to explain. They said that we met people and try to get them baptized within two hours. All missionaries had keys to the chapel and some baptisms took place very late at night. President asked them about their understanding of the need for repentance before baptism. They replied that after they receive the Holy Ghost it will help them to repent! Most of those baptized were street people, children, unemployed and uneducated, people of the lowest willpower.

Brother Lyon said that there were 545,000 members in Chile but only 58,000 go to church which is 11.5%. He said this percentage was typical of South America as a whole. He further explained that 250,000 people had been baptized in the last 15 years but sacrament attendance had only increased by 2000. There were now 210,000 members on the lost records file even though it was easy to trace addresses. Some missionaries had even baptized fictitious people to satisfy the pressure for numbers from the Mission President.” End of Notes
Easy come-Easy Go

“For the past 50 years or so, Mormonism has "tended to focus much more on baptisms than on conversions," said LDS sociologist Armand Mauss. "Missionaries try to get commitments to baptismal dates from their investigators beginning with the very earliest contacts. It is not uncommon for only a few weeks to elapse between the first contact and the actual baptism. "

Would-be converts, he says, are "rarely required to make the kinds of investments and sacrifices for their new religion across a timespan that would really test their commitments."
The result? A dropout rate for new converts, Mauss says, of about 75 percent within the first year. To run an LDS congregation with a lay, male clergy, it requires that men stay long enough to be ordained and advanced in the priesthood. Without an adequate pool of such men, new congregations cannot be created nor existing ones expanded. And without more committed members, it is unlikely that second- and future-generation members (gleaned from converts' children and grandchildren), Mauss says, will remain in the faith, either. The church has become, he says, "easy come, easy go."  SLT 10 June 2017 see http://www.sltrib.com/news/5381411-155/mormon-growth-rate-falls-to-lowest
David Stewart in his informative article “Trends in L.D.S. Growth on Activity Rates” stated the following: “There were 283,138 convert baptisms for the whole church in the year 2002 but there was a decline in the number of total stakes by five (The first decline since 1857). There were fifty-nine new wards and branches in 2002 the lowest since 1950. Where did all the new converts go? By assessing new stakes at approximately 3,000 members and new wards at 300 this number of converts along with the natural growth should produce at least 100 new stakes and 1000 new wards a year.”
Examples of Low Activity Rates due to Hasty Baptisms

Honduras: “Reaching the Nations International Church Growth Almanac” by David Stewart and Matt Martinich (Extracts only)

LDS Membership: 142,258 (2010): he average number of active members per congregation is likely around 100, indicating that active membership is likely between 22,000 and 25,000 or 15% to 20% of total membership.

Member Activity and Convert Retention: Poor member activity and convert retention likely contributed to the announcement of the first temple in the country despite Honduras having had over 100,000 members for six years.  Very rarely have countries had over 100,000 members and no operating or announced temple
Much of the high inactivity began during the 1990s when membership grew from 29,000 to 96,000 in ten years.  Although the receptivity of Hondurans was quickly addressed with the creation of two additional missions to provide better teaching, outreach, and leadership development, inactivity problems persisted and worsened in the 2000s.  The latest increase in membership growth has failed to show indication that retention has improved as there has been no increase in congregations between 2007 and 2009.  Poor member activity continues to limit the Church's congregational growth and outreach in rural areas.
Low member activity and convert retention problems are serious concerns which have not improved over the past decade.  The lack of any increase in stakes and districts since 1998 also points to low activity and poor retention.  It appears that the number of members lost to activity is similar to the number who joined the Church and retained, with little "real growth" occurring even as membership rolls continue to expand.   The decision to discontinue six districts in late 2009 was influenced by poor member activity. 
Severe member activity and convert retention problems in Honduras mirror those in neighboring nations.  The Honduran average of 580 members per congregation in 2008 closely parallels those in Nicaragua (688), El Salvador (634), and Guatemala (515). 

