Agency
D. Todd Christofferson - In years past we generally used the term free agency.  That is not incorrect.  More recently we have taken note that free agency does not appear in the scriptures.  They talk of our being “free to choose” and “free to act” for ourselves (2 Nephi 2:27; 10:23; see also Helaman 14:30) and of our obligation to do many things of our own “free will” (D&C 58:27).  But the word agency appears either by itself or with the modifier moral: “That every man may act in doctrine and principle … according to the moral agency which I have given unto him, that every man may be accountable for his own sins in the day of judgment” (D&C 101:78; emphasis added).  When we use the term moral agency, we are appropriately emphasizing the accoun-tability that is an essential part of the divine gift of agency.  We are moral beings and agents unto ourselves, free to choose but also responsible for our choices.  (“Moral Agency,” Ensign, Jun 2009, 46–53.)
Preserved by the Atonement

Moses 7:32 - I gave unto them their knowledge, in the day I created them; and in the Garden of Eden, gave I unto man his agency;
Mosiah 16:4 - Thus all mankind were lost; and behold, they would have been endlessly lost were it not that God redeemed his people from their lost and fallen state.
2 Nephi 2:26 - … And because that they are redeemed from the fall they have become free forever, knowing good from evil; to act for themselves and not to be acted upon, save it be by the punishment of the law …

Obeying Does Not Contradict Freedom

Brigham Young - But in rendering … strict obedience, are we made slaves?   No, it is the only way on the face of the earth for you and me to become free. .. The man who yields strict obedience to the requirements of Heaven, acts upon the volition of his own will and exercises his freedom.  (Journal Discourses, v. 18, p. 246).
Two Sources of Evil Options
Neal A. Maxwell - [Question:] Don't people simply make choices rather than always being drawn by the devil?  Are there not some ideas and impulses that originate only with man?

[Answer:]  Yes.  The Lord distinguishes between the "doctrines of devils" and "the commandments of men." (D&C 46:7)  One may be more sinister than the other or more invidious in its motivation, but the consequences of following an incorrect principle are the same, regardless of its source.

Presumably, Satan expends himself when a real issue or principle is involved, not just in matters involving preferences, although we must be careful even there.  He is so subtle that he might try to get one to opt for a flashy car if that would reinforce one's vanity on which he'd like to rely later on when it really matters.  He clearly seeks to get us attached to ideas that are pleasing to the carnal mind—as Korihor admitted just before his death in a haunting, terminal burst of truth.  Satan will insinuate himself and his ideas into our thoughts and life-style if we will let him.  (Deposition of a Disciple, p. 11-12)
God’s Gentleness
Henry Eyring (father of President Eyring) - God rules from heaven.  He does it with such silken threads that some think He has lost the reins.  Some people do not even know that He exists.  Others wonder whether He exists … God is so gentle, so dedicated to the principle that men should be taught correct principles and then govern themselves and take responsibility for their own mistakes, that His children can actually question whether He exists.  I cannot think of anything that more wonderfully typifies His mercy, His kindness, His consideration for us, His concern for us, than that He does it all with bonds that are like the strongest steel but are so gentle that you cannot see them.  (From his chapter in Of Heaven and Earth: Reconciling Scientific Thought with LDS Theology, edited by David Clark, p. 65)

Good, Better, Best

[The idea of agency and obedience is easy when it’s a simple matter of “pay one-tenth of your increase”, “don’t shop on Sunday”, etc.  But for seasoned members of the church, proper use of agency involves higher levels.]

Dallin H. Oaks – We should begin by recognizing the reality that just because something is good is not a sufficient reason for doing it.  The number of good things we can do far exceeds the time available to accomplish them.  Some things are better than good, and these are the things that should command priority attention in our lives.
… Consider how we use our time in the choices we make in viewing television, playing video games, surfing the Internet, or reading books or magazines.  Of course it is good to view wholesome entertainment or to obtain interesting information.  But not everything of that sort is worth the portion of our life we give to obtain it.  Some things are better, and others are best.  When the Lord told us to seek learning, He said, “Seek ye out of the best books words of wisdom” (D&C 88:118).  (“Good, Better, Best,” Ensign, Nov 2007, p. 104.)
Joseph Smith – That which is wrong under one circumstance, may be, and often is, right under another.  God said, "Thou shalt not kill;" at another time He said, "Thou shalt utterly destroy."  This is the principle on which the government of heaven is conducted—by revelation adapted to the circumstances in which the children of the kingdom are placed.  Whatever God requires is right, no matter what it is, although we may not see the reason thereof till long after the events transpire.  (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 255.  Other examples include Adam and Eve partaking of the forbidden fruit, eating and drinking the sacrament on Fast Sunday, and pretty well anything the Pharisees got uptight about with the Savior. )
Hugh Nibley - If every choice I make expresses a preference, if the world I build up is the world I really love and want, then with every choice I am judging myself, proclaiming all the day long to God, angels, and my fellowmen where my real values lie, where my treasure is, the things to which I give supreme importance.  Hence, in this life every moment provides a perfect and foolproof test of your real character, making this life a time of testing and probation.  And hence the agonizing cry of the Prophet Moroni, speaking to our generation: … "Be wise in the days of your probation; … ask not, that ye may consume it on your lusts" (Mormon 9:28), in other words, that you may use up or consume your probation time just having a good time or doing what you feel like doing - nothing could be more terrible than that: "But wo unto him .  . .  that wasteth the days of his probation, for awful is his state!" (2 Nephi 9:27).  
It is throwing our life away, to think of the wrong things, as we are told in the next verse, that the cunning plan of the evil one is to get us to do just that - trying, in Brigham Young's phrase, to "decoy the minds of thy Saints" to get our minds on trivial thoughts, on the things of this world, against which we have so often been warned.     

