AUTHORTTARTANI 84 AND DIMOCRACY: COMMON CONSENT IN THEORY AND PRACPICE

There is mich evidence thet ag religious organizations grow
older, a sharp cleavage develops between deetrine and actusl practice,
Are the gospel prineiples one thing, and church practice smother? As
organizations é‘.evelép and expand they sccumilate the baggage of yearst
officiel personnel with their own hsbits and ecutlock; properilies; cuse
tome; ways of procedure; inistitubtional hsbite, Any organization has
to constantly exemins its institutional behavioer in order to corregpond
principle with practice, Gorrespéndence of the twe may never be perfect,
But the church, as other institutione { such as govermment and the
Gona%itutien}, needs to bake care that day-to-day operations reflsct
gospsl prineciple and n@t the cenvenlence of erganlzational vésted interesta,
In these times, modern soclety iz agitated by qﬁesti@ns of freedom versas
orgenization, of authoritarisnism versus democracy as principles of

organizing soeial 1life, Our prineipl

2 on this subject ssem quite eleary
But dare we askc ourselves the question, what of our ergsnizatioenal
pragtice?

In modern mciety, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints,
¢claims to stend for free inguiry, freedom of conselence, and the doo
trine of the inallemsbls rights of man, %Such a claim imposes & heavy
burden of responsibility upon us.

The writer has been challenged with the view that these prineciples
together with the prineiple of common consent have become prineciples
only; that modern church prectices tend to reflect mere lipeservice
to them, especially to the doctrine of common comsent as a revesled

principle of church government,




ﬁaﬁ.

According to the Doctrine snd Opvensnts end early church history, the
gtatement is made thatt "The justice snd law of God for church governw

ment, as revesled to Joseph Suith end accepted by vote of the Church,
thus reveal am essential demoeracy.® This statement is now challenged
5o the effect that the system revealed to Joseph Smith and taught by
him did embrsce an essential democracy, but that one hundred twenty
years later, teoday, Gh;u-eh practice reflects only lip service te the
privciples,

Thig challénge ssems worthwhile to congider in all ceandor and
hondsty, The resl concern in world affairs over the question of
freedom and the rights of men makes it timeiy. The professed position
of the Church as the conpervator and pré’ceetor of humsn liberty mekes
it vital, Quotations from our litersture as to cur concern for liberty
would f411 volumes, But do the quotetions eome to 1ife in daily cone
duect of the orgemized church? Could eﬁr Church practices in management
and operstions stand the same scrutiny thet the government, for exemple,
is given? Or would cubtside critics ssy as some of us say sbout Ameriesn
politics, that our church government has "departed" from cur'constitution,™

The "Mormon® people have always, as an active core, insisted on
harmonization of precept and exsmple, of prineiple end practice, If,
as alleged, Ei talk gbout liberty, criticise foreign govermments, domestic
ingtitutions, deplore “socialisticl trends in Americem government, otec,,’
etcey 88 infringing on hmen liberty, and at the same time gurselves
act in en organized cepacity like & t@ba._litarian ingtrument, then our
lot 1s an unbappy one and ripe ;f‘or gpeedy rep_entance and change, Thism
is & difficult subject, even for student of Church history who is some-
what prépared. to view with sugpicion all professed statements end
observe with caution all activities, Bubt let us try to review the

situation,
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First, let us dispose of the past as a means of justifying the
present, The record of elections sud voting in the church 1830-1844
is well-documented in the Documentary E--ist@x and will not be cited.
The ressinder of the nimeteenth century record, replete with examples
of "President B, Young calling for the vote,” will also remain as a
record == including thst tremendous occasion im the ld Parowen stake
tebernacle when with President Young him-seli‘ or the stand, the pecple
of thet steke rejected the motion to meke Jesse N, Smith their V@take
president.

But what of today?! Is the law of common consent an active, working
privciple in the chumh today? What would heppen if a modem William
8, MoGregor stood up in a conference and sﬁeke out sgaingt a motion,
as theat doughty Scotemen d4id in Pa.mwaﬁ eight decades ago?

Second, let us note a commonlywcbhserved and comonly@‘m cognized
aman phenomens, Letterwdsy Ssints are humen, all of them, All the
Presidents of the Church, as well as the resﬁ of us, have admitted it}
That phenomens s 4@ the effect that emthorlty has more tools, commends
more influence, by ite sheer nature, than consent, Tom Paine wrote
meny years age that in any struggle ttwixt King and Commons, King bas
most of the immediate advantages. A system of authority is unified,
eompact, disciplined, Consent is rarely organiged, hag d.if:t‘imit ways,-
bub in the long run enjoys tremendous popular strength, Thab is why
dictatorships always enjoy inltisl adventages in modern war and diplomacy,

while democrecies relly slowly, but in the end, triumph-if they oxes:

with the primciples of, free sgencys
When pecple speak of Yauthority! in our 6rganizati@n, it is %he

gaccessfully in harmo ¥,

genersl anthorities thet are referred te as the effective power,

centralized snd compact, Bspecially is this true in fiscal matters
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which are the heart of national govermments Thab our general euthorities
are particularly overburdened with orgenization detalls is a common tepics
The seme cadre of sbout twenty-six officlals operate the Church in the
mid-twentieth century as in the early nineteentbe-but with a much larger
central staff, "Buresucracy" comes t¢ be a featurs of any. large scale
undertaking, public or private. It would be oxily natural to diseover thab,
dne 0 the sheer weight of routine in running the orgsmization, that more
attention is given bo the problems of suthority in getting work done ab
neadquerters vhan %o the problems of organizing sn active consent in the fields
Trig is conbrsdictory, because getting work done in the Church means winning
accepbance,=-hence consent, in the field, DBub this becomes the point ab lsmael
Ts consens actively nourished (4t ig & very temder plent, with occasional |

weeds in the pateh to be surel) end gonsciously utilized in the work of

getting thinge done? Or ls it glven mere lipezervice end more or less lost
sight of in ‘sh.e_midsi'} of exhortations to do what is right let the sonsequence
follow? 1If it ig, We should remember that in the doctrimal plan of church
govermpent, the right way includes common consent as an active principle. The
Great Council of the Geds wbilized it, And, according to cur beliefs, that
couneil snd the entire scheme of earth life rests upon acceptance, by God
and men, of the principles of free agency and common consent, I8 it usedl
In your auxiliery? quorum? wardl stake? the church generally? These qmesﬁions
are for answer by -every officer end member of the chureh, The writsr here
con only report the resord of his own experience and that avelleble in the
printed record, Thet e@erieme is mixede

To report that the experience is mixed is to gtate a fact, DBut, like
Adem in the garden cbeying and discheying in the same act, it is & fact

common to all lwmsn experience, It is mixed, first, in & general way, By
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that I mean thet my own personal experience as a member in three missions,

five stakes, seven wards, four Aaronic snd six Melchizedek quorums, and various

offices in them all-whonestly reflects a generel, deeply=felt concern and going
asswption thet everything operated, snd was to operate by common consent.

Only in one situstion, and thet mementarily, did I ever feel that "amen to

the priesthood! had taken place becsmse of wirighteous Wgomination®, And
upon reflection I am willing te admit that 1 was young end overwsensitive,

I have lived to see the day that I am glad %o have kept my bash amd counsel
ss o result of the meny good things that have ceme to me a8 & result of what

I felt at the time was edging towards my being “priest riddem,. t My conversse

tione with others snd cbservations ferece the same conclusion——that the spirid
of church practice, if we mey use the phrase, is one of genuine democratic
fesling, I have ugually found concern for the rights of others exhibited to
‘the breaking point, Feeling.far the general doctrine of Yoemmon consent® bas
always been evident,

On the ether side I have to report that in a genmeral church senée, 1

an disappointed that so important a matier as the Welfare Plan, ia the published
reporte of the generai conference held in April 1936, since harked back to as
trewendously inspirational end significant, wes not'f@mally presested as &
mtter of ;egord,, motien, and acceptance, Ti:xe seme is true of meny b ssei-‘ |
items in my experience as a mature member of the Chureh, I sm conscious of
this perhaps becense in my exbensive researches in church liﬁeratum,' yeny

jtems over the yesrs in the past were placed before the general conferences
for sugtaining vete, In recen’ yesrs, with minor exceptions, the only motions
put before the confersnces have been motions te sustain the general suthorities
and officers of the church, It could be assumed thet a motlon to susbein the
suthorities of the church includes a motion to sustein everything they do and
propose. However, Lo ms, spesking as & private menber influenced by my studies
of our organizational procedures since 1830, this is sacrificing a great

principle to the exigencies of orgemizational detail, I would think -
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it preferable to present large issues ag special, spearate motions, imluding
the snnuval general Churéh, and Welfare plan, budgets, ebc.

