Should the Less Active in Serious Transgression Retain Church Membership
Introduction

Does it matter if members who are less active and in transgression of the commandments without repentance remain as members of the church?

What do the scriptures teach on this subject?

From personal experience when called as a Bishop there were many on the records who were in ‘transgression’ and had retained their membership for many years. There were for example 8 members who were living with partners but unmarried. See the correspondence to Elder Oaks and Elder Packer. 
· See the studies in the folder Membership-Church
Scriptures on Church Discipline 
Consider the following scriptures and their application in the Administration of the Church. These scriptures especially those in the Doctrine and Covenants have been given by the Lord Jesus Christ to form the basis of church discipline. Repentance shown by a change in behaviour is vital when serious transgression is involved. 
The Lord states that some should be cast out (removed) from membership in the church
Doctrine and Covenants
D&C 41:5: “He that receiveth my law and doeth it, the same is my disciple; and he that saith he receiveth it and doeth it not, the same is not my disciple, and shall be cast out from among you” 
A disciple is a member who is striving to live the commandments.  

President Marion G Romney stated: “As I bear you this testimony I pray that we shall all fully live the gospel and thereby qualify as true disciples of Christ, to obtain the promised peace in this world and eternal life in the world to come.” “A Disciple of Christ” Oct 1978 

D&C 42:28: “Thou knowest my laws concerning these things are given in my scriptures. He that sinneth and repenteth not shall be cast out” 
D&C 42:37: “And it shall come to pass, that he that sinneth and repenteth not shall be cast out of the church…”  (See v 20-28 examples when sinners ‘shall be cast out’)
D&C 42:87: “And if he or she do any manner of iniquity, he or she shall be delivered up unto the law, even that of God.” 
D&C 43:11: “Purge ye out the iniquity which is among you; sanctify yourselves before me.”
D&C 50:4, 6, 8-9: “Behold, I, the Lord, have looked upon you, and have seen abominations in the church that profess my name. But blessed are they who are faithful and endure…...but wo unto them that are deceivers and hypocrites, for thus saith the Lord, I will bring them to judgment......but the hypocrites shall be detected and shall be cut off, either in life or in death, even as I will; and wo unto them who are cut off from my church, for the same are overcome of the world. Wherefore, let every man beware lest he do that which is not in truth and righteousness before me.”
D&C 51:4: “…. Until he transgresses and is not accounted worthy by the voice of the church, according to the laws and covenants of the church, to belong to the church.”  
D&C 52:6: “And inasmuch as they are not faithful, they shall be cut off, even as I will, as seemeth me good.”
D&C 63:63: “Wherefore, let the church repent of their sins, and I, the Lord, will own them; otherwise they shall be cut off.” 
D&C 64:36: “…. that the rebellious are not of the blood of Ephraim, wherefore they shall be plucked out.”
D&C 75:29: “Let every man be diligent in all things. And the idler shall not have place in the church, except he repent and mend his ways.” 
D&C 82:4: “…. Inasmuch as ye keep not my sayings, which I give unto you, ye become transgressors; and justice and judgment are the penalty affixed unto my law.”
D&C 107:84: “Thus, none shall be exempted from the justice and the laws of God that all things may be done in order…. according to truth and righteousness.”

The Same Principle is Taught in the Book of Mormon

Mosiah 26:32-33, 35-37: “Now I say unto you go; and whosoever will not repent of his sins the same shall not be numbered among my people; and this shall be observed from this time forward.  
And it came to pass when Alma had heard these words he wrote them down that he might have them, and that he might judge the people of that church according to the commandments of God.

And whosoever repented of their sins and did confess them, them he did number among the people of the church; and those that would not confess their sins and repent of their iniquity, the same were not numbered among the people of the church, and their names were blotted out.  And it came to pass that Alma did regulate all the affairs of the church; and they began again to have peace and to prosper exceedingly in the affairs of the church, walking circumspectly before God, receiving many, and baptizing many.”
Alma 1:24: “For the hearts of many were hardened, and their names were blotted out that they were remembered no more among the people of God.  And also many withdrew themselves from among them.” 
Alma 5:57-58: “And now I say unto you, all you that are desirous to follow the voice of the Good Shepherd, come ye out from the wicked, and be ye separate, and touch not their unclean things; and behold, their names shall be blotted out, that the names of the wicked shall not be numbered among the names of the righteous, that the word of God may be fulfilled, which saith: The names of the wicked shall not be mingled with names of my people; For the names of the righteous shall be written in the book of life, and unto them will I grant an inheritance at my right hand.  And now, my brethren, what have ye to say against this?  I say unto you, if ye speak against it, it matters not, for the word of God must be fulfilled.” 

Alma 6:3: “And it also came to pass that whosoever did belong to the church that did not repent of their wickedness and humble themselves before God, I mean those who were lifted up in the pride of their hearts, the same were rejected, and their names were blotted out, that their names were not numbered among those of the righteous.” 
3 Nephi 18:31: “But if he repent not he shall not be numbered among my people, that he may not destroy my people, for behold I know my sheep, and they are numbered.” 