Very low retention and member activity rates in Honduras, as in other Latin American nations, reflect decades of proselytism focused primarily on achieving high baptismal numbers through rapid baptisms rather than on fostering life-changing conversion and habits of discipleship. Although awareness of retention problems has increased, standards for baptism in most areas remain low or are inconsistently enforced, and an increased focus on reclaiming inactives has borne little fruit. 
There were 17,549 Jehovah's Witnesses in 258 congregations (68 members per congregation). Jehovah's Witnesses have experienced significantly higher activity and retention rates due to lengthy pre-baptismal preparation demonstrating that poor convert retention is not inevitable.

Local leaders continue to mature and have assumed responsibility for administering almost all congregations, stakes, and districts.  Nonetheless, the proliferation of paper membership numbers without meaningful increase in stakes or congregations over the past decade points to severe problems of member activity and convert retention, and outreach to inactives has born little fruit.  Future prospects for increasing active membership and achieving commensurate growth of congregations will likely depend on the vision and discipline to implement and enforce scriptural standards of preparation and worthiness prior to baptism.” END
Venezuela-The Result of Pressure on Missions: One Experience

“So off I went to Venezuela, after a two-month stint at the Missionary Training Center in Provo, Utah. Barely able to speak Spanish yet, I arrived in this South American country, had lunch with the mission president and his wife, and was put on a bus destined for some remote, backwater town. And thus, the adventure began. 

For the first year as a missionary, I was devout and dedicated. I worked when I was supposed to. I worked more than I was supposed to. I prayed constantly, I read the Book of Mormon (for a grand total of nearly twenty times), and I read and reread the Bible and other books of scripture. I didn't listen to anything other than the Mormon Tabernacle Choir--literally. I did not call home, I didn't write my girlfriend or any friends, because I was told that these things would 'distract' me from my sacred duties. 

And I was successful, if you measure success the way the Mormon Church does (in terms of numbers). I baptized over 160 people. 

After about a year, though, I began having serious doubts about what I was doing. In part, these doubts were almost certainly brought on by the immense amount of stress and pressure I was under. 
I'd been 'called' to serve as a district leader, overseeing a group of local missionaries. If they didn't baptize, basically I was the one they'd turn up the heat on. And when we did baptize, they'd make us set new and higher 'goals' the next month. It was never possible to meet our goals in this manner, and we were constantly told that we had to work harder or that we weren't worthy. The implication was that we were somehow sinning and falling short, and this was responsible for our not baptizing. 
The pressure was getting to me, and it manifested itself first in the form of physical illness. I developed a case of intestinal and stomach parasites from the local water and was seriously ill for months. I was vomiting constantly, and I was so thin I looked like a skeleton with some skin drawn over it. I was experiencing the most excruciating stomach pains. When I turned to the church for help, they said it was 'stress' and a manifestation that I wasn't working hard enough, and that it was just possible that God might be punishing me for some imaginary sins. So, I worked even harder, and I got even more ill. I finally saw a doctor, who discovered the parasites. 
But I was also having doubts for other reasons. For one thing, I noticed that most of the people we baptized never came back to church after their baptism. This was a concern to me, but the church didn't seem to care. All they seemed to want was to get the people dunked in the water so they could record yet another baptism and talk about how fast the church was growing around the world. The welfare, eternal or otherwise, of the people we baptized was of no importance……

I began to question practices in the mission. People were getting baptized who shouldn't have been. At one point, a contest was held in our district to see which missionary pair could garner the most baptisms in a month. I came in second, at 67. Some other pair came in with 69 that month. 

But the tactics used to gain these baptisms were deplorable. While I didn't indulge in some of the worse behaviors, I am guilty of seeking out children, because they're the easiest to convince. They think we're cool, the idea of getting baptized will be fun, and they're proud of their new North American friends. So, we baptized them in droves. Missionaries told kids that they'd get to 'go swimming' in our 'pool' if they'd come to church next Sunday (something I found appalling when I found out about it, and a practice I never indulged in myself). These kids didn't even know what they were doing! And we didn't care. 

Nor did the church care. Concerned, I brought this matter up with the mission president, who told me essentially that while he didn't condone the practice, I shouldn't worry myself about it and I should just let things play out. I found this utterly unacceptable. My faith was further eroded………… My outspoken behavior isolated me, but my overall baptisms increased! I was baptizing more on average than I had been before I started questioning and stopped adhering rigidly to teaching rules. And this really annoyed other missionaries. The stage was more than set for further trouble. 

