Who is the Great and Abominable Church?

The first edition of the book Mormon Doctrine claimed that the “great and abominable church” is the Catholic Church, and that they are responsible for the “plain and precious parts of the gospel” being removed.  Some people believe that in later editions that claim was removed due to political correctness.

Prove Any Claim

Joseph Fielding Smith - It makes no difference what is written or what anyone has said, if what has been said is in conflict with what the Lord has revealed, we can set it aside.  My word, and teachings of any other member of the Church, high or low, if they do not square with the revelations, we need not accept them. Let us have this matter clear.  We have accepted the four standard works as the measuring yardsticks, or balances, by which we measure every man's doctrine.  You cannot accept the books written by the authorities of the Church as standards of doctrine, only in so far as they accord with revealed word in the standard works. Every man who writes is responsible, not the Church, for what he writes.  If Joseph Fielding Smith writes something which is out of harmony with the revelations, then every member of the Church is duty bound to reject it.  If he writes that which is in perfect harmony with the revealed word of the Lord, then it should be accepted. (Doctrines of Salvation, v.3, p.203 - 204)

Problem #1:  The Catholic Church Did Not Yet Exist

Alexander B. Morrison – Well, then, what about the Roman Catholic or Eastern Orthodox churches?  Even though these churches have been guilty of many errors over the centuries, the answer must again be a most emphatic “no.”  The Roman Catholic church, as we know it, didn’t even exist in the first two centuries of the Christian era, when the “great and abominable church” was especially active in corrupting the scriptures.  Even if we consider as Catholic (i.e., universal) the church Constantine sponsored early in the fourth century A.D. as part of a larger strategy to bring unity to his troubled empire, it is plain that the changes to the scripture had long since been perpetrated.  The church was, by then, already apostate.  The injury was already done, long before the “universal” church can be identified as such.  

… We cannot clearly identify the leaders and members of the “great and abominable church,” though we understand much of its nature.  (Turning from Truth, p. 78-79.  In an interview on KSL Radio Elder Morrison said his book was “approved by the Brethren” -  http://deseretbook.com/store/interview?sku=4920231)
Hugh Nibley - 1 Nephi 13:26 : "…They have taken away from the gospel of the Lamb many parts (in the New Testament, you see) which are plain and most precious; and also many covenants of the Lord have they taken away." … And it is the great and abominable church, but remember they were all taken away before the Roman Catholic Church appeared at all.  

By the great and abominable church, he tells us, in 1 Ne. 22:13, that designates any who fight against Israel.  It doesn't pinpoint any particular church here.  Any who fight against Israel are the great abominable, he tells us.  1 Ne. 13:29: "And after these plain and precious things were taken away, it goeth forth unto all the nations of the Gentiles."  The records didn't go forth from Palestine until after they had been plundered and the objectionable parts removed.  (Ancient Documents and the Pearl of Great Price, p. 4)

Stephen E. Robinson - … It has been suggested that the Roman Catholic Church might be the great and abominable church of 1 Nephi 13, but this is also untenable, primarily because Roman Catholicism as we know it did not yet exist when the crimes described by Nephi were being committed. 

In fact, the term Roman Catholic makes sense only after A.D. 1054, when it began to be used to distinguish the Western, Latin-speaking Orthodox church, which followed the bishop of Rome, from the Eastern, Greek-speaking Orthodox church, which followed the bishop of Constantinople (in association with others). Indeed, in the period between Peter and Constantine, there were other Christian churches besides the orthodox: Ebionites, Syrian and Egyptian Christians, Donatists, Gnostics, Marcionites, etc.  We don't know very much about how they were related to each other. 

Even if we were to use the term "Roman" Catholic for the church which Constantine began making his state religion in A.D. 313 (and the other orthodox churches would object to this), still the New Testament as we know it (that is, without the excised plain and precious parts) had already been widely circulated by then. In other words, the work of the great and abominable church in slaying the Apostles and excising the scriptures had already been done. 

By the time Constantine joined church and state together in the fourth century [300s], the Apostles had been dead for centuries, and the true church and its keys had already been lost. 

