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Chapter 8

Unrighteous
Dominion

According to theword of the Lord spoken by the Prophet Joseph Smith, unrighteous dominion
happenswhenever wetry to use the rights of the priesthood ... to cover our sins; or to gratify our pride, our
vain ambition, or to exercise control or dominion or compulson upon the souls of the children of men, in
any degree of unrighteousness ...""

These rights of the priesthood include the privilege of preaching the gospel of Jesus Christ and
of administering its ordinances; or the privilege of participating in the greatest cause on this earth. The
Prophet Joseph Smith predicted that thiswork "... is destined to bring about the destruction of the powers
of darkness, therenovation of the earth, the glory of God, and the salvati on of the human family.?* When
these rights are not used to the glory of God, priestcraft occurs.

Nephi explained: "for, behold priestcrafts are that men preach and set themselves up for alight
unto the world, that they may get gain and praise of the world; but they seek not the welfare of Zion.*"
Avoiding unrighteous dominion and priestcraft is perhaps one of the greatest chal lenges church leadershave
to face not only during their service, but also after they are released.

Covering Sins
Committing sinsis bad, but living in amortal and imperfect stage of existence, full of paradoxes

and ambiguities, we are all inevitably going to sin. When we learn something valuable from these
unfortunate experiences, repent, and forsake those sins that we haveidentified, the Lord forgives us', and
we remain on the strait and narrow way that leadsto eternal life’. A worse problem arises when we do not
want to admit that we have committed asin, andtry to act asif nothing wrong had happened, to the point of
causing harmin thelives of the people, especially when wetry to forcethemto live with the results of those
mistakes we have made. In many unfortunate occasions like this the people have the tendency of starting
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to complain, and as it happens in any social group, they tend to discuss that in their conversations and
sometimesthey even demand a corrective action.

We can read about that even among the ancient Israglites. After failing to consult the Lord, the
leaders of the people were deceived by the Gibeonites (one of the kingdoms the Lord had ordered them to
destroy), and made a treaty with their ambassadors. The reaction of the people was typical: "And the
children of Israel smote them not, because the princes of the congregation had sworn unto them by the Lord
God of Israel. And all the congregation murmured against the princes.®

If we are humble enough at this point to admit our sin and then make the necessary restitution,
lifewill goonin order. But on the other hand, if in the height of our stubbornness and pridewe insist in
justifying our actions, and if in addition to that we try to use the authority of the priesthood to silence the
people, we will be exercising unrighteous dominion.

Some may even misinterpret apassage found in the Doctrine and Covenantsasameanstosilence
the people: "Cursed are all those that shall lift up the heel against mine anointed, saith the Lord ..."" But
noticethat theverseisonly partialy quoted. 1f weread the remainder of theverse, wewill find thefollowing
addition: "... and cry they have sinned when they have not sinned before me, saith the Lord, but have done
that which was meet in mine eyes, and which | commanded them.®" The Lord defendsthoseleaderswho did
what He had commanded them to do, not those who were trying to hide mistakes under the mantle of
authority®. For those who may have sinned before the Lord, and did that which was neither appropriatein
His eyes nor commanded by Him, the charge is to repent, and not to wrest the scriptures to hide their
mistakes

My personal standard, which over the years has guided my performance asa priesthood leader,
isthat | should live my life and performmy assignmentsin suchaway asto never knowingly give thepeople
even apparent reasons'® to lift up their heels against me.

Gratifying One’s Pride and Vain Ambition

We tend to admire and at times even revere eff ective world leaders. We quote their ideas, laud
their great accomplishments, and in some cases these narratives are repeated and even "expanded” for
generations, at times to the point of originating myths and legends. The human desire for accomplishment
and recognition may at timesinduce some to desire to have their namesin a pantheon.

While serving in the Church of Christ, are involved in the greatest of dl causes. Combine this
great cause with that almost unconscious desire for accomplishment and recognition that at times strikes
some of us, and we have some of the ingredients for unrighteous dominion.

As| have observed in afew sad incidents, the perspective of being engaged in awork that will
last for the eternities, "... awork that God and angels have contemplated with delight for generations past;

Joshua 9:18

D&C 121:16

ibid.

That does not mean that we can indulge ourselves in criticizing those in leadership positions who have made
mistakes. But | will discuss this other perspective in the last section of this chapter.

