
This is my first opportunity to address 
you in a devotional as president of the 

university. Let me begin by telling you, “You 
look really good.” That is different from being 
good-looking, though you are that as well. I 
hope that each of you has some inkling of the 
spirit you carry with you and the light that 
radiates from you. It is evident to visitors to 
the campus—who sometimes struggle to come 
up with words to describe what they see and 
feel in your presence. I thank each of you for 
your individual contribution to what is the real 
Spirit of the Y that those who come on campus 
experience so profoundly. It truly is an honor 
to be your president.
	 Those who have heard me speak these past 
few months will not be surprised that I begin 
by quoting a portion of the BYU mission state-
ment, which was approved and adopted by the 
board of trustees more than thirty years ago. 
That mission statement describes well both 
the process and the anticipated results of a 
BYU education. I urge each of you to read and 
ponder it, as well as the BYU Aims, as this new 
year begins.
	 The most familiar line of that mission state-
ment summarizes, in general terms, the details 
that follow. “The mission of Brigham Young 
University,” it states, “is to assist individuals 
in their quest for perfection and eternal life.”1

	 My remarks today focus on one reality 
about that quest for perfection. It is a truth that 
is hard to deny, yet difficult to accept. It is this: 
We will all fail. More than once. Every day.
	 I know that may sound startling and not 
the most optimistic of messages, so let me be 
quick to add that this does not mean that you 
or I are failures or that the quest for perfection 
is futile. There is a difference between failing, 
even repeatedly, and being a failure, as I hope 
to explain.
	 Failing is an essential part of the mortal 
phase of our quest for perfection. We don’t 
often think of it that way, but that is only 
because we tend to focus too much on the 
word perfection and not enough on the word 
quest when we read the mission statement. 
Failure is an inevitable part of the quest. In our 
quest for perfection, how we respond when we 
fail will ultimately determine how well we will 
succeed.
	 My plea for you today is to learn how to fail 
successfully. To help you in that regard, let me 
provide a little broader context for the quest for 
perfection and the role that failure plays in that 
process.
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	 The primary purpose of our mortal exis-
tence is to help us become like our heavenly 
parents. One of the things we need to do in 
order to accomplish that purpose is to learn 
and apply truth in our lives. The Prophet 
Joseph Smith taught that “it is impossible for 
a man to be saved in ignorance”2 and that “a 
man is saved no faster than he gets knowl-
edge.”3 Thus learning is an essential part of not 
only our BYU experience but also this mortal 
phase of our quest for perfection.
	 The scriptures teach that there are three 
main ways we can learn: one, by study;4 two, 
by faith;5 and, three, by experience.6 A lot has 
been written and spoken at BYU about how we 
learn by study and by faith,7 but we talk much 
less about how we learn from experience. Yet 
learning from experience is one of the essential 
purposes of our mortal existence.
	 In the book of Abraham the plan we all 
accepted in the grand premortal council is 
described as follows:

We will go down . . . , and we will take of these 
materials, and we will make an earth whereon these 
may dwell;
	 And we will prove them herewith, to see if they 
will do all things whatsoever the Lord their God 
shall command them.8

	 This earth, the setting for our mortal exis-
tence, was created so that we could “prove” 
ourselves. But I believe we may not appreci-
ate the full meaning of the word prove in that 
scripture. In everyday usage the word prove 
means to demonstrate something that already 
exists.9 Thus we take final exams to prove what 
we already know about the material we have 
been studying that semester. But the Oxford 
English Dictionary provides an additional 
meaning for the word prove. It indicates that 
prove also means “to find out, learn, or know 
by experience.”10