In truth, I again instigated that trouble. I wrote a letter to the mission president, criticizing mission policies, asking pointed questions about practices and points of doctrine, and declaring my own point of view and opinions on the matters. Within days, a missionary called, telling me to get on the next bus to the city of Caracas. The mission president wanted to see me, and he wanted to see me yesterday. 

My missionary companion, Elder U-------, liked me and was worried. When we arrived at the mission home, he was asked to wait outside. I was to see the president alone. As I entered the president's office, I looked back and could see worry on U--------'s face. He thought I was in some serious trouble. I sat down across from the mission president, and he asked how I was. I told him I was fine and asked how he was, but he didn't answer. Instead, he pulled out my letter, held it up, and asked "What is this?" I said, "It's the letter I wrote you a few days ago." 

He went on a long rant about how he was the unquestioned and absolute authority in that mission, and the representative of Jesus Christ before me. He said he was not to be questioned. He said he was hurt, and at times I did perceive an apparently genuine, confused look of pain in his eyes. He told me that there were certain things that as a missionary I just had to accept without doubt, and that if I couldn't squash those doubts than I had no business being in the Lord's service. He asked me how I felt about that. In truth, I was rather frightened by his rant and was afraid to speak. So, I just sort of shrugged. Wrong answer. 

He apparently interpreted this as a sign that I was in open rebellion and did not care. He flew into a sort of rage and threatened to send me home. He said, "Is that what you want, to be sent home just weeks before your full two years is supposed to end?" And in truth I was only a few weeks away from concluding my service. I told him no. This was apparently the right answer. He seemed to want to punish me for my questioning by making me suffer some event I didn't want. He turned from me in contempt and made a phone call and said, "I'm calling your mother." 

Well, my heart practically leapt right out of my throat at that point. In fact, it almost shot through the top of my head and plastered itself against the ceiling. My Mom answered and he told her that everything was fine, but that they were sending me home early for 'health reasons'. He then hung up the phone, turned to me and told me to go back to my apartment, pack my things, and return to the mission home. He'd have me on the next plane out. So, I was sent home just weeks before completing my full two years. I was not sent home in disgrace and my mission is on record as having been served 'honorably'. But I fail to see much honorable about the whole sordid affair.
Blog Comments on an Article about Setting Baptismal Goals
“In my mission, in the early 80’s, I experienced similar problems you encountered about missionaries baptizing people who weren’t ready, and in many cases kind of strong-arming, or “brow beating” or emotionally/verbally manipulating them into baptism instead of waiting until they were fully committed.     

(1) Many people of South America are very humble, meek and timid, and most of the poor and downtrodden were easy to lead. The missionaries would lead them to baptism, and then move on to new people, and the growth was so fast, that members couldn’t fellowship the converts. I only saw one attempted child-baptism that was completely inappropriate. Though rumors were rife of it being common. 
(2): As John pointed out, this kind of ‘bad’ baptism practice has been endemic in the missionary program, at least since the baseball/ basketball baptisms of the early 1960’s, which impacted Australia as well as England.

A particularly noxious example was the strong-arm ‘Day of Pentecost/ Baptismal Discussion’ program conceived by Elder Loren C. Dunne when he was President of the Australia Sydney Mission in the late 1970s, then spread to the rest of Australia when he moved up a level to Area President (or equivalent). Missionaries faced the same baptismal body count pressures as did John in his mission, with the result that local activity retention rates for converts, after 6 months, dropped below 10%. 

The high pressure tactics forced on missionaries (such as the ‘Wilford Woodruff’ weeks, where they had to put in 18 hour days door-knocking to meet their tracting goals) did incalculable damage to the image of the Church locally that took years to recover from.

These particular programs were stopped only after an investigation and highly critical report by Joseph McPhie, then of the Church Missionary Dept., who was sent out to take over as Mission President. (I had done several statistical studies on recent convert retention rates, which I provided to him and which I know he made use of.)

What saddens me is that, despite assurances to the contrary, the Church seems entirely unable to prevent these recurrent lapses. This leads me to suspect that they arise out of fundamental flaws in the administration of the current proselyting model.