Az a mang of'winning support in "getting things done" nothing is quite
0 effective as this device, Wuy? Note the eare with which officers! namss
are presented for sustaining vote; If other matters of large lmport were to
be presented in the seme way it would means

(1) That the matter had been most sarefully prepared and reduced to
statement-form, This aubomatically ennaﬁees edministration,

{2) The matter, in sbatement-form, would be presented in understandeble,
clear style, readily picked up by both listeners, the press {for later thought
and reflection), and as a matter of conference and hisgtorical record, A
~ mpeech or & sermon ie recorded and is hisborical. But a record of a motion
and it s' acceptance is even more emphatic, as an examination of the twonty-six
volumes of the Journal of Discourges end the semlwarmual conference reports

(the latter since 1897) will indicate,

(3} The earnestness of seeking an active response from the peopls
entails the essence of all Bt modern scieﬁce has discovered concerning humen
motivation in orzenized form, including here what we will csll the judicicus
uge of fres agency,

{4) The peopls feel better, Hveryone feels better when he participates, |
We prezch this, We could, in all honesty I belleve, practice it move,

Going this far leaves cpen the quesbtion, "Supposing some one dissents?”
We will exsmine this point later, 7 |

Personal local experience in .the charch is also “mixed", like the fove~
going, The mixbture is sharper and more pronounced, In one quorum, the

Presidency instead of ammouncing that Ynext Tuesday we are going %o Joe
Turnerts lot end plant corn for a Welfare project" always thought out the
preject carefully in advence and come $o a united decislon, Then, ixisteaé;

'of merely reporting that decision to the next guorum meeting and asking every-

body "to please came out,” a spokesman for the Presidency would:
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(1) carefully outline the problems

(2) report the consideration and resulting decision of the Presidency;

(3) ask the brethren what they thonght;

() after discussion present the projeet to the group,

4411 who are in favor of sustaining us in underteking to plant two acres
of sweet corn on Joe Turnerts lot, plsass indicate by raising the right hend,"
And similarly, 211 opposed were invited to indicate, Thers was never a dise

genting vote. The lack of dissent did mot indicate lazy minds, a toc-rsady
acquiesence with whatever the Presidency proposed. It was an astlve censent
and it worked. The corn was plented snd harvesteds

In sharp contrast, another quorum operated in the followirg way, With
no minutes nor records of previcus decislons or business, & quorum meeting
would finally get under way (as soon as the officers decided whose turm it
was to conduect,) Then the amncumcement would be made: "Two men are needed
down at Welfare Sqare next Tussday, Anybody aveilable who goes will certainly
be eppreciated, Brother Johnson will now take the lesson," Of course, now
body ever showed up at Welfars Sguare, Common consent was ignored] What is
thé leasson, the deep, deep lesson? The Lord is wise, He learned a great
deal about humen nature before thé Great Council, dwing the Great Commeil,
and since the Great Council, OUne _lessor;; is spparent, It iz alsp the wwritten
bt very real meaning of the revesled dochrine of common consent, It is that
common, consent is a device for kewing suthority on its tees, makine Lt vitel,
alive, snd sbove all, BESPONSIBLE! How can amthority which ignores its
menbers be responsible, either in itas duty to God or its duty to man? The
principle emerges that the real test of divine suthorityeinepractice Lieg in
guthority's recognition ef and compliamce with the doctrine of, copmon congsnt,

In one ward, the bighop, a great and goed men, pever &id ask for the
support of his ward priesthood in undertaking to fulfill the ward welfars
assignments, rumning into thousands of dollars snnvally. In ancther ward,

the bishop always presented such itells in ward priesthood meeting, \ I even




remember him calling for the vote on the purchase of a loud-spesksr system).
Ir both cases the assignments were always med, But I entertain, in my own
free agenoy and freedom of choice, my own opinion as %o which war& bad the
best pirit, and which one was doing the best Jub both for the church and
for ite srducus mission as it relates to liberty and law in modern soci,ety!
Such exemples could be maltiplied endlessly, The net conclusion is
that we m.l]. always be on solid ground in hericing back to the church “e@nstitug
tion", ite recognition end ussgs, and the steady development of the iaw of
common consent as set forth in the Doctrine and Cevenents,
My Ymized! experience is eomewhat unified by personsl experience in
quorun end local chureh councils, Anmong Presid@n@ies,- organization officerst
mectings, and lecal ebwrch councils, my experisnce is one of utterly franlk,

honest discussion ag a method snd procedure of church government. Free sgeucy

amd common consent sre not only slive, but in my experience are accorded formal
recognition, A limited kmowledge of general church councile todsy, plus the
evidence of the written record, beers this oute The rule of unanimity found
in section 107, as practiced in the general éhurch, councils, bhas borne in

on my personal experisnce as & tremendous fact, Fven the free agency of &
gingle member of the First Presidency or Twelve, may halt an importent proposal
or plen until full sgreement can be reached. The future 'nggests that in thig

bugy world all concerned could be more ccnsclous of ext

ending this same practics,
as well ss its spirit, when ell presidencies and councils oonsult and repord

to their member-constituencies, There are sven some phrases in the Docirime

and Gevenémts couching the language of common consent practices which eoul&i.bé

vitalized, for exampls, conférences, Ave they preaching sesslions exclusively,

or, a8 stated, for the purpese of transacting church businesa? I hawve to report
benestly, that one or twe verses eppear to be dead-letters Judging by deserved
preetices, Reasons for this? Of course there are and more rational ones |
than exist in everyday politics. If these old verses have become cbsolete