	 I believe the opportunity we have to prove 
ourselves in this life was not designed to allow 

us to demonstrate to God how obedient we 
already were before we came to earth. He, and 
we, already knew that. God formed this earth 
and gave us this mortal existence so that we 
could “prove” ourselves in the other sense of 
that word—so that we could “find out, learn, 
or know by experience” truths that we did not 
already know and that we could not learn in 
any other way.
	 I believe there are certain things, some of 
them essential to our exaltation, that we can 
learn only through experience. We could not 
have remained in our premortal condition, 
memorized all the attributes of godhood, and 
then, after passing a written exam, become 
like our heavenly parents. We came to earth 
to “prove” ourselves, to learn from our own 
experiences how to know good from evil and 
other important lessons we could learn only 
by our own experience. And one of the best 
ways we can fully learn those essential lessons 
is by failing in our efforts.
	 Let me illustrate with a simple experience 
from my own professional life. Two years after 
I graduated from law school I found myself 
working on a tax law project for a partner in 
a law firm in Phoenix, Arizona. By that time 
I had not only finished law school but had 
completed judicial clerkships for two very 
good judges at two of the best courts in the 
country and had passed the bar exam. In my 
mind I knew how to be a lawyer. Even though 
I had not had any tax law experience before 
I received the assignment, I knew quite well 
where to begin looking for the answer to the 
question posed to me by the partner. After 
extensive research of the applicable statutes, 
regulations, and cases—and after revising 
several drafts—I confidently presented to 
the partner a memo that I felt answered his 
question.
	 The partner quickly skimmed the memo, 
read the conclusion, and then confidently 
opined, “This can’t be the law.”
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	 I was quite taken aback and a little offended. 
“I’ve read the statutes, the regulations, and the 
cases,” I responded. “That’s what they say.”
	 “I don’t care,” he retorted. “Tax law in this 
area can’t work the way you’ve described it. Go 
try again.”
	 It was, to use the term my children often use 
to describe my less glorious moments, an “epic 
failure.”
	 After further discussing the issue with the 
partner, I examined the problem from several 
angles that started at different points from the 
one at which I had first begun. Over time a 
different analysis appeared—one that changed 
the answer to the question in a subtle but 
important way. When I presented a revised 
memo to the partner with a more in-depth 
analysis and a different answer, he was satis-
fied. I asked him at that point whether he had 
known the answer to the question all along 
and was just trying to make work for me.
	 “No,” he replied, “I really didn’t. I just know 
how these kinds of businesses work, and I 
have a pretty good feel for tax law. Your earlier 
approach just didn’t seem right.”
	 I knew how to acquire abstract legal infor-
mation; I even knew how to analyze that 
information in theoretical terms. The partner, 
however, knew how to be a lawyer—and there 
is a difference between those two things, just 
as there is a difference between knowing the 
attributes of God in an abstract sense and 
making those attributes a part of our char-
acter, which is what our quest for perfection 
requires.
	 How do we learn that latter important skill? 
The partner helped me understand that as 
well.
	 When I asked him what it was that allowed 
him to almost intuit the right answer to the 
problem, he replied, “It takes good judgment.”
	 “And how do you acquire good judgment?” 
I asked.
	 “Good judgment,” he said, “comes from 
experience.”

	 Then, after pausing for just a few seconds 
and with only a hint of a smile, he added, “And 
experience comes from bad judgment.” In 
other words, from failing.
	 As one motivational speaker observed:

We always think of failure as the antithesis of suc-
cess, but it isn’t. Success often lies just the other 
side of failure.11

	 The lesson is so prevalent in life that three 
years ago the Harvard Business Review devoted 
an entire issue of that publication to the topic 
of how to learn from failures.12

