Thoughts on Convert Retention
M.  Russell Ballard - You cannot establish the church in your own area unless you produce real growth.  That is, not just growth on paper or the number of the membership records in your ward or stake.  Real growth entails increasing the number of participating, dedicated latter day saints.  (“Fostering ‘Real Growth in Your Ward and Stake” in the video “Missionary Work and Retention” of the satellite broadcast, 29 Aug.  1999)
Matthew 10:38 - And he that taketh not his cross, and followeth after me, is not worthy of me.

D&C 98:15 - For if ye will not abide in my covenant ye are not worthy of me.  
Alma 19:31-32 - And he, immediately, seeing the contention among his people, went forth and began to rebuke them, and to teach them the words which he had heard from the mouth of Ammon; and as many as heard his words believed, and were converted unto the Lord.  But there were many among them who would not hear his words; therefore they went their way.  [Even the most powerful teacher cannot convert or reactivate those who refuse to give an audience.]
JST Luke 14:27-35 - And whosoever doth not bear his cross, and come after me, cannot be my disciple ...  So likewise, whosoever he be of you that forsaketh not all that he hath, he cannot be my disciple.  Wherefore, settle this in your hearts, that ye will do the things which I shall teach, and command you."

Matthew 3:8,10 - Bring forth therefore fruits meet for repentance … And now also the axe is laid unto the root of the trees: therefore every tree which bringeth not forth good fruit is hewn down, and cast into the fire.

Matthew 7:16-20 - Ye shall know them by their fruits.  Do men gather grapes of thorns, or figs of thistles?  Even so every good tree bringeth forth good fruit; but a corrupt tree bringeth forth evil fruit.  A good tree cannot bring forth evil fruit, neither can a corrupt tree bring forth good fruit.  Every tree that bringeth not forth good fruit is hewn down, and cast into the fire.  Wherefore by their fruits ye shall know them.

Moroni 6:1-3 - And now I speak concerning baptism.  Behold, elders, priests, and teachers were baptized; and they were not baptized save they brought forth fruit meet that they were worthy of it.  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.  [Fruit, not buds; in other words mature and ripe results.]
Gordon B. Hinckley – [Speaking to mission presidents] Nobody gains when there is baptism without retention.  The missionary loses, and while the Church gains statistically, the membership suffers, really, and the enthusiasm of the convert turns to ashes … I believe it is totally unnecessary that we lose [any of] those who are baptized ...  
[A convert is a] precious person.  He or she will make a tremendous decision in coming into the Church.  Retention will primarily be the work of the local wards and branches.  However, you have a very, very important part in this.  Your missionaries must be sure that conversion is real, that it is life-changing, that it is something that is to last forever and go on through generations ...  There is no point in baptizing people if they do not become solid members of the Church … Actual harm … may be done to those who leave old friendships and old ways of doing things only to be allowed to slip into inactivity.  (New Mission Presidents Seminar, LDS Church News, 4 July 1998)
Alma 23:5-6 - Thousands were brought to the knowledge of the Lord, yea, thousands were brought to believe in the traditions of the Nephites; and they were taught the records and prophecies which were handed down even to the present time.  And as sure as the Lord liveth, so sure as many as believed, or as many as were brought to the knowledge of the truth, through the preaching of Ammon and his brethren, according to the spirit of revelation and of prophecy, and the power of God working miracles in them-yea, I say unto you, as the Lord liveth, as many of the Lamanites as believed in their preaching, and were converted unto the Lord, never did fall away.