10 1 Thessalonians 5:22; 1 Corinthians 8:9-13
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that fired the souls of the ancient patriarchs and prophets ...'*", is much more than some of us can bear. As
the Prophet Joseph Smith stated, "We have learned by sad experience that it is the nature and disposition of
almost all men, assoon asthey get alittleauthority, asthey suppose, they will immediately begintoexercise
unrighteous dominion. Hence many are called, but few are chosen.**"

Some seemto forget rather easily that God is above all things and operatingin all things'®; that
whatever we accomplish on this earth, whatever ideas we have, whatever discoveries we make, we oweit
to the Lord, because ... the light which shineth, which giveth [us] light, is through him who enlighteneth
[our] eyes, whichisthe samelight that quickeneth [our] understandings; Which light proceedeth forth from
the presence of God tofill theimmensity of space--Thelight whichisindl thingsand giveth lifetoall things

14n

When we cease to acknowledge the Lord in our accomplishments, we are in a way stating that
things happened entirely because of us, and coul dn't that be considered an initial step towardsidolatry? In
the accounts of the ancient Israel we find the situation where the Lord commanded Gideon to fight against
thousands of Midianites with an army of only three hundred men; and why did he order that? ... lest Israel
vaunt themselves against me, saying, Mine own hand hath saved me.**"

Sofar, we havedealt with the gratification of pride. But how about dealingwith the gratification
of vainambitions? Perhapsthe most common problem inthisareaariseswhen some of usaspireto positions
of leadership in the Church. We sigh and think (for most of uswould not dare to mentionit) "If | were the
president (of the Relief Society, or of the Elders Quorum, or of the Stake) ..." and then we think about all the
wonderful sol utions we would implement to sol ve the issues faced by the current presidency.

The problem with this practice is this: since we deal with confidential matters all the time--for
the lives of the people and their problems are a ways sacred matters, and must be dealt confidentially--we
generally do not have accessto all the detail s of the problems; and aboveall, sincewe havenot been set apart
to that particul ar position we may be aspiring, we have not received the keysto receive inspiration onthose
matters. Therefore, our "wonderful solutions" are coming not from the Lord, but from ourselves, and they
are most likely destined to fail, because while the work of God does not fail, the works of men do'.

Besides, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saintsisnot abusiness, therefore, people are
neither "promoted” nor "demoted.” A gster serving asan excellent counsel or in the stake (or district) Relief
Society presidency may very well be called to serve asasecretary in her ward's Primary Association; shemay
after that be called to serve inthe nursery. Thissister will be called to serve in positions where she will be
able to develop new talents or to use her talents to help others develop theirs. Thisis the idea behind our
assignmentsin the Church of Christ: personal development for the one who serves and for those who are
served.

1 TPJS, p.231, May 2, 1842
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Likewise, abrother serving as astake high councilor may, after afew yearsbe called asaSunday
School teacher; after that he may be called as a Bishop, and then as a Primary teacher; later, asamember of
another stake high council, and finally once again as aSunday school teacher. Hypothetical case? No; this
isexactly what happened with meafew yearsago, and | am glad for the opportunities| have had (especially
in the Primary.)

A Misconception About Inspiration

Another common way by which unrighteous dominion devel opsisthrough amisconception about
inspiration. We listen (most often in testimony meetings) that church leadersare inspired. | also testify of
that, particularly when | think about the inspiring experiences | have had over the years with many of our
Genera Authorities.

But as for myself as a local leader, | would rather testify that | have the right to receive
inspiration. If we concentrate on the ideathat we are always inspired, we may fall into the trap of thinking
that every thought in our minds isareveation from the Lord. Thosewho yield to thisideawill generally
tend to no longer be open to counseling; and their behavior sometimes can be defined by the cliché "don't
confuse me with facts, I've already made up my mind."

When individuals find themselves in this sad stage, they tend to see themselves surrounded by
"enemies." If their counselors (or others) try to advise them that they might be wrong in some point, they
think that their counselors are "conspiring” against them. And anyone who voices a concern in relation to
one these leaders misguided decisions is labeled "rebellious’ and accused of not supporting church
authority.

That happens becausein this sad state these peopl e think that they are the only ones who receive
the mind and will of the Lord, and feel that they must be, or (in extreme cases) that they already are theonly
examplesto be followed, and that there can be no one else as an example. Their opinions become--in their
judgment--the final word and they demand othersto regard their opinions as the mind and will of the Lord,
without questioning. AsthelLord explained: "Behold, ere heisaware, heisleft unto himself, to kick against
the pricks [i.e. like punching the point of a spear,] to persecute the saints, and to fight against God.*™

| have seen personswho seemedto believein theideathat they had been called because they had
in their minds the solutions for all problems; almost like saying that they could save theworld. Tothisidea
I respond with this sentence: This eternity isn't big enough for more than one Messiah.