new prasticss and thelr supporting reasons could be made a mattef of motion




and acceptence in the spirit and practice of modern revelation,
In conciugion, let us discuss a hypothetical case, chall we sey & moderns
dsy Williem C, MoGreger who rises in meeting to oppose a cenbral mobion ag
the McGregor of the 19th cenbury voiced the opposition of the people of Farowen
to the proposal 1o make Jessze N. Smith their stoke president,
One often hears it ssid that "if!" gome one did that in generall conference
"he wouldn't last lorg." On the contrary, I believe it might prove to be very
significant if a constituent in good stendirg voted Pno" amd quiebly requested
& bearing, A member "in good standing,” on the record, mast include svery
mepiber not disfellowshipped ner excommunicateds, 4As in a political mesting or
anywhere else, it would have to be dene with dignity and reasen, I cannet
- visuslize a presiding officer in a stake or general conference opening a
meeting of thoussnds to genersl discussion any more them I can visualizs it
in the nstionsl poelitieal conventions of our great politicsl parties, The
latter are mn strictly and sternly, by ironehended cheirmen, But I can
visualire an invitation from the presiding officer %o the digsenter to meeb
with a group of presiding officers after the meeting or ab a designated time
for a full examination of the cause, Krowing this, eny person may bring causes
to bear at hesdquarters any time, 4% local quorum meetings, ward meetings,
@iwussian cen be visuslized and most of us have witnegsed 1%, Gertaimy no
member of the church would be "handled," as some wiseacrss suggest, for this
actions Order bas to be mainteined, Bub in any homest strugele between a
few officials end the law of common consent, we cen be confident that common
consent and free agency will hold sway, To do or be otherwiss wuulcl_ stand
as apostagy, |
Waat sbout & hypothetical case, often discussed conversationally and
in religious cléases, where the Pressident of the Church anncunced (with
unlted support from the general suthorities) e revelation from God, end the

peaple refused to acespt 1t? The usual anawer is thab if such occurred the
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the people would then be in a state of apostasy, Granting this, what then
would be the dubty of the general enthorities? To cub the people off and sbart

afresh! The thought eccurs to me, from Joms! toachings, especially the
Parsble of the Lost Shesp, that the duty of the authorities would them be to
labor with the people and win them back with the peopla'ﬁ own. fres willing
consent as individuals) They might first be excommmicated, Bub the cbliges
tion of authority wwl& remain 0 bring them back, And the only way they
could be brought back would be by their free, intelligent consent == the wey
they got into the church in the first plage if converted, or romained active
if born in the church, In other words, divine znthority and common consenbes
free agency are as insepareble as the front snd back of the hend, The ome
cannot exist without the other la the true Christian society, the Church of
Cerigh, And that some pattern must eventually stand for all society. But
we ers not through with the case} If a Presidemt of the Church, with wnified

authority-support, annourced a revelation from God, he woeld be cbligated by
the pattern to present the same to the Church for cammonméonsent acceptance,
In doing sc it would be dishonest to lebel it as ifrom God! if & wore not
from Gode It would also be unfair to the people for the President not to
label it if it was to be accepbed as a rovelation, Nowhere does the Doghrine
ond Covensnts suthorize the general ambhorities to play guessing gemes with
the people, On the contrary we are told that the Lord edmires and requires,
as a test of truih, plainness, simplicity, and understendsblensss, So, if
a revelation from the Lord was pres'anted with such support, there ig no doubs
but that the people would accept 1%, No such formal mabters have been presented
%o the Church in many years., The Doctrine mnd Covensnts strictly enjoins us
$0 digbinguieh reveslsd word from the opinions of wen, The average menber

of the church spplies this test to what he hears in general and steke conference,
Opinions, as Plato pointed out in the Meno, msy produce the eams result as

truth when the opinions sre right.
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The operations of common coasent might possibly be enhanced abt conferences
when, in the sbsence of direet revelation from God, impertant matters to be
presented were presented_l as motions based on much dellberation and prayez;-. and.
with the united epproval of the suthorities making the motion, Then a vote of
confidence to sustain the proposition could be made, which would be recorded
and mads official im harmony with the law of the Church, Umsslly all sach
suggestions do come with wnited supports It always helps "eonsent! if they
were lebeled as sach. Besides, in the final analysis, each men will still
have to meke up hig own mind as %o whetker or not he conforms to "counsel,f
to & sustained proposition, or to a revelation., Individusl testimony and
salvation remain fundemental in the gospel plea, |

like everything else granted o us, we can probably me the law of
common consent more real, more effective, and a greater power for good righﬁ
in our own back yard, A working model of Christisn society will be of ine

estimeble value in modern society,