James E. Faust - Who should be baptized?  The answer would seem easy.  Should we not baptize all those who want to or are willing to be baptized?  The answer is not that simple.  It is a great responsibility to bring someone into this Church who has not been adequately taught and who has not received of the Spirit so that through baptism they may become a new person through repentance.  Moroni gave a solemn warning about this in Mormon 9:29: ‘See that you are not baptized unworthily…' 

Some of our young missionaries are so hungry for baptisms they may urge people to be baptized before their investigators understand what they are baptized for.  Peter said, ‘Repent and be baptized.’ (Acts 2:38)   We must be certain the repentance process is at work.  Investigators have a responsibility on their own as they hear the message of the restored gospel, but what I wish to emphasize today is our responsibility to them because it is under the authority of the priesthood that they are baptized and come into the Church.  (New Mission Presidents Seminar, LDS Church News, 29 June 1996)
David Stewart, Jr.  - Adherents of "quick-baptize" approaches often cite the parable of the sower (Matthew 13:18-23) as justification for the low retention rates which inevitably accompany such practices.  That many converts will fall away, they claim, is inevitable.  Yet in this parable, the Savior gives no indication that the seeds sown on stony ground or among thorns represent converts baptized into the Church.  To the contrary, the Savior describes them only as those who “hear the word.”  The parable of the sower is a parable of sharing the word with non-members of the Church.  Knowing that the word will quickly wither in the stony ground of many listeners, how foolish it would be to rush individuals without understanding or commitment to baptism before those who lack the will to return to church for even two or three weeks have sorted themselves out from those who have undergone a “life-changing conversion” that will “last forever and go on through generations.”  (www.cumorah.com)

(Lesson by Elder and Sister Larsen)

Extra Material

D&C 20: 37 - And again, by way of commandment to the church concerning the manner of baptism—All those who humble themselves before God, and desire to be baptized, and come forth with broken hearts and contrite spirits, and witness before the church that they have truly repented of all their sins, and are willing to take upon them the name of Jesus Christ, having a determination to serve him to the end, and 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.
David A. Bednar - Many other causes of offense were cited—from doctrinal differences among adults to taunting, teasing, and excluding by youth.  But the recurring theme was: “I was offended by …”

The bishop and I would listen intently and sincerely.  One of us might next ask about their conversion to and testimony of the restored gospel.  As we talked, eyes often were moist with tears as these good people recalled the confirming witness of the Holy Ghost and described their prior spiritual experiences.  Most of the “less-active” people I have ever visited had a discernible and tender testimony of the truthfulness of the restored gospel.  However, they were not presently participating in Church activities and meetings.

And then I would say something like this.  “Let me make sure I understand what has happened to you.  Because someone at church offended you, you have not been blessed by the ordinance of the sacrament.  You have withdrawn yourself from the constant companionship of the Holy Ghost.  Because someone at church offended you, you have cut yourself off from priesthood ordinances and the holy temple.  You have discontinued your opportunity to serve others and to learn and grow.  And you are leaving barriers that will impede the spiritual progress of your children, your children’s children, and the generations that will follow.”  Many times people would think for a moment and then respond: “I have never thought about it that way.”

The bishop and I would then extend an invitation: “Dear friend, we are here today to counsel you that the time to stop being offended is now.  Not only do we need you, but you need the blessings of the restored gospel of Jesus Christ.  Please come back—now.”  (“And Nothing Shall Offend Them,” Ensign, Nov.  2006, p. 89)
Preach My Gospel (missionary manual) – 

· Over time your mission president may establish standards, of excellence or mission goals intended to raise your vision and increase your faith.  District, zone, and mission standards will help you stretch, work effectively, and reach higher levels of performance.  They are not to be used as quotas that impose specific goals on you and your companion.  (p.  146)
· Elder Jeffrey R. Holland taught:  But perhaps even more important than speaking is listening.  These people are not lifeless objects disguised as a baptismal statistic.  (p.  185)
· Brigham Young was not baptized into The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints during the first year of his learning about the restored gospel.  (p.  199)
· Qualifications for Baptism: - Repent of all their sins … Manifest by their works … Make sufficient changes in the lives … Repent of transgressions.  Live the principle of moral worthiness.  Live the Word of Wisdom … Attend several sacrament meetings.  (Preach My Gospel, p. 204)
Moroni 8:25 – The first fruits of repentance is baptism …