Sin is waste.  It is doing one thing when you should be doing other and better things for which you have the capacity.  Hence, there are no innocent, idle thoughts.  That is why even the righteous must repent, constantly and progressively, since all fall short of their capacity and calling.  
… God is not pleased with us for merely sitting in meetings: "How vain and trifling have been our spirits, our conferences, our councils, our meetings, our private as well as public conversations," wrote the Prophet Joseph from Liberty Jail,-"too low, too mean, too vulgar, too condescending for the dignified characters of the called and chosen of God.”  (Approaching Zion, p.  66 - 67)
Choices & “Studying It Out”
Proverbs 29:20 - Seest thou a man that is hasty in his words? there is more hope of a fool than of him.

D&C 9:8 - But, behold, I say unto you, that you must study it out …
Harold B. Lee - If anyone, regardless of his position in the Church, were to advance a doctrine that is not substantiated by the standard Church works, meaning the Bible, the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, and the Pearl of Great Price, you may know that his statement is merely his private opinion.  The only one authorized to bring forth any new doctrine is the President of the Church, who, when he does, will declare it as revelation from God, and it will be so accepted by the Council of the Twelve and sustained by the body of the Church.  And if any man speak a doctrine which contradicts what is in the standard Church works, you may know by that same token that it is false and you are not bound to accept it as truth.  (The Teachings of Harold B. Lee, p. 544)
Joseph Fielding Smith - It makes no difference what is written or what anyone has said, if what has been said is in conflict with what the Lord has revealed, we can set it aside.  My word, and teachings of any other member of the Church, high or low, if they do not square with the revelations, we need not accept them. Let us have this matter clear.  We have accepted the four standard works as the measuring yardsticks, or balances, by which we measure every man's doctrine.  You cannot accept the books written by the authorities of the Church as standards of doctrine, only in so far as they accord with revealed word in the standard works. 

Every man who writes is responsible, not the Church, for what he writes.  If Joseph Fielding Smith writes something which is out of harmony with the revelations, then every member of the Church is duty bound to reject it.  If he writes that which is in perfect harmony with the revealed word of the Lord, then it should be accepted." (Doctrines of Salvation, v. 3, p. 203-204)
Harold B. Lee - Someone has rightly said that it is not to be thought that every word spoken by our leaders is inspired.  The Prophet Joseph Smith wrote in his personal diary: "This morning I visited with a brother and sister from Michigan, who thought that 'a prophet is always a prophet'; but I told them that a prophet was a prophet only when he was acting as such" (Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, p. 278.)     

It is not to be thought that every word spoken by the General Authorities is inspired, or that they are moved upon by the Holy Ghost in everything they write.  (The Teachings of Harold B. Lee, p. 540-542)
D.  Todd Christofferson - Exercising agency in a setting that sometimes includes opposition and hardship is what makes life more than a simple multiple-choice test.  God is interested in what we are becoming as a result of our choices.  He is not satisfied if our exercise of moral agency is simply a robotic effort at keeping some rules.  Our Savior wants us to become something, not just do some things.  He is endeavoring to make us independently strong—more able to act for ourselves than perhaps those of any prior generation.  We must be righteous, even when He withdraws His Spirit, or, as President Brigham Young said, even “in the dark.”   (“Moral Agency,” Ensign, Jun 2009, p. 46–53.)
(Lesson by Zan & Misty Larsen, www.elarsen.net/lessons)

Extra Material

Example: “Unconditional Love”

Helaman 15:4 - But behold my brethren, the Lamanites hath he hated because their deeds have been evil continually, and this because of the iniquity of the tradition of their fathers.

