
m  n a n - ‘ 1 ‘

Y COMMON CONSENT
M O R M O N M \V"S"t."’t-.""l"T"T' R‘ O r
A L L I A N C E

' r n r . M U R M O N l \ l . l l . - \ N C I L

A LOOK AT THE (HANDBOOKVolume 5, No. 2 AW 1999

The appearance of a newhandbookof policies
and procedures in the fall of 1998 prompted a
vigorous analysis on 12 January 1999 at the quar‑
terly meeting of the Mormon Alliance. Probing
"Doctrine and Practice: The NewChurch Handbook
of Instruction“ were panelists Marti L. Jones, who
also moderated; Maxine Hanks, writer, editor, and
specialist on Mormon feminism; and Britt Abraham,
former victim advocate for rape recovery.

The handbookhas not beenthoroughly revised
since March 1989; but that General Handbook of
Instructions has been replaced by the Church
Handbookof Instructions,Vol. 1 (forstake presiden‑
cies and bishoprics, Vol. 2 for auxiliary leaders).
Marti summarized some of the major changes:

1. Definitions of callings. She concluded that,
as has been noted at conference critiques over the
past five years or so, that the authority of the proph‑
et, seer, and revelator, is now "more broadly shared
among the top fifteen men,” which she interpreted
as a "dilution" of exclusivity. The growth of the
Church is reflected generally in the revisionsamong
the callings of Seventies, including the creation of
four quorums, the elimination of regional offices.
and the creation of area authority seventies as a
new category. On the stake level, the duties and

CONFERENCE CRITIQUE TO MEET
Does the Church has an "ediface complex" or is it the

"new gathering"? Observers notingthe 1999countdown
toward the (as yet unnamed"great hall") and the plunge
toward 100 temples by 2000 have pointed out that
corporate Mormonism beyond the ward level is
increasingly experienced "en gigantic mass" as sports
arenas and coliseums becomethesetting for gatherings
of thousands.

Come analyze trends, developments, gospel themes,
social emphases, and internal political coalitions with
other serious conference watchers at the traditional
Conference Critique, held on Monday, 5 April 1999 in
the second-floor conference room of the main library,
209 E.500 South, Salt LakeCity, from 6:30to 8:30 pm.

The all~participant discussion format allows for a more
interactive exchange and a broader range of point of
views. Don't overlook the Young Women's broadcast
on 27 March or the general priesthood session.

responsibilities of the stake president are basically
the same but have been reorganized into four
classifications. Similar consolidating is seen in the
addition of a section on single adults which was not
in the 1989 handbook but which no doubt had
existed earlier in a separate manual.

2. Worthiness interviews. Marti noted that
whereas several types of interviews in the 1989
handbook were mandated as "searching," this
adjective was used in only one place in the 1998
handbook. She saw as plusses new instructions to
interviewersto safeguard the interviewee's privacy,
to listen carefully, and to be sure that members
understood the questions.

3. Ordinances and baptisms. Those who have
received abortions, engaged in homosexual acts, or
had elective transsexual surgery must be inter‑
viewed by the mission president and cleared for
baptism. In the case of those who are cohabitating
without marriage, the mission president cannot
delegate the interview to his counselors, but the
policy does not absolutely forbid marriage if cohabi
tationcontinues.Membersof the audience proposed
two possible circumstances that would make this
apparently puzzling policy actually "humane": first,
in some African nations, legal marriages cannot be
performedwithout meeting tribal requirementsof a
dowry,which are sometimesfinancially impossible;
and in strongly Catholic countries like Chile where
divorce is virtually impossible, many couples have
long-term stable unions that cannot be legally
solemnized. ‘

4. Abortions. The policy on abortion has been
broadened beyond forbidding women to receive
abortions: ”Members must not submit to, perform,
encourage, pay for, or arrange for an abortion.“
This policy would include parents, the prospective
father. and even doctors. (The exceptions-rape or
incest, the mother‘s life endangered, and fatal birth
defects‐have not changed from the 1989 hand‑
book.)

