Avoiding Individual Apostasy

)

When our oldest daughter Savannah was eight years old, she was always looking for a way to make a quick buck.  She put a sign on her bedroom door attached to a little pocket that said, “If you want to come into my room, pay me a penny.”  Her five-year-old sister Paige was asking me later in the day for money because she idolized her older sister and would do anything to be with Savannah.  A few days later at church, Paige got up to bear her testimony.  It really surprised me because she was very shy and got extremely nervous to be in front of people.  As soon as she returned to our bench and sat down, she excitedly said “Now I can go into Savannah’s room for free – I don’t even have to pay!” 

So what does it mean to have a testimony of the gospel?  I served as a full-time missionary in Santiago, Chile nearly 30 years ago.  I recently spent time reading my mission journals and noticed a repetitive cycle, especially early on in my mission.  It went something like this: 

1) We met a golden family.  They seem really receptive to the missionaries.   

2) 2) The family is reading the Book of Mormon and they know it’s true.  Oh I just know that they’re going to get baptized! 

3) 3) The family came to church today and really felt the spirit strongly.  We have a baptismal date set. 

4) 4) I’m so devastated.  Family so and so has decided not to be baptized.  I don’t understand! They knew it was true!

My frustration stemmed from the fact that I did not understand what it means to have a testimony of the gospel, what it means to be converted.  

The fact is, they did know church was true.  But knowing that the church is true is only the first half of the equation.  When you think about it, even Satan knows the church is true.  Dallin H. Oaks once stated,  “Testimony is to know and to feel, conversion is to do and to become.”
In his talk Spiritual Revival in General Conference of 1992, Glen L. Pace said, “I believe the time has come for all of us to feast on the fruit of our own testimony as opposed to the testimony of another person. The testimony of which I speak is much deeper than knowing the Church is true. We need to progress to the point of knowing we are true to the Church. 

The second half of the equation is allowing our knowledge to transform our behavior – to give up our sins, addictions, and weaknesses to conform to the teachings of Jesus Christ.  This of course is much more difficult and is often a stumbling block for investigators.

The good news is, there will never be another general apostasy on the earth. The bad news is, there will many who apostatize individually. There are many reasons why people fall away from the church.  One reason is that people get offended.

My husband and I have lived in many different wards. I remember a conversation I had with a woman many years ago.  At one time she and her husband had been married in the temple and were actively serving in the church.  However, because of some real or imagined offenses, she had left the church and had been inactive for many years. The thing that saddened me was the depth of her bitterness.  She could recall every slight offense, every negative conversation she had had twenty or thirty years ago - someone who didn’t say hi to her, the leaders who didn’t visit her when she was sick.  The tragic part of it all is that because of her decision to leave the church, her whole family suffered - less active kids, divorces, weak family ties, and wayward grandchildren.  How different life would have been for all of them if she had been able to forgive. 

We need to ask ourselves whether we are sowing the seeds of apostasy in our individual lives.  Are we among those who criticize church leaders?  Do we complain about principles and programs?  Do we set ourselves up as judges?  Do we belittle others as they strive to serve in the kingdom?  Do we suffer from imagined offenses?  Do we stay away from church meetings?  Do we rationalize about not being active in the church?  Do we fail to pay our tithes and other offerings?  Do we have the spirit of apostasy in other ways?

We need to realize that our decisions will have long reaching effects.  In Mosiah 10:12 we read, “They were a wild, and ferocious, and a blood-thirsty people, believing in the tradition of their fathers, which is this – Believing that they were driven out of the land of Jerusalem because of the iniquities of their fathers, and that they were wronged in the wilderness by their brethren, and they were also wronged while crossing the sea.”  All of the unhappiness, sin, wickedness and hatred of the Lamanites throughout the Book of Mormon came from one individual decision.  One day Laman and Lemuel said, “Hey, we’re sick and tired of the family, we’re sick and tired of the prophet and his visions. We’re getting out of here.”  Your decision to leave the church will have monumental consequences for your posterity as well.

My grandma and grandpa did not have a great deal of money while they were raising their eight children, so clothing was limited.  One day at church, a fellow ward member said to my grandma, “Lucille, you must really enjoy that dress!”  My grandma could have chosen to be offended by the inconsiderate comment, but instead chose to let it go.  How grateful I am that she did.  Because of her faithfulness, I, along with the rest of her numerous posterity enjoy the blessings and happiness of the gospel.

Sin is another reason why some people leave the church. When our behavior becomes incongruent with gospel teachings we have two options.  We can humble ourselves and repent or blame the church and walk away. Unfortunately, many individuals choose the path of least resistance.

Others simply give up.  There are many good people who try really hard to live the gospel but feel like they’ll never measure up.

Let me share a journal entry I wrote September 22, 2005. “Things here are good.  This is one of those weeks when you realize how empty your schedule would be if you didn’t have the church.  This morning Doug and I were trying to find a night to go to the temple.  Monday night was home evening, Tuesday night he had mutual; Wednesday I had home enrichment and Thursday he had a hospital staff meeting.  Friday he takes the deacons on a camp out and Saturday I have the Women’s General Broadcast.  So if we don’t make it to the temple this month, I hope the Lord understands.  It’s hard to decide which commandments to obey.”