1 Nephi 17:40 - And he loveth those who will have him to be their God.  Behold, he loved our fathers, and he covenanted with them, yea, even Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; and he remembered the covenants which he had made; wherefore, he did bring them out of the land of Egypt.

D&C 95:12 - If you keep not my commandments, the love of the Father shall not continue with you, therefore you shall walk in darkness.

[Note that in all three verses love or hate was linked to obedience.  In other words, it was conditional.]



Dallin H. Oaks – As we approach 2008 and a new course of study in our Melchizedek Priesthood quorums and Relief Societies, I renew our caution about how we use the Teachings of Presidents of the Church manuals.  Many years of inspired work have produced our 2008 volume of the teachings of Joseph Smith, the founding prophet of this dispensation.  This is a landmark among Church books.  In the past, some teachers have given a chapter of the Teachings manuals no more than a brief mention and then substituted a lesson of their own choice.  It may have been a good lesson, but this is not an acceptable practice.  A gospel teacher is called to teach the subject specified from the inspired materials provided.  The best thing a teacher can do with Teachings: Joseph Smith is to select and quote from the words of the Prophet on principles specially suited to the needs of class members and then direct a class discussion on how to apply those principles in the circumstances of their lives.  (“Good, Better, Best,” Ensign, Nov 2007, p. 104.)
Boyd K. Packer - Another “small thing” has happened, something unprecedented.  You know that the guides and handbooks prescribe so many bishop’s interviews and regulate the frequency of them that it would be literally impossible for a bishop to conduct them all without him having to neglect other things.  Because of that, bishops often end up feeling inadequate or guilty.

I will read a statement from the new Melchizedek Priesthood Handbook that Brother Hanks introduced to us.  Listen carefully: “In large wards, the interviews of Aaronic Priesthood young men and young women may become burdensome.  Bishops, acting with inspiration and wisdom, may wish to adjust their scheduling and frequency of interviews.”  Can you see the loosening up?
… Yesterday in our temple meeting we were talking a little about the other meetings that the bishop is scheduled to be to.  Every time there is a graduation or a change in something, they prescribe the bishop to be at the meeting.  President Monson mentioned that when he was a bishop he followed the practice that if the counselor had something to do with the organization, he said, “Well even though the handbook said the bishop should be there, you will be the bishop for that meeting!”  There can be delegation.   (“Let Them Govern Themselves”, Regional Representative Seminar, Friday, March 30, 1990.)


Proverbs 14:29 - … but he that is hasty of spirit exalteth folly
Brigham Young - , [speaking of our agency, taught] This is a law which has always existed from all eternity, and will continue to exist throughout all the eternities to come. Every intelligent being must have the power of choice.  (Deseret News, Oct. 10, 1866, 355)
Wilford Woodruff - This agency has always been the heritage of man under the rule and government of God. He possessed it in the heaven of heavens before the world was, and the Lord maintained and defended it there against the aggression of Lucifer and those that took sides with him. … By virtue of this agency you and I and all mankind are made responsible beings, responsible for the course we pursue, the lives we live, [and] the deeds we do.  (Millennial Star, Oct. 14, 1889, 642)
(The above two quotes are from Wolfgang H. Paul, “The Gift of Agency,” Ensign, May 2006, 34–35)


Know this, that every soul is free
To choose his life and what he’ll be,
For this eternal truth is given
That God will force no man to heav’n.

He’ll call, persuade, direct aright,
And bless with wisdom, love, and light,
In nameless ways be good and kind,
But never force the human mind.
(Hymns, No.240)



The Gospel of Phillip - Those who think that sinning does not apply to them are called "free" by the world.



Vain, Trifling, Vulgar, Mean
Joseph Smith - How vain and trifling have been our spirits, our conferences, our councils, our meetings, our private as well as public conversations-too low, too mean, too vulgar, too condescending for the dignified characters of the called and chosen of God, according to the purposes of His will, from before the foundation of the world!  We are called to hold the keys of the mysteries of those things that have been kept hid from the foundation of the world until now.  Some have tasted a little of these things …. (History of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, v. 3, p. 295-296) 
vain - Empty; worthless; having no substance, value or importance. Fruitless; ineffectual.
trifling - Being of small value or importance; trivial.

vulgar - Pertaining to the common unlettered people.  Used or practiced by common people.  Mean; rustic; rude; low; unrefined

mean - Wanting dignity of mind; low minded; base; destitute of honor; spiritless.  Contemptible; despicable.  Of little value; low in worth or estimation; worthy of little or no regard.  (All definitions are from the 1828 Websters Dictionary.)