Henry Eyring (father of Elder Eyring) - I have trouble understanding why people drift away from the Church.  I'm sure the reasons are different and varied.  I can understand if a person wants to misbehave and has to rationalize to himself.  He has to think he's all right.  But I also understand that people who think they have to be as smart as the Lord, understand everything, and have no contradictions in their minds may have trouble.  There are all kinds of contradictions that I don't understand, but I find the same kinds of contradictions in science, and I haven't decided to apostatize from science.  (Reflections of a Scientist, p. 47)
David Stewart, Jr.  - Real vs. Alleged Causes of Inactivity: Reasons for inactivity are as diverse as the inactives themselves.  Some leave because of social issues; others, because of family pressure; some because of worthiness problems or difficulty living commandments; and some because of lack or loss of belief in LDS doctrines and teachings.  James Duke notes: "Lifestyle issues, which usually involves some degree of disobedience to commandments, are major reasons why people drop into inactivity, but members give many different reasons for their inactivity.  Lack of social integration into the ward is also a major cause of inactivity.”  
One LDS missionary department survey of U.S.  inactives reported that "85%+ of all inactives retained active testimonies of the restored gospel," but chose not to attend because of Word of Wisdom issues, lack of Sunday church clothing, some offense given by members, no friends in the ward or branch, or feeling unworthy.  This study was done in selected areas of the United States, and the number of inactives with a meaningful testimony is far lower in "quick-baptize" areas where many or most inactives were never regular LDS church attenders even around the time of their baptism.  Studies of this nature should be viewed with caution because they are at risk for "social desirability bias.”  Most people are not impartial observers of their own lives, but are unmistakably biased in their own perceived favor.  If an individual stops coming to church for reasons of this nature, one wonders what an "active testimony" could possibly consist of.  
A more discerning and practical follow-up study would have evaluated how many of those who claimed that they did not attend because of the lack of suitable Sunday apparel immediately returned to full church activity once this deficiency was remedied, and how many of those who reported staying home because they had “no friends” at church began to attend regularly once aggressive fellowshipping and home teaching measures were implemented.  While perhaps a few would return, my experience is that only a small fraction of those who claim such “reasons” are reactivated after the underlying “deficiencies” are remedied.  
In most cases, addressing one excuse for activity brings only new excuses.  Benjamin Franklin said, "He that is good for making excuses is seldom good for anything else.”  In one large U.S.  city, an LDS bishop approached every person he saw asking for money claiming unemployment and offered them reasonably compensated employment where their time could be put to productive use.  Not one accepted or even expressed serious interest.  Similarly, it would be naïve to take justifications such as the “lack of Sunday clothes” or “lack of friends in the ward” as true reasons for inactivity when they generally represent only excuses.

Religious studies suggest that people often misrepresent their performance and their motives.  For years, surveys have shown that approximately 40% of Americans claim to attend church every week, although studies examining actual observed attendance at churches on Sundays generally come up with a far lower figure of 20-25%.  A recent study of Protestants conducted by Barna Research found that 17% claimed to have paid a full tithe to their church, while an examination of actual financial records found that only 6% actually tithed: nearly two-thirds lied about their giving status.  Other studies show that the average American reports sleeping 2-3 hours less each night than he or she actually does, and drinkers underestimate the amount they drink to physicians by at least 50%.  Similar large discrepancies between self-reported and observed behaviors can be demonstrated in many other areas.  Such surveys may provide an interesting glimpse into the psychology of those interviewed, but because of our own self-love and social acceptability bias.

A survey on substance abuse relapse among new converts was cited in a recent Ensign.  Of those who relapsed, over 90% stated that they had "a very high desire" to stay abstinent for prohibited substances after baptism.  Like the prior study, this study lacked the discerning follow-up questions that are necessary to ascertain the validity of this claim.  What did the individuals do to translate their "very high desires" into meaningful action?  Did they seek help?  Meet with the bishop?  See a physician?  Try a treatment program?  Research their options?  
Studies of non-LDS smokers show that the large majority of smokers are dissatisfied with the habit and express at least a theoretical desire to quit.  But what do they do about it?  If someone asked a hundred Americans if they wanted a million dollars, there is little doubt that well over 90% of them would state that they "strongly desire" this, too.  But much can be determined about people by the way they attempt to achieve their "strong desire" for financial independence.  Who puts in the requisite effort to study and work, and who purchases lotto tickets while sitting at home on the couch?  Only actions can serve as valid indicators of an individual's true desires.  The "strongest desire" expressed in words but not backed up by action is only an idle fantasy.  (“Understanding Inactivity and Reactivation”, article at www.cumorah.com)
Teachers’ Note - Those who fall away from the Church because of offense could consider attending other wards for awhile.  It could start simply with just attending Sacrament Meeting.  This is certainly not a proper long-term solution, but could help bridge the gap.  Attending another ward might also help someone who feels guilt or shame in returning to familiar faces in his or her own ward.  
If an offended person is unwilling to attend elsewhere temporarily, perhaps he or she has generalized the disagreement to all practicing members.  Emotionally this is easy to do (“to heck with all of them!”).  
In either case if the less active person is unwilling to attend another ward, it might be evidence that the issue has gone beyond the initial cause or stated reason.