(3): I’m on my second stint as a Ward Mission Leader, with 2.3 years in this second calling. My bishop is very missionary minded and huge on goaling baptisms, as is the new stake president. I refuse to participate in goaling baptisms and told my bishop so several nights ago at my last PPI. This is the third time we have discussed the matter together. He used language this time, however that he may be releasing me due to my unwillingness to participate in goaling. I remain steadfast and immovable on this issue…...END
Baseball Baptisms and the British Mission

Chad Nielsen October 17, 2024

Missionary service is a time of growth and an opportunity to serve, but it can also be a source of extreme pressures and stress for missionaries that manifests in different ways. One of the more famous examples came in the 1950s in the British Isles, where pressure from a mission president led to people taking advantage of the appeal of baseball to increase the number of baptisms they reported, regardless of whether it led to actual, long-term conversion. In a recent interview at the Latter-day Saint history blog, Greg Prince discussed baseball baptisms. What follows here is a copost to the full interview.
‘Quick Baptisms’ by David Stewart Extracts from the study
The subject of “Quick Baptisms” is covered in an excellent treatise by David Stewart in June 2003 It makes disturbing reading but should be studied by all involved in missionary work especially who those are not left with the consequences of their actions. 
Page 25: “Mission policies are highly heterogeneous, yet much of the LDS retention problem stems from missionary approaches that emphasize quick baptism, often at the expense of the conversion process. Most individuals have read very little in the Book of Mormon at the time of baptism and have been to church only once or twice. Not surprisingly, one-year retention in most mission’s church-wide is below 40%, and long-term activity rates in most areas outside of the US average 20-30%. President Wayne Hancock of the Europe East Area noted at a conference of the Russia Moscow Mission that in some other parts of the world, 30-40% of new converts never return to church after baptism!  

Given that approximately 80% of new converts of those who go inactive do so within the first two months after baptism, low short-term retention rates can be most reliably traced to LDS 

missionary practices. Most LDS missionaries attempt to baptize investigators as soon as they can be persuaded to accept baptism, so long as they pass a cursory interview. 

Most LDS baptismal interviews focus on nominal belief with little emphasis on the investigator's track record in reliably fulfilling basic commitments. For example, everyone would agree that it is necessary for new converts to give up alcohol and tobacco prior to baptism. However, there are no clear standards on any meaningful time period of necessary abstinence from substance abuse before baptism. In most missions, investigators who say that they have quit smoking or quit drinking alcohol can be baptized within a week or less of this event, even though the relapse rate is catastrophic. 
In contrast, if one walked into a Jehovah's Witness Kingdom Hall and stated that one wanted to be baptized as a Jehovah's Witness the following week, one could not possibly prevail upon the Jehovah's Witnesses to do so. The Witnesses would say that one must show one's devotion to Jehovah consistently over time before one can be baptized.

Individuals feel Pressured or Rushed into Baptism

Page 33: Over the past decade, I have had the opportunity to visit with many new converts in a variety of countries and regions about their experiences with the teaching process. While most individuals express respect and appreciation for the missionaries, by far the most common criticism of the teaching process is that many individuals felt pressured or rushed to baptism.

Investigators are typically asked to be baptized on a proximate date specified by the missionaries before they have even had the opportunity to attend church or meet existing members, and before they have learned of basic membership expectations, including the Word of Wisdom, the Law of Tithing, and home and visiting teaching. Most have read only a cursory amount in the Book of Mormon at the time of baptism and lack habits of daily scripture reading and consistent church attendance.

In light of the lack of initial disclosure of member commitments and the failure to adequately cultivate gospel habits in the rush to baptize, can we be surprised that only one in five individuals who commits to baptism actually carries through with the commitment, that only about one-quarter of those who are baptized remain active long term, and that many of those who remain active have serious unresolved issues? 
These practices might lead reasonable individuals to contemplate what the rush is all about. Pressure drives away many honest and sincere people. Why are we in such a hurry to baptize individuals with only a cursory introduction to the Church who overwhelmingly express that they are uncomfortable with the rapid course to baptism? Is it because we want them to go inactive sooner? Would we rather inflict years of monthly inactive visits on local members than allow a potential to convert an extra two or three weeks of prebaptismal preparation? Why, then, are we afraid of giving investigators more time.