 Being a member of the church can get overwhelming at times and it’s easy to get discouraged.  If you find yourself in that situation, it is important to remember that God loves you. It is equally important to remember that Satan hates you.  When the voice in your head tells you that you are not good enough, that you will never be good enough, recognize that it isn’t the Lord speaking. Discouragement is one of Satan’s greatest tools. Only listen to the voices of those who love you.

Quite often, many people fall out of the church for the same reason they fall out of bed – they’re not in it far enough.  It’s like when we were kids playing on the merry go round on the playground.  Those who were centered in the middle holding on tight were safe.  Those who were hanging over the edge often got thrown off.  

I once heard it said, “You can’t really tell the difference between a strand of cobweb and a strand of powerful nylon cord until some stress is put on the strand.” The same could be said of our individual testimonies.

I believe it is totally possible to be active in the church your whole life  - attending primary, scouts, home enrichment, ward parties, and serving in callings, and never gain a testimony or be converted to the gospel. There are many who go through the motions of being a member of the church but never develop a personal relationship with Heavenly Father or apply the Atonement of Jesus Christ in their lives.

Some time ago in South America, a seasoned group of outstanding missionaries was asked, “What is the greatest need in the world?”  One wisely responded, “Is not the greatest need in all of the world for every person to have a personal, ongoing, daily, continuing relationship with Deity?” (Colleen Harrison, He Did Deliver Me From Bondage pg. 5)

 Having such a relationship can unchain the divinity within us, and nothing can make a greater difference in our lives as we come to know and understand our divine relationship with God and His Beloved Son, our Master. (James E. Faust, “That We Might Know Thee,” Ensign, Jan. 1999,2)

“All too often, we Latter-day Saints live our lives so near to Him (through our ordinances and good works) and yet so far from Him (through our emphasis on “good son” busy work and so many other things outside of Him).  At the center or bull’s-eye of everything we do should be our relationship with our Heavenly Father and our Savior, Jesus Christ.  Unfortunately we are too often firmly entrenched in the circles just outside that bull’s-eye, those circles marked “Church, home, family, spouse.”  These things are all good and most certainly given of God, but, at the same time, they are not God and can never give us the peace and security He can.  They can never supply us with the unfailing support and guidance that only He can.  We must be very careful not to set these things up as lesser or demigods and think service to them will substitute for coming to know the Lord personally.” (Colleen Harrison, “He Did Deliver Me From Bondage” pg. 58)

My aunt writes music and has published several CD’s.  She told me of an interesting experience that happened to her one day.  If I remember correctly she was standing in the bookstore looking at the display of her tapes and CD’s.  A woman standing next to her asked her if she had ever heard those songs and wondered if they were any good.  My aunt was trying to think of a clever response when the woman pointed to the name on the CD and said proudly “I know her…..Personally.”  My aunt wasn’t quite sure what to say.  My question for you is: If you were standing next to the Savior, would you know him?

If a testimony is knowing that the church is true, and commitment is knowing that you are true to the church, I believe that the process of progressing from a testimony to commitment is what we call conversion.

I once asked my Grandpa Benson if he felt like the world was more wicked today than it was when he was a kid.  He replied, “The good are getting better and the bad are getting worse.”  I think we would all agree.  Once we have obtained a testimony of the gospel, we leave neutral ground. In the end there will not be any fence-sitters.  There will be the wheat and the tares, the sheep and the goats.  It’s time to decide.

I love what Glen L. Pace said, “Many of us take the blessings of the gospel for granted. It is as if we are passengers on the train of the Church, which has been moving forward gradually and methodically. Sometimes we have looked out the window and thought, “That looks kind of fun out there. This train is so restrictive.” So we have jumped off and gone and played in the woods for a while. Sooner or later we find it isn’t as much fun as Lucifer makes it appear or we get critically injured, so we work our way back to the tracks and see the train ahead. With a determined sprint we catch up to it, breathlessly wipe the perspiration from our forehead, and thank the Lord for repentance.

While on the train we can see the world and some of our own members outside laughing and having a great time. They taunt us and coax us to get off. Some throw logs and rocks on the tracks to try and derail it. Other members run alongside the tracks, and while they may never go play in the woods, they just can’t seem to get on the train. Others try to run ahead and too often take the wrong turn.

I would propose that the luxury of getting on and off the train as we please is fading. The speed of the train is increasing. The woods are getting much too dangerous, and the fog and darkness are moving in.

Although our detractors might as well “stretch forth [their] puny arm[s] to stop the Missouri river in its decreed course, or to turn it up stream” (D&C 121:33) as try to derail this train, they are occasionally successful in coaxing individuals off. With all the prophecies we have seen fulfilled, what great event are we awaiting prior to saying, “Count me in”? What more do we need to see or experience before we get on the train and stay on it until we reach our destination? It is time for a spiritual revival. It is time to dig down deep within ourselves and rekindle our own light.”

I encourage all of us to strengthen our individual testimonies and deepen our discipleship.  If we have not undergone the process of conversion, we need to do so now.  If we have reached the point of knowing the church is true, we need to progress to the point of knowing we are true to the church.  Only then will we be able to withstand the fiery darts of the adversary and remain strong.  I leave this with you in the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.
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