Repressing Free Agency

There is another way by which one can exercise unrighteous dominion, and that is by trying to
impede others of exercising their free agency. Thisisavery serious transgression, and one of the reasons
why Lucifer, abrilliant Spirit in the pre-mortd world"®, was expelled from heaven'.

The motto of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints--regarding church government or
control--is and will always be the one defined by the Prophet Joseph Smith: ... teach the people correct
principles and they govern themselves™". That means tha in some cases we will see brothers and sisters

1 D& C 121:38; brackets added.

18 D&C 76:25-27

19 Moses 4:3

2 Quoted by President John Taylor inJD, Vol.10, p.57-58, May 18, 1862
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doing the opposite of what the L ord has prescribed, and we will be able to predict the consequences of their
actions. Thesesituationsare extremely painful, becausewewill haveadesireto prevent them frompursuing
those wrong cour ses of action, but wewon't be ableto do so--after all, itistheir life, and they have to choose
by themselves.

Allowing others to exercise their free agency may sometimes be painful. Itis certainly painful
to see dear brothers, sisters, sons, daughters, or closefriends make wrong personal decisions and pursue a
course of life that will cause them to suffer. However, that is the way the Lord designed His plan of
salvation. Andisn't thisoneaspect of His own experience asour Father in Heaven--to see us making choices
that He knows beforehand will make us suffer?

Thisisavery serious matter, with consequences stretching far into eternity. The Lord revealed
the following through the Prophet Joseph Smith: "All truth isindependent in that sphere in which God has
placedit, to act for itself, asall intelligence al so; otherwise thereis no existence. Behold, hereistheagency
of man, and here isthe condemnation of man...*"" Sincethe Lord described his Church asa"trueand living
church®", in order to continue asaliving entity, its members must be allowed to exercise their free agency,
whether for their good or for their condemnation, "... otherwisethere is no existence.”

L et usconsider this: doestheL ord--in general—prevent usfrom doing something? Did he prevent
Lucifer from spreading hisevil ideas, to the point of influencing onethird of thepre-mortal spirits? Didthe
Lord prevent Adam and Eve from partaking the forbidden fruit? He certainly could have built a high wall
around the tree of knowledge of good and evil. Did the Lord ever force anyoneto be baptized or to keep his
commandments? Has he ever sent fire from heaven over those who break the Sabbath--or broken down the
cars of those on their way to recreational activities on his holy day? Has he ever ... well, you can see the
point. Likewise, we cannot prevent anyone from exercising his or her free agency, no matter how painful
that may seem to us. Doing so would be another way of exercising unrighteous dominion. Let's read the
words of two modern Prophets, Joseph Smith and Brigham Y oung:

"How oft have wise men and women sought to dictate Brother Joseph by saying, "O, if | were
Brother Joseph | would do thisand that;" but if they were in Brother Joseph's shoesthey would
find that men or women could not be compelled into the kingdom of God, but must be dedt with
in long-suffering, and at last we shall save them. The way to keep all the Saints together, and
keep the work rolling, istowait with all long-suffering, till God shall bring such characters to
justice. There should be no license for sin, but mercy should go hand in hand with reproof "

"Gather the Saints, but do not flatter; invite, but do not urge, and by no means compel any one.?*"

Avoiding Unrighteous Dominion

Thereisno need to be ashamed of giving the Lord credit for the mighty works (or the small ones)
we perform. We should not only mention that, but also really feel the reality of that. Then, we would use
prayersof thanksgiving. Remember how the Lord prayed to the Father among the Nephites and L amanites,
even while thoseindividual s were praying directly to Jesus?

2 D&C 93:30-31

2 D&C 1:30

B TPJS, p.241. June 9, 1842.

2 Discourses of Brigham Y oung, p.326. April 22, 1860.
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"And behold, they began to pray; and they did pray unto Jesus, calling himtheir Lord and their
God. And it cameto pass that Jesus departed out of the midst of them, and ... bowed himself to
the earth, and hesaid.: ... Father, ... they pray unto me because | amwith them. And now Father,
| pray unto thee for them, and also for all those who shall believe on their words ... "

ThelL ord Jesus Christ, could very well haveansweredthe prayersof thoseindividual s, but instead
of doing that, he preferred to acknowledge the power and authority of the Father. Wemust foll ow thissame
pattern, and always pray toour Father in Heaven, acknowl edging his supremacy over us®®. Wemust alsogive
credit to the Lord before the other persons, instead of simply accepting their compliments. Our dialogues
should become somewhat like this:

Person: Congratulations for your class (or talk, or whatever else)! | appreciated it very much.