5. Baptismsof childrenof polygamistsmustbe
cleared bythe FirstPresidencyafterthe bishopand
stake president have satisfied themselves that the '
children "repudiate" the teachings of their parents.
(Formerly, the bishop, if satisfied, could authorize
the baptism.)This provisionstartledsome listeners.
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"Youdon't haveto disavowyour parents“ religionfor
anyother churchto becomeaMormon," pointedout
one listener. ”It doesn‘t matter whether they're
Catholic, Protestant, Jewish-whatever.' Marti
hypothesized that this restriction stemmed from
concern in the 19405 that some younger members
of polygamous families were going through the
temple. then readopting their parents' beliefs.
Anotherparticipantpointedout thatmostfundamen‑
talists no longer believe that temple ceremonies
havedivine validity, prompting a third to query, 'So
this provision is slamming the barn door when the
backwall is missing?"Maxine confirmed, through a
conversation she had had recently with a Church
public relationsspokesperson. that "theChurchwas
very unhappy with all of the publicity about polyg‑
amy last year. It fears that people will confuse
polygamistswith the mainstreamChurch." Another
listener pointed out the irony that the Church is
denying and denouncing members who practice
polygamywhile it itselfhasnot yet repudiatedeither
the doctrine or the de facto practice.

6. Marti noted two “mysteries": the handbook
forbids dedicating water for baptisms. No one had
ever heard of water being dedicated for such a
purpose, but there was general agreement that
"somebody must have been doing if is there was a
policy forbidding it." The second mystery was that
the newhandbookspecifically states that it doesnot
supersede the bulletin of March 1993, but it did not
say what this bulletinwas. No one present knew.

7. Questions about the temple should be taken
to the bishop and stake president. Formerly, the
temple presidentwas also allowed to answer ques‑
tions about the temple.

8. The complicated policy involving who may
be sealed to whom showed some slight "improve‑
ment.‘ according to Marti, in that women can re‑
quest a cancellation of sealing without "a husband
in the wings.“ (Formenywomen could not request a
cancellation of sealing unless they planned to be
married immediately.) Furthermore. in another
difference, the husband is also required to get a
"clearance"to besealed to anotherwife whetherthe
sealing to the first was cancelled or not. (Formedy.
he was not required to get such a clearance.) A
heated discussion ensued, since several people
knewwomenwho had not been allowed to cancel a
sealing to an abusive spouse,womenwhose court‑
ship opportunities were curtailed atter divorce
becauseMormonmenwere not interested in many‑
ing someone who was sealed to another man, or
children whose biological father would purportedly
not be their father in the next life because their

motherwas sealed to a first husband and he there‑
fore had claims on all of her children.

”WhentheChurch is legislatingrelationshipsto
the degree that they do, insoluble problems are
going to develop," pointed out one woman.

“I'd rather trust in the love of God than in the
Church's legalities," announced anothermemberof
the audience.

Several people noted that bishops had basi‑
cally given the same "comfort" to people in perplex‑
ingsituations, but, asMarti pointedout. "Becauseof
the Proclamation on the Family, policies regarding
gender issues have become live-or‐die issues,"
while JaniceAllred commented, "It‘s notthat simple.
If you take the temple seriously at all, then you have
to take these policies seriously. OthenNise, what
does a temple sealing mean? Is it just a nice idea or
what?“

9. The requirements for missionaries who
confess transgressions that happened before their
mission have been stiffened; whereas earlier such
matters might be resolved with the mission presi‑
dent, now the probability is that the missionary will
be sent home.

10.When a member is excommunicated, the
bishop is supposed to ask permission to keep
his/her name on a list of former members. If the
person agrees and then moves from the ward. the
bishop contacts the person's new bishop and com‑
municates “relevant informationabout the disciplin‑
ary action." If the person does not give consent and
then moves, the bishop contacts the new bishop,
”indicates that a disciplinary council has been held
and that the person has requested that no further
information be shared and no contact be made"
(101).

11. Some of the specifications for ward clerks
(requiringthem to hold temple recommendsand be
Melchizedek Priesthood holders) now definitively
close the loophole by which some women had
served as assistant ward clerks.

12.Stake presidentsand bishopsshould avoid
making members' decisions for them, counseling
them to divorce, or counseling them on whom they
may many.When interviewing young people about
moral cleanliness. they should adapt the questions
to the interviewee's age and not arouse "curiosity or
experimentation."

13.Nonmemberswereformerly permittedtobe
organists; now they can be organists, chon'sters. or
assistant Scoutmasters.