Thirst for Baptisms

Page 35: In the Missionary Training Centre, missionaries are taught to thirst for baptisms. They are frequently taught that the Lord wants all of their investigators to be baptized. This belief, coupled with the frequent rejection missionaries’ face and real or imagined social pressure to be successful in the mission field, fosters a mind set where most missionaries will jump at the chance to baptize at the first possible opportunity any potential convert who will even contemplate the possibility of baptism. The focus is generally to get potential converts into the Church as quickly as possible before they might change their minds. 
This clashes with Christ's instructions that potential converts should "count the cost" (Luke 14:28) of discipleship and creates a minimalist environment where blatant expression of disbelief and admission of continued sinning constitute the only real obstacles to baptism reliably screened out by prebaptismal interviews. Should we not be thirsting for life-changing conversions, rather than merely baptisms?

No Pressure Setting 

Page 36: I have found that informed-consent, no-pressure models facilitate long-term activity far better than the "rush-baptism" tactics practiced in many areas. On my mission, my companions and I focused on full disclosure of membership expectations in a no-pressure setting in the second discussion and on the investigators' cultivation of firm gospel habits before baptism. At the two-year mark, 80% of new converts were still active. In areas where appropriate teaching practices have been institutionalised, such as in Estonia from 1999 to present, one-year convert retention rates of 80% or above are routine. It is undeniable that missionaries can have profound influence upon retention rates through appropriate prebaptismal preparation.

The well-informed convert who understands the challenges and responsibilities well as the blessings of membership and who has established consistency in basic gospel habits including daily scripture reading and weekly church attendance before baptism is far more likely to become an active and contributing member than the average convert who is rushed into baptism at the first possible opportunity to meet a missionary's monthly baptismal goal.
Pressure is ultimately highly counterproductive and has no place in LDS missionary work. 
Full disclosure of membership expectations and an insistence on the development and demonstration of consistent gospel habits prior to baptism can help make the difference between "real growth" strengthening the church and empty statistical increase of raw membership numbers on paper without a corresponding increase in faithful membership”
Set Period of Time Baptismal Goals

Page 36/37: Many missions have programs for baptizing investigators within a set period of time from their initial contact with missionaries (10-day, 14-day, and 21-day baptismal goals). While even the standard asking investigators to be baptized on the second visit without ever having attended church would seem irrationally early, some missions actually encourage their missionaries to procure baptismal commitments on the first discussion! 
Put a deadline on repentance, and then minimalizing investigator concerns or challenges in order to make the all-important date, only trivializes the repentance process and teaches casual attitudes that are difficult to unlearn later towards basic gospel laws. It comes as no surprise that such practices are virtually always associated with poor retention rates. 

The practice of setting monthly baptismal goals obscures our focus on the conversion process and is counterproductive. My experience with personal monthly baptismal goals early in my own mission was that of feeling that I had failed the Lord when our companionship failed to baptize an arbitrary number of investigators each month. After abandoning this disingenuous practice and focusing on helping investigators develop basic gospel habits to facilitate the conversion process, we found that the number of baptisms as well as the quality of those baptisms skyrocketed. We realized that attempting to find and baptize investigators within the same month is generally inappropriate. 

Quality, intelligent investigators take time to become truly converted, and can't be stamped into the cookie-cutter mold of some program. The dramatic stories told to missionaries of elders exercising faith and finding investigators to be quickly baptized to meet a monthly baptismal goal virtually never mention how many of the new "converts" remained active long-term, or even the number who returned to church a week or two later! A convert who has spent six or seven weeks studying the scriptures, attending church regularly, and keeping other commitments before baptism is a much greater asset to the church (and to himself or herself) than an individual rushed to baptism without these habits. I also found that my happiness level, confidence, and spirituality rose dramatically once we shifted our focus to things we could control, like the number of investigators contacted each day and the quality of pre-baptismal teaching, and away from statistical baptismal goals pulled out of thin air.”
More concern with Quantity than Quality