Us: Thank you for your kindness. But | have to recogni ze the hand of the Lord in what | did. It
isalways agreat delight to feel the Spirit of the Lord when we talk about his gospel.

Finally, we must pray also for patience to bear the pain for the sinsof others. We cannot avoid
this pain; but let us remember that thisis afeeling we may havein common with prophets’” and angels™ of
the Lord.

Coping with Someone Else's Unrighteous Dominion

Some may say that the Lord would never allow someone exercise unrighteous dominion in his
true Church; however, President Brigham Y oung suggested that the Lord may allow it, so that we canlearn
wisdom?:

"Brother Kimball said, today, when he was speaking, if you suffer yourselvesto find fault with
your Bishop, you condescend to the spirit of apostasy. Do any of you do this? If you do, you do
not realize that you expose yoursalf to the power of the Enemy.

What should your faith and position be before God? Suchthat, if aBishop does not doright, the
Lord will remove him out of your Ward. You are not to find fault. As brother Wells has said,
speak not lightly of the anointed of the Lord. Yet many rise up and condemn their Bishop.
Perhaps that Bishop has been appointed expressly to try those persons and cause them to
apostatize. A great many will not apostatize until they arrive here; and who knows but what the
Lord has prompted a Bishop to do so-and-so to cause somebody to apostatize. One of the first
steps to apostasy isto find fault with your Bishop; and when that is done, unlessrepented of, a
second step is soon taken, and by-and-by the personis cut of f from the Church, and that istheend
of it.

Will you allow yourselvesto find fault with your Bishop? No; but come to me, go to the High
Council, or to the President of the Stake, and ascertain whether your Bishop is doing wrong,

% 3 Nephi 19:18-19,22-23

% See also 2 Nephi 32:9

z Acts 17:16; Alma 31:24,26,30-31,33,38

3 3 Nephi 28:25,30,38

2 Thisis arather long quotation, but | find it so important that | decided to insert it here anyway.
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beforeyou find fault and suffer yoursel vesto speak against apresiding officer. | want youto have
faith enough concerning myself and my counsdors for the Lord to remove us out of theway, if
we do not magnify our calling, and put men in our places that will doright. | had the promise,
years ago, that | never should apostatize and bring an evil upon this people. God revealed that
through Joseph, long before hedied; and if | am not doing right, you may calculate that the L ord
is going to take me home. Hewill not send meto hell, but he will take me home to himself. I
will take you up here, Brigham, and give you afew lessons.’ | am going where He s, for | have
that promise, and so have many others.

I am telling you these things for your comfort. In al this there are no new principles and
doctrines, though it is new to many of you. You must have faith in God that he will lead his
peopleright, in away to preserve them from every evil 3"

Those who exercise unrighteous dominion will still have the opportunity to repent and amend

their ways or be condemned. Those who suffer unrighteous dominion will have the opportunity to exercise
faith. They will grow through not reviling against those anointed by the L ord, and through praying for those
who may harbor negativefeelingstowardsthem. They will gain the knowledge that he or shewho isacting
wrongly still has the power and authority (the mantle) given by God, and since that type of spiritual
endowment is sacred, it must be honored even when the person wearing the mantle does not deserve that

honor.

An excellent exampleis found inthe early life of king David. After being anocinted as the next

king of Israel by the Prophet Samuel®*, David still acknowledged Saul as both his king and as the Anointed
of theLord. Eveninthe occasionswhen Saul sought to kill him, David still maintained his respect for Saul,
caling him"my lord", and "my father", and referring to himself as"aflea"*”. Aswe can seein experiences
like that in David's early life*®, no blessing will be lost by those who endure.
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JD, Vol .9, p.142-143, July 28, 1861
1 Samuel 16:13
1 Samuel 24:10,11,14; 26:17-20

Before you can say '‘But look at what happened with David later ..." let me clarify that the fact that an individual
fell in transgression at a certain point in his or her life does not invalidate the righteous actions and good
experiences he or shemay have performed or lived either beforethe transgression or after the prescribed repentance
process.
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