The commonly held notion of shifty-eyed medieval monks rewriting the scriptures as they copied is bigoted and unfair. In fact, we owe those monks a debt of gratitude that anything was saved at all. …

The Catholic (that is, "universal") Church of the fourth century was the result of the Apostasy, its end product—not its cause. To find the real culprits in the case of the excised texts, we need to look at a much earlier period in Christian church history.  None of the Presidents of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has ever identified Roman Catholicism as the great and abominable church. (From his chapter in First Nephi: The Doctrinal Foundation, p. 185-186.)
Kent P. Jackson - The Catholic Church was no more responsible for the Apostasy than were the Baptists, the Presbyterians, or any other of today's churches; like all other Christians since the first century A.D., they were the inheritors of it. The Apostasy had been underway for more than two centuries before what we call the Catholic Church came into existence.   (From Apostasy to Restoration, p. 21)
Problem #2:  The “Taking Away” Was Probably 
Underway Before New Testament Times

Kent P. Jackson - Scholars who have examined the biblical texts found among the Dead Sea Scrolls have noted with considerable interest the fact that Old Testament texts have changed very little since 100 BC.  This means that the removal of plain and precious truths from the Old Testament took place before that time.  Since whole books like those of Zenos and Zenock [mentioned in the Book of Mormon] were lost from the Bible entirely, while Isaiah on the Brass Plates shows only minimal difference from Isaiah in current texts, it seems likely that the loss of precious things from the Old Testament perhaps involved more deletion of text, including entire books or sections of books, than corruption of the existing text.  (Studies in Scripture, v. 7, p. 53.)

Russell H. Ball - … It is evident that advance knowledge of the three days of light and the three days of darkness was made available only to the Nephites.  Such knowledge had previously been revealed to the prophets Zenos and Zenock [3 Ne. 10:16], but a knowledge of their prophecies had apparently been among the "plain and precious things" lost prior to the time of Christ. (FARMS Journal of Book of Mormon Studies, v. 2, n. 1 (Spring 1993), p. 115)
FARMS - During the week of 5-9 May 2003, [FARMS] sponsored a visit by British biblical scholar Margaret Barker to BYU… She argues that much has been lost or suppressed from the text of the Old Testament as we now have it [by a priestly group called “Deuteronomists”]  including, for instance, the understanding that Yahweh, or Jehovah, was a distinct divine being, the son of El, the Father God.  … She emphasized the significance of such figures as Enoch and Melchizedek, and the significance of the priesthood of Melchizedek… (Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies, Insights newsletter, v.23, issue 4, Aug., 2003)

Problem #3:  “Two Churches Only”

1 Nephi 14:10 - … Behold, there are save two churches only; the one is the church of the Lamb of God, and the other is the church of the devil…

Robert J. Matthews - Because of the early dating when these things happened, the "great and abominable church" spoken of in these particular instances cannot be the formal Roman Catholic Church, for there was no such officially organized church at this point.  Nonetheless, apostates and conniving persons were corrupting the true Church among the Gentiles. The Book of Mormon says the devil is the founder of this corrupt church. (Selected Writings of Robert J. Matthews: Gospel Scholars Series, p. 29.)

Stephen E. Robinson - While the revelation of John does not use the exact term great and abominable church, the entity so described by Nephi is clearly the harlot described by John in Revelation 17-18, since the identical terms mother of abominations, mother of harlots, and the whore who sitteth upon many waters are used by both prophets.

Characteristics according to 1 Nephi -

1. It persecutes, tortures, and slays the Saints of God (13:5).

2. It seeks wealth and luxury (13:7).

3. It is characterized by sexual immorality (13:7).

4. It has excised plain and precious things from the scriptures (13:26-29).

5. It has dominion over all the earth, among all nations, kindreds, tongues, and people (14:11).

6. Its fate is to be consumed by a world war, in which the nations it incited against the Saints turn to war among themselves until they destroy the great and abominable church itself (22:13-14).


Characteristics according to the Revelation of John -

1. She is drunk with the blood of the Saints and with the blood of the martyrs of Jesus and of the prophets (17:6, 18:24).

2. She is characterized by the enjoyment of great wealth and luxury (17:4; 18:3, 11-16).

3. She (naturally) is characterized by sexual immorality (17:1, 2, 5).

4. (n/a)

5. She has dominion over all nations (17:15, 18; 18:3, 23-24).

6. Her fate is to be consumed by the very kings who have made war on the Lamb under the influence of her deceptions (17:14-16; 18:23).  (First Nephi: The Doctrinal Foundation, p. 178-179)

More Than Just Removing Texts

Hugh Nibley - There's another thing in terms of apostasy if you look back again and reread 1 Nephi 13 where Nephi prophesies about the loss of plain and precious things. At large in the land generally among Latter-day Saints is the idea that what happened was that plain and precious things were taken away from the record. First of all, somebody came along and with some scissors excised things that were plain and precious. 

That's not what Nephi says if you read the order in which he presents the apostasy and the process by which it occurred. 

· First, he says, that they will take away plain and precious parts from the gospel. 

· And next, they will take away the covenants of the Lord. 

· And third, as a result, plain and precious parts will be left out of the record. 

The process is first a change in the understanding of the gospel. Once the gospel is changed, they don't understand how to use or have the power to administer the covenants. Once those things are gone, then [in] the later collections of records [they] have a hard time understanding or explaining, perhaps omitting certain things that they just aren't doing anymore. The cause is not a textual problem; it's not a transmission or a scribal problem. 