Moroni 6:7: “And they were strict to observe that there should be no iniquity among them; and whoso was found to commit iniquity, and three witnesses of the church did condemn them before the elders, and if they repented not, and confessed not, their names were blotted out, and they were not numbered among the people of Christ.” 

Moroni 7:39: “But behold, my beloved brethren, I judge better things of you, for I judge that ye have Faith in Christ because of your meekness; for if ye have not faith in Him then ye are not fit to be numbered among the people of His church.”
New Testament
The Saviour taught the same principles to His disciples in Jerusalem:
Matthew 3:10: “And now also the axe is laid unto the root of the trees: therefore every tree which bringeth not forth good fruit is hewn down and cast into the fire.” (See also Matthew 7:17-20; Helaman 14:18-19)
Matthew 13:47-48: “Again, the Kingdom of Heaven is like unto a net, that was cast into the sea, and gathered of every kind:  Which, when it was full, they drew to shore, and sat down, and gathered the good into vessels, but cast the bad away.”
Luke 9:62: “And Jesus said unto him, No man, having put his hand to the plough, and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God.”
Luke 13:6-9: “He spake also this parable; ‘A certain man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard; and he came and sought fruit thereon, and found none. Then said he unto the dresser of his vineyard, Behold, these three years I come seeking fruit on this fig tree, and find none: cut it down; why cumbereth it the ground? And he answering said unto him, Lord, let it alone this year also, till I shall dig about it, and dung it: And if it bear fruit, well: and if not, then after that thou shalt cut it down.’”

John 15:2: “Every branch in me that beareth not fruit he taketh away: and every branch that beareth fruit, he purgeth it, that it may bring forth more fruit”
Revelations 3:15-16: “I know thy works, that thou art neither cold nor hot: I would thou wert cold or hot.  So then because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spue thee out of my mouth.”
To be Justified Leaders need to Apply the Law of God 

To be justified leaders of the church who hold the keys need to apply the Law of God given in the scriptures. This applies to taking the appropriate action against those members who do not repent and are in serious transgression even if they do not attend. By not doing so leaders actually offend the lawgiver who is Jesus Christ as the following scripture testifies. 
D&C 64:12-14: “And him that repenteth not of his sins, and confesseth them not, ye shall bring before the church, and do with him as the scripture saith unto you, either by commandment or by revelation.  And this ye shall do that God may be glorified, not because ye forgive not, having not compassion, but that ye many be justified in the eyes of the Law, that ye may not offend Him who is your Lawgiver.  Verily I say, for this cause ye shall do these things.”

D&C 63:19: “And now behold, I, the Lord, say unto you that ye are not justified, because these things are among you.” (See v14 adulterers and adulteresses)

D&C 41:3: “Ye shall receive my Law, that ye may know how to govern my church and have all things right before me.”
D&C: 43:8-11: “And now behold, I give unto you a commandment, that when ye are assembled together ye shall instruct and edify each other, that ye may know how to act and direct my church, how to act upon the points of my Law and Commandments, which I have given. And thus ye shall become instructed in the Law of my Church, and be sanctified by that which ye have received…….that inasmuch as ye do this, glory shall be added to the Kingdom which ye have received. Inasmuch as ye do it not, it shall be taken even that which ye have received. Purge ye out the iniquity which is among you; sanctify yourselves before me.”

Mosiah 26:29: “Therefore I say unto you, do; and whosoever transgresseth against me, him shall ye judge according to the sins which he has committed.”

D&C 107:72: “And also to be a judge in Israel to do the business of the church, to sit in judgment upon transgressors upon testimony as it shall be laid before him according to the laws, by the assistance of his counsellors.” (See D&C 58:17-18; 72:74)

All members have some weaknesses and imperfections, that are not classified as serious transgressions.  
D&C 42:52: “…...Inasmuch as they break not my laws thou shalt bear their infirmities.”
Serious Transgression and Church Disciplinary Councils

There is a saying that something is as strong as its weakest link. If leaders knowingly allow ‘serious transgression’ to go unresolved this weakens the Church as a whole. However there are many on the records of the church today who retain their membership despite the fact they are in what the church handbook calls ‘serious transgression’. They are generally less active in the church. 
Serious Transgression is defined in the following article on Church Disciplinary Councils

Church Disciplinary Councils 

https://www.churchofjesuschrist.org/study/manual/true-to-the-faith/church-disciplinary-councils?lang=engarticl
“Bishops and branch presidents and stake, mission, and district presidents have a responsibility to help members overcome transgression through repentance. The most serious transgressions, such as serious violations of civil law, spouse abuse, child abuse, adultery, fornication, rape, and incest, often require formal Church discipline. Formal Church discipline may include restriction of Church membership privileges or loss of Church membership.

The process of formal discipline begins when a presiding priesthood leader calls for a disciplinary council. The purposes of disciplinary councils are to save the souls of transgressors, protect the innocent, and safeguard the purity, integrity, and good name of the Church.

Church discipline is an inspired process that takes place over a period of time. Through this process and through the Atonement of Jesus Christ, a member can receive forgiveness of sins, regain peace of mind, and gain strength to avoid transgression in the future. Church disciplinary action is not intended to be the end of the process. It is designed to help Heavenly Father’s children continue in their efforts to return to full fellowship and the full blessings of the Church. The desired result is that the person make whatever changes are necessary to repent completely.” 