	 We can see the same lesson in the familiar 
experience of Nephi when he was given the 
assignment to obtain the brass plates from 
Laban. As we know, his first two efforts failed, 
but he persisted and ultimately succeeded. 
In the process he discovered the power of 
being “led by the Spirit,”13 a critical lesson that 
he may not have learned if the first effort to 
persuade Laban to release the plates had been 
successful. Nephi’s life was forever changed 
in a positive way because he failed twice—
and, more important, because of the way he 
responded to those failures.
	 Thus failing is a critical component of our 
eternal progress—our quest for perfection. 
And because of the Atonement we can—if 
we respond to failures in the right way—be 
blessed with a new kind of learning that 
allows our failures to become part of the 
perfecting process. As Elder Bruce C. Hafen 
has explained, the beauty of the gospel is that 
“because of the Atonement, we can learn from 
our mistakes without being condemned by 
them.”14 What a wonderful blessing that abso-
lutely marvelous and indispensable portion of 
the plan of salvation provides to each of us, if 
we will but take advantage of it.
	 This does not mean that we should try to 
fail as often as we can. “Not all failures are 
created equal.”15 In one of the articles in the 
Harvard Business Review Failure Issue, Professor 
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Amy C. Edmondson noted that in business 
there are three main kinds of failures, some 
of which are better than others.
	 First, there are failures that result from 
the lack of precision in routine but impor-
tant matters—for example, a failure to follow 
design specifications in the manufacturing 
process. According to Professor Edmondson, 
these are “bad” failures that are prevent-
able and should be eliminated as quickly as 
possible.
	 Second, there are failures that are the 
inevitable results of complexity in processes—
mistakes made in uncontrollable situations, 
such as in triage in a hospital emergency room. 
These failures are unavoidable and cannot be 
controlled, but they can be managed.
	 Finally, there are failures that occur when 
researchers try to push the frontiers of knowl-
edge with regard to a product or service—
failures made by a research lab in developing 
a new product, for example. These failures can 
be “good” failures if structured in the right 
way because they can accelerate the learning 
process.16

	 If we are to fail successfully—if failure is to 
move us along in our quest for perfection—we 
need to make similar distinctions in our daily 
efforts and daily failures.
	 In our own personal lives, willful failure 
in important, routine things we can control 
constitutes sin, which we should avoid as 
much as possible. In things that are routine but 
essential to our eternal progress—things like 
daily prayer, daily scripture study, and regu-
lar church attendance—we should strive to 
eliminate all failings. In these matters we can 
come very close to perfection very quickly, and 
it is important that we do so, because success 
in these endeavors provides the secure founda-
tion that allows us to deal effectively with the 
other two kinds of failure.
	 When determining what things fall into 
this first category of failure, we might profit-
ably ask ourselves two questions: One, are 

these things entirely within our control? And, 
two, are they things that in the long run really 
matter? There is a correlation between affirma-
tive answers to those two questions. As Elder 
Hafen once observed:

One way to distinguish what matters a great 
deal from what does not matter so much is to ask 
whether the subject is within our control. If it is, 
then it probably matters enough to merit our atten-
tion. But if the subject of our fretting is inherently 
beyond our control, it is not likely that God will 
hold us responsible for our ultimate success or 
failure as to that concern.17

	 At the other end of Professor Edmondson’s 
failure spectrum—“good failures” resulting 
from efforts to extend the frontiers of our 
knowledge—we should not be so fearful of 
failing that we avoid trying new or hard things 
merely because their very newness or diffi-
culty increases the risk of failure. Don’t let con-
cern for protecting your grade point average 
dictate the courses you take. Challenge your-
self, academically and in other ways. You may 
discover skills, talents, and joys you would 
otherwise miss out on. Your mortal experience 
will be a more productive part of your quest 
for perfection if you intentionally stretch your-
self with new challenges, especially those that 
involve a real risk of failure. As someone once 
observed, “If you aren’t in over your head, how 
do you know how tall you are?”18