Page 37: While much of the responsibility for "quick-baptize" approaches lies with missionaries or mission presidents who are more concerned about quantity than quality, a portion relates to instruction given in official missionary training materials issued by the Church Missionary Department. Even the Missionary Handbook or "white bible," which is the pocket handbook carried and read daily by all missionaries, states: "Commit investigators to baptism during the first or second discussion and renew the commitment at each subsequent discussion...Help each investigator meet all qualifications for baptism." 
It also notes, “Teach two or three discussions per week to each investigator or investigator family. Ensure that investigators are contacted daily by members or missionaries." There is no allowance made for individuals who may not be ready to accept the baptismal commitment on the first or second visit. Even the Mission Presidents' handbook instructs that individuals can generally become fully prepared for baptism within a two to three week period. 
What a novel and refreshing idea it would be to ask investigators to be baptized when they are ready to do so, after they have attended church and understand core doctrines and commitments, rather than pressuring uninformed and uncommitted contacts to accept baptism on the first or second visit!”
Summary

Page 40: Since the original release of this paper, I have been literally inundated with messages from members around the world who have long noted problems with the widespread revolving-door "quick-baptize" approaches. Such stories have come not from disaffected members or anti-Mormons, but from faithful and reliable members of the Church, including bishops, high counsellors, stake presidents, branch presidents, CES teachers, ward mission leaders, stake mission presidents, and returned missionaries who have been concerned by these issues. These stories overwhelmingly involve recent or ongoing issues from around the world today. End of the quotes from the article of David Stewart.
There is much more in David Stewart’s article and it is well worth reading. It shows the folly of neglecting the word of the Lord in the Doctrine and Covenants and thereby endeavouring to build the Church on man’s techniques of pressure selling. Building on the wrong foundation, actually does harm to the Kingdom and finish up with activity rates as low as 20% as in the case of the British Isles 
It is harmful not giving investigators enough time to repent and be ready for baptism. It is the main reason why so many who are baptised fail to feel the witness of the Holy Ghost.
Strategy for the Missions in the Europe Area Jan 2010

Goal setting: Set weekly goals on every key indicator; evaluation of all goals on all levels.

Focus on Baptism

1. Set baptismal date early in teaching process

2. Follow up daily

3. Prepare and share an individual conversion plan, including a baptismal calendar. 

As part of “A simple Ward Mission Plan” 

No 3 “Our goal is to baptise every month.” See the Baptism Calendar: to baptise in one month. 

Europe west area: Less active members: 192,601,  66,862 part-member families.
Personal Experiences

I well remember the embarrassment of being at a baptismal service a few years ago when a family of four who were totally undecided about joining the church had last minute doubts and decided not to go ahead. The Mission President, the zone leaders, the missionaries who were all there took an hour to persuade them to be baptised. All the members in attendance were waiting in the chapel while this was happening. Instead of giving this couple more time and recognising that they should have a strong desire to be baptised they were persuaded against their will. It was real pressure and the result was immediate inactivity. They are still on the records today inactive. Did they fulfil the requirements of the scriptures above?  Did they have a desire to be baptised and a determination to serve Christ to the end?
A recent ward baptism was a lady from Africa seeking asylum in this country. She did not have a strong Christian background, could hardly speak English, has a child out of wedlock, and needing friendship. The missionaries took three weeks to establish friendship and baptise this person. As the Bishop, I felt she was not ready for the great key step of baptism and asked the missionaries to delay for a brief period but they ignored my wishes. Needless to say, she joined the ever growing inactive membership. Local leaders have absolutely no control in determining who is ready to be baptised and confirmed. 
Local leaders tend to find out many things about new members after baptism, which are not known beforehand. The zone leaders conduct personal interviews before baptism. The missionaries befriended another lady recently that suffered from depression. She was unable to look after her own daughter due to her condition. She joined the church because of her friendship with the Elders. After baptism, she came to church to be confirmed but never attended since. When I interviewed her later she declared that she was unaware of the church teachings on homosexuality. She has a sister who is gay and therefore strongly objected to the stance of the church on this subject. In fact, she was totally against the law of chastity generally and she showed this by her actions. If only she had been given time to gain a more solid understanding of the gospel before baptism and confirmation. Had she repented of her sins and received of the Spirit of Christ unto a remission of her sins as the scripture teaches? She has subsequently received many visits from the members to no avail. 
Immorality is now a major problem in the world. Some join the church not fully realizing how strict the moral code of the church is. They do not fully understand the principles of repentance, which includes the confession of serious sins. Several of our recent ward baptisms have gone inactive after breaking the law of chastity.