14. Marti also noted that, according to the
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the Church leaders take the place of the father. The
Church system is seen as superior to democracy."

Anotherwoman agreed: At Church, you have
rights because you‘re perce ved as righteous‑
e‘wayc by ”w "° . 't you're not perceived as
righteous, then you have no rights.“

Guest Editorial

AN ENDTo SECRETS
Toni Clement

Stake presidencies and bishoprics throughout
the Churchhave receivedEnglishcopiesofthe new
ChurchHandbookoflnstructions (CHI),with transla‑
tions to followoverthe nextfewmonths. Regardless
of locale,thismanual becameeffective Churchwide
as of January, It replaces the GeneralHandbook of
Inmctions,whichhasnotbeen revisedsignificantly
since 1989.Although the CHI will be accompanied
by a separate handbook for use by priesthood and
auxiliary leaders, the CHI will continue to be kept
from the eyes of ordinary members.

Haveyou ever tried to play a gamewhere you
did not know all the mles? Have you ever had to
negotiatewhen one of the partiesdid not knowwhat
was going on? Ineither of those situations, the side
with the best informationwins. Knowledge ispower;
and in the case of the CHI, knowledge is also
authority, or at least the prerogative of authority.

It is difficult to see howthe Church is served by
keeping its rulesof conduct andgovernment hidden
from those govemed. This is especially problematic
when a Church leader initiates some action or
investigation based on a reading of the handbook,
which is not justifiable in retrospect. It recalls the
Catholic church during medieval times. which kept
the Bible out ofthe handsof non~clergy. Priestsand
popes interpreted the Bible to their liking, without
regard for context or translation. One of Martin
Luther's contributions was to circulate the Bible in
the vernacular, in effect democratizing the scrip‑
tures. By publicizing the basis of Catholic spiritual‑
ity, he sought to make the Church more account‑
able. Why is the Church of Jesus Christ avoiding
this simple gesture of faimess?

Exclusiveaccesstothe rules impliesexclusive
right to interpret those rules. The mles themselves
become amanifestation of authority. To attempt to
question them or interpret them becomes a chal‑
lengeto authority. Thisdynamic also becomesclear
when one tries to study the past history of the

handbooks.HistoriansinterestedinstudyingChurch
government have a difficult time finding copies of
the handbooks because when a new handbook is
released, old copiesare supposed to begathered up
anddestroyed. Inonesense,this is understandable;
old copies could create confusion orgive people the
idea that some policywas current when it had been
changed. There is nothing wrong with maintaining
consistency. But one need not erase the records of
what was.

It the latest editions are known and identified
accordingly, the need to destroy old copies van‑
ishes, In the here and now, a challenge to current
rules may prevent their misapplication or promote
their revision in the direction of justice and greater
compassion. The recent conflicts between the
Church hierarchy and memberswho are doctrinally
eccentric highlight the need for all members to
becomefamiliarwith theCHI and haveavoice in its
application and development.

But I wonder if it is only about consistency, at
least in the bureaucratic sense. In the modem
Mormon leadership.consistency is an essential part
of the perceived legitimacy of the leadership hierar‑
chy. Mormonsare told or ledto believe that policies
and doctrines do not change significantly. Eadier
copies of the Handbook dispute this notion. Some‑
times they indicate why a policy was originally
instituted and thus shows that the policy‘s continu‑
ancemakes nosense because the original problem
has long since passed.

The secrecy surrounding the CHI is obsolete.
except for preserving amystique of all-encompass‑
ingwisdom or intimidatingthose the Churchwishes
to discipline. Judgment always flirts with error. To
imply claims of unquestionable knowledge is mon‑
strous. These claims violate the idea that ordinary
members have a part in governing the Church.
Secrecy is diabolically opposed to the notion that
the only acceptable expression of authority is
reason, persuasion, and love. These things cannot
flourish in a context of covert laws. Secrecy mocks
the lawof common consent, nowa historical anach‑
ronism, Most of all it constricts us to be acted upon,
and not to act. Itstime is past. Putthese handbooks
in the Distribution Center, Put ordering information
about them in the Ensign.

A PERSONALTHANK YOU
Lavina FieldingAnderson

At the end of 1998, a subscriber renewed his
subscription‐mot really news, you might think, but
he did it tor the next four years. It was a material
expression of faith in the continuity of the Mormon
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