	 Maybe our most difficult challenge is to 
deal with the second category of failures—
those that are not willful sin or intentional 
calculated risks but rather the unavoidable, 
uncontrollable failures that occur because 
of the messiness of life, because of factors 
beyond our direct control. What do you do 
when, for the first time in your life, you get 
an A− or a B or a D, even though you have 
worked very hard? Or when you try your best 
but you still don’t make the Women’s Chorus? 
Or when the relationship you are pursuing 
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falls apart? Or even when all these things and 
more important ones seem to go wrong at 
the same time and you feel completely alone, 
overwhelmed, and totally a failure? What do 
you do then?
	 Let me suggest you follow the advice given 
in Hebrews 10:35: “Cast not away . . . your con-
fidence.” You have not arrived at this point in 
your lives without having accomplished much, 
as Peggy has just explained. I know you may 
sometimes feel like the least intelligent, least 
talented, and most socially awkward student 
who has ever set foot on this campus, but 
you were not admitted to this university on 
a whim. The process is better than that. And 
you are better than that. More important, you 
have the potential to be much better than that. 
Remembering what you have already accom-
plished and understanding your full potential 
can contribute to the development of the kind 
of emotional, physical, mental, and spiritual 
resilience that will allow you, in the words of 
the BYU mission statement, to meet “personal 
challenge and change.”19

	 Professor Martin E. P. Seligman, one of the 
founders of positive psychology, has observed 
that the most common characteristic of those 
who are able to overcome almost any kind of 
uncontrollable failure is that they are opti-
mistic.20 And the good news is that people 
can be taught to some degree “to think like 
optimists.”21 One way Professor Seligman 
suggests is by helping people view setbacks 
as things that are “[1] temporary, [2] local, and 
[3] changeable.”22 In other words, they react 
to failures by thinking, “[1] It’s going away 
quickly, [2] it’s just this one situation, and [3] 
I can do something about it.”23 That process, 
studies have shown, is aided by recalling 
past successes24 and recognizing individual 
strengths that we have.25

	 Eternal gospel truths, available to us 
through modern revelation, make this kind of 
optimistic thinking even easier. For example, 
we know that each of us “is a beloved spirit son 

or daughter of heavenly parents, and, as such, 
each has a divine nature and destiny.”26 Thus 
we have much greater strengths and talents 
than we realize.
	 Moreover, we are promised that, from an 
eternal perspective, our “adversity and . . . 
afflictions shall be but a small moment.”27 Thus 
we can be certain that whatever we are going 
through will be temporary.
	 Finally, we can be assured that however we 
have failed, it can, from an eternal perspective, 
be changed. The Atonement is that powerful 
and that comprehensive. As Elder Jeffrey R. 
Holland put it:

	 If you are lonely, please know you can find 
comfort. If you are discouraged, please know you 
can find hope. . . . If you feel you are broken, please 
know you can be mended.28

	 Because of the Atonement, all failures are 
changeable and temporary, except the one that 
occurs when we give up. So whatever you do, 
don’t you dare give up.
	 What I am suggesting is not simply an 
affirmation of the power of positive thinking; 
it is a recognition of the power of the gospel of 
Jesus Christ—the perspective it gives us, the 
truths it provides, and “the infinite virtue of 
[Christ’s] atoning sacrifice”29 that is available 
to us all. Yes, I am asking you to trust yourself 
more, but, more important, I am asking you 
to trust God. I urge you—in your moments 
of doubt and despair, in the times when you 
think you have failed and you think you can’t 
make it right—to focus more on Him and less 
on yourselves.
	 Too often we ask the wrong question when 
we fail. We ask, “Am I good enough?” But the 
real question is, “Is God good enough?” Is He 
as good as He says He is? Can He really deliver 
on His promise that “all things” will “work 
together for [our] good”30 if we will trust Him 
and strive to do the best we can and keep 
going whenever we fall short?
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	 I testify that He is. God is as good, as pow-
erful, as loving, as patient, and as consistent as 
He says He is. If we will but focus on the eter-
nal truths He has made available to us, both 
through institutional revelation and through 
personal promptings and reassurances, He 
will turn all our failures into successes. I bear 
my witness that He lives and loves us with a 
love we cannot comprehend. He gave His Son 
so that we might move forward in our quest 
for perfection with full confidence and assur-
ance that we will succeed despite our failures.
	 I bear my solemn witness of these truths 
and express my love and God’s love for each of 
you, in the sacred name of Jesus Christ, amen.
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