When I was on my mission I refused to baptise a lady and her son. It was obvious she had learning difficulties and needed time to understand the gospel. She could not say her own prayers and would even talk through the prayers of others. The zone leaders who were keen to achieve baptismal goals went ahead with the baptism only for them to go inactive. 
The above scriptures on the qualifications for baptism were never explained to me as a missionary. In my mission, there were so many flog baptisms and of course this resulted in most of those being baptised going inactive. We had special days like the prophet’s birthday when the missionaries were expected to baptise on that day. These policies were done with the full knowledge of those in leadership positions regardless of the effect it had upon the ward. As the number of baptisms increased I remember the mission president stating, “I wonder what the brethren will have for me when I get back home.” He obviously had on his mind the prospect of becoming a General Authority and wanted to make an impression by the number of baptisms achieved. Many of those baptised went less-active. 
As the Bishop, I visited several members of the ward who were baptised in the 1960’s so called baseball baptisms programme operated by the British Mission. This programme involved the elders playing baseball with the local youth and then baptising them often without parental permission. The vast majority left the church or never even came in the first place. Even today forty years later some of these youths are retained on the membership records though they have never attended church since their baptism. In my opinion, this is a mockery of the sacred ordinances of baptism and confirmation. It is against the teachings in the scriptures on the necessity of being ready for baptism. Young missionaries who are motivated by targeted numbers set by their leaders do not realize this is not in accordance with Gospel principles. 
More recently the focus of attention for missionary work in this area has been the asylum seekers who are generally illegal immigrants. According to a councillor in the Mission Presidency 75% of all baptisms in the Leeds mission in 2004 were from this group of people. Due to their circumstances, the asylum seekers are humble and willing to listen to anyone willing to hold out the hand of friendship in an increasing hostile environment. From experience, I am led to the conclusion that many asylum seekers are using the church to assist them in obtaining citizenship. This usually becomes evident sometime after they have joined the church. 
There are private organizations set up to assist asylum seekers in various ways and they advise them to join a Christian Church as a source of help. The vast majority have not remained active and many finished up on the lost sheep file because they “disappear” when their asylum application fails. My work colleague explained that in his ward in the North East of England fifteen were baptised in one year and only one had remained active. 

I received an e-mail from a member in Tallahassee, Florida who will shortly be marrying a member from the same ward as myself. He is a recent convert of two years, is ordained an elder and was assigned to work with the missionaries. He related to me his experience of missionary work as part of his e-mail:
“In the beginning, I also enjoyed going out with the missionaries on splits until I noticed how pushy they seemed to be and how they were all so similar in everything they did, like robots. I started seeing how they try and control the situation from the very beginning by keying in on your emotions….   The training they receive at the MTC must be more on how to be a good salesman than on how to bring truth to people.  I was called to be a ward missionary and in that they go further and actually talk about people coming into the church as projects and how it is important to do the follow up to maintain retention, which hardly ever happens.  It was becoming more and more apparent that they were in a rush to baptize people.” End
The Lord has stated plainly in scripture that: “straight is the gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it.” 3 Nephi 14:13 Even the Son of God only made a few converts see D&C 138:25-26

As an investigator how would I have fared with the methods used by some missionaries today? Would I have been given sufficient time to prepare for the ordinance of baptism? Would I have wanted a visit every day with the purpose of meeting a targeted baptismal date as soon as possible?  Would I have received a remission of my sins at baptism because I had been given sufficient time to fully repent? It eventually took me five months to join the church as it did many of my generation. These things all take time since the wickedness of the world is now so great that often those who join the church have a considerable change of lifestyle to adopt.”

See also https://www.cumorah.com/articles/ldsGrowthCaseStudies/476  
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