In fact I think in many cases the plain and precious things can still be right there in the record. But if the knowledge has been taken away from the gospel, and if the understanding of the priesthood and the covenants are gone, then you can read exactly the same words and just understand it in a completely different light. The result is exactly the same either way.  (Teachings of the Book of Mormon--Semester 1: Transcripts of Lectures Presented to an Honors Book of Mormon Class at Brigham Young University, 1988--1990 , p. 153)

End Note

Bruce R. McConkie – [Regarding his claim years ago] that the Negroes would not receive the priesthood in mortality … Forget everything that I have said … or whoever 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 have now 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.
(Lesson by Elder and Sister Larsen)

Extra Material

J. Reuben Clark, Jr. - The Lord has told us in the scriptures that in the last days there will be two churches. John the Revelator spoke of the great church with worldly power that had under its dominion and leadership the kings of the earth—he spoke of it as Babylon, the Mother of Harlots; and Nephi spoke of it as the great and abominable church. I am not going to say what that church is, though I have a very definite and clear idea. But I want to say that those scriptures also tell us that the other church is a weak church, a church to whose assistance God has to come in order to preserve it. We certainly are not the great church, for no kings are tied to the chariot wheels of our Church. We are the other church.  (Conference Report, April 1949, Afternoon Meeting, p. 162)



[There is a fourth problem with believing this idea about the Catholic church.  It is that most people believe that after the apostles there was only one Christian church for many hundreds of years, when actually divisions were going on right from the start.]  

Gaye Strathearn - Some groups broke away from the Church and followed their own interpretation of the gospel.  Two such groups were the Ebionites [from the first centuries after Jesus] and Elchasaites [already existed by 75 A.D.]. Both considered themselves to be Christians but continued to hold to the Jewish practices of circumcision and Sabbath observance. (From her chapter in Apostle Paul, His Life and His Testimony: The 1994 Sperry Symposium on the New Testament, p. 190)

[The timeline chart in “Great And Abominable Church.doc” shows a couple more.  Besides these named groups there were great divisions within the main group from the time of apostles through the reign of Constantine and beyond.]



“Limited Understanding” & Without (fuller) Light

Bruce R. McConkie - There are statements in our literature by the early Brethren that we have interpreted to mean that the Negroes would not receive the priesthood in mortality. I have said the same things, and people write me letters and say, "You said such and such, and how is it now that we do such and such?" All I can say is that it is time disbelieving people repented and got in line and believed in a living, modern prophet. Forget everything that I have said, or what President Brigham Young or President George Q. Cannon or whoever 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 light line upon line and precept upon precept (2 Ne. 28:30; Isa. 28:9-10; D&C 98:11-12; 128:21). We have now 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.
It doesn't make a particle of difference what anybody ever said about the Negro matter before the first day of June 1978. It is a new day and a new arrangement, and the Lord has now given the revelation that sheds light out into the world on this subject. As to any slivers of light or any particles of darkness of the past, we forget about them. We now do what meridian Israel did when the Lord said the gospel should go to the Gentiles. We forget all the statements that limited the gospel to the house of Israel, and we start going to the Gentiles. statements that limited the gospel to the house of Israel, and we start going to the Gentiles.  (Sermons and Writings of Bruce R. McConkie, p. 165)



Kent P. Jackson - Some Latter-day Saints, reading Nephi's descriptions in 1 Nephi 13, envision medieval monks tampering with the Bible to change it according to their own desires. And they see the church of Rome as the great and abominable church of which Nephi wrote. Neither of these interpretations is correct. According to Nephi, the corruption of the biblical text and the removal of "plain and most precious" things from the gospel would take place before the Bible would go to the world (1 Nephi 13:29). That the spread of the Bible was underway early in the second century A.D. is evident in the fact that New Testament passages are quoted often in the earliest Christian writings of that period. 

The monks and priests who carefully preserved and copied Bible manuscripts came even later. The keys of the kingdom had left the Church with John, and the process of doctrinal evolution had been underway since the Church began. Medieval Christianity was the result of the Apostasy, not the cause. 

Who, then, were the responsible parties, the ones whom history must see as accountable for the demise of the Early Christian Church? The answer is suggested in the New Testament. Christ and the Twelve foretold and later witnessed the time when Church members would look beyond the simple doctrines of the gospel and bring new ideas into the Christian faith. 

Though pagans and persecutors often caused difficulties for early Christians, from the historical record there is no reason to believe that persecution had anything to do with the Apostasy, and the evidence does not point to Church members abandoning the faith to revert to their ancestral paganism. Nor do the sources suggest that the Apostasy was the result of Christians becoming less active in their faith or losing interest in it.  (From Apostasy to Restoration, p. 21)