The Seriousness of Inactivity

Matthew 10:38 - And he that taketh not his cross, and followeth after me, is not worthy of me.  
D&C 98:15 - For if ye will not abide in my covenant ye are not worthy of me.  
D&C 76:79 - These are they who are not valiant in the testimony of Jesus; wherefore, they obtain not the crown over the kingdom of our God.
Valiant - to be strong.

1. Primarily, strong; vigorous in body; as a valiant fencer.

2. Brave; courageous; intrepid in danger; heroic; as a valiant soldier.

3. Performed with valor; bravely conducted; heroic; as a valiant action or achievement; a valiant combat.  (Webster’s 1828 Dictionary)


Sample Case
· Woman baptized on 20 Oct.  2007.  According to the missionaries within a few months she stopped coming to church, said she was converted to the members but not the gospel, did not have a testimony of the Book of Mormon, and had some doctrines she didn’t agree with.  The missionaries were new in the area and did not know more specifics, but reported that she had passed her baptismal interview so that must have meant something.  The fellowshipping couple worried at the time that things were happening too quickly.  The fellowshippers also wonder if there might have been a lingering Word of Wisdom issue.  They were also concerned even months ago that the ward might not have had the strength and resources to fully support anything less than the most solid converts.  (Written 19 Feb.  2008.  Another fellowshipper added, "After working with her for a number of months, it became clear that she had a difficult time dealing with her emotions, to the point of schizophrenia.”  This adds credence to the benefits of a longer time “trial” period before baptism.)


A possible justification for the quick-baptize approach for an investigator who is struggling with the Word of Wisdom is that the power of the Lord will help them, without the need for an extended period of overcoming the particular problem.  Not only is the time not needed, neither are medical and psychological help.  However, compare this to Elder Hales’ speech on sexual abuse in April Conference, 2008.  He urges sufferers of that particular problem to seek professional treatment.  He directed his address to members of the Church, who already baptized and in receipt of the gift of the Holy Ghost.  
His counsel accords with the oft-quoted advice to “pray as if everything depends on the Lord, then work as if everything depends on you.”  (See quote by Elder Oaks below.)   In the case of problems with smoking for example, an investigator may do well to use products such as nicotine patches and gum and even get professional help if needed, and for a proper length of time to fully overcome the addiction both physically and mentally before baptism.
Dallin H. Oaks - In our relationship with God, this principle is expressed in the familiar aphorism, "The Lord helps those who help themselves.”  Knute Rockne applied that principle to football when he said, "Prayers work best when players are big.”  Carl Sandburg's biography of Lincoln gives a nineteenth-century illustration of this attitude when it tells of a New England farmer who asked his minister to pray that his farm would produce better crops.  After looking over the stony, barren soil, the minister said, "This farm doesn't need prayer-what this farm needs is manure!"      

Some might find this attitude sacrilegious; others deem it outdated.  To Latter-day Saints it exemplifies a law of life.  It also shows the goodness of God, who expects us not only to have faith in him but also to have faith in ourselves, and to show our faith and appreciation by strenuous personal efforts to magnify the talents and opportunities he has given us.  In short, we seek to apply the old aphorism: to pray as if everything depended on the Lord and then to work as if everything depended on us.  (The Lord's Way, p. 115)