Repentance is the key:
 “Behold, he who has repented of his sins, the same is forgiven, and I, the Lord, remember them no more. By this ye may know if a man repenteth of his sins-behold, he will confess them and forsake them.” D&C 58:42-43
Justice Demands a Penalty is Paid when the Laws of God are transgressed

D&C 82:4: “….Inasmuch as ye keep not my sayings, which I give unto you, ye become transgressors; and justice and judgment are the penalty affixed unto my law.”
Alma 42:17: “…How could there be a Law save there was a punishment.”

Alma 42:22, 24: “But there is a Law given and a punishment affixed, and a repentance granted; which repentance, mercy claimeth; otherwise justice claimeth the creature and executeth the law, and the law inflicteth the punishment; if not so, the works of justice would be destroyed, and God would cease to be God…..for behold, justice exerciseth all his demands, and also mercy claimeth all which is her own; and thus none but the truly penitent are saved.” 

When a serious transgression is made is made members of the church are not justified until they repent and put their life in order. The scriptures teach that to continue active in the church members need to be ‘humble, submissive, gentle, easy to be entreated, full of patience, and long-suffering, willing to submit to all things …See Alma 7:23; 13:28; Mosiah 3:19.
To be acceptable before God there is a need to be meek, lowly of heart and of a contrite (repentant) spirit. (See D&C 52:14-19; D&C 59:8)
Justice and mercy work hand in hand. When they keep the Law of God members are justified. When they break the law justice demands that a penalty affixed to the Law is paid. Through repentance the penalty is paid through the mercy of the Saviours Atonement.

The Lord has commanded that His church should be kept clean by applying church discipline for those guilty of serious transgression. Leaders offend God if serious transgression is overlooked. (See D&C 64:12-14 as above)
Punishment is the chastening hand on behalf of the Lord to bring people to repentance
D&C 95:1-2: “Whom I love I also chasten that their sins may be forgiven, for with the chastisement I prepare a way for their deliverance in all things out of temptation and I have loved you wherefore, ye must needs stand rebuked before my face” 
D&C 105:6: “And my people must needs be chastened until they learn obedience, if it must needs be, by the things which they suffer”
Members Are to Prove Themselves Worthy

To those who are mature enough to be responsible for their actions membership in the church has obligations. Certain requirements are expected from all adult members even the less active members. They should not have a lifestyle that involves what the church calls serious transgression. They should also have a willingness to keep communication open with other local members. When they move they will share their new address so that contact can be maintained.
Scriptures that teach the obligation of Members to show their Worthiness: 
D&C 20:69: “And the members shall manifest before the church, and also before the elders, by a godly walk and conversation, that they are worthy of it that there may be works and faith agreeable to the holy scriptures-walking in holiness before me.”
D&C 42:78: “And again, every person who belongeth to this church of Christ shall observe to keep all the commandments and covenants of the church.” (See D&C 42:13)

D&C 98:12-15: “For He will give unto the faithful line upon line, precept upon precept; and I will try you and prove you herewith. And whoso layeth down his life in my cause, for my name’s sake, shall find it again, even life eternal……For I have decreed in my heart, saith the Lord that I will prove you in all things, whether you will abide in my covenant, even unto death, that you may be found worthy, for if ye will not abide in my covenant ye are not worthy of me. (See D&C 124:55; 132:51.) 
D&C 18:19: “And if you have not faith, hope, and charity, you can do nothing.”

Moroni 7:43-47 extracts: “…. For if he have not charity he is nothing; wherefore he must needs have charity. And charity suffereth long, and is kind, and envieth not, and is not puffed up, seeketh not her own, is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil, rejoiceth not in iniquity but rejoiceth in the truth, beareth all things, believeth all things, hopeth all things, endureth all things. Wherefore, my beloved brethren, if ye have not charity, ye are nothing, for charity never faileth…charity is the pure love of Christ.”

The Lord has given a pattern by which those who are acceptable can be discerned: 
D&C 52:14-19: “And again, I will give unto you a pattern in all things, that ye may not be deceived; for Satan is abroad in the land, and he goeth forth deceiving the nations-wherefore he that prayeth, whose spirit is contrite, the same is accepted of me if he obey mine ordinances. He that speaketh whose spirit is contrite, whose language is meek and edifieth, the same is of God if he obey mine ordinances……and shall bring forth fruits of praise and wisdom, according to the revelations and truths which I have given you. And again he that is overcome and bringeth not forth fruits, even according to this pattern, is not of me. Wherefore by this pattern ye shall know the spirits in all cases under Heaven.” 
This pattern is given by the Lord that Latter Day Saints may not be deceived. 
Correspondence
I sent the two following letters to Elder Dallin H Oaks and Elder Boyd K Packer enclosing a brief study on the subject of Serious Transgression in the Church including the scriptures quoted above:
Elder Dallin H. Oaks

The Quorum of the Twelve Apostles,

47 East South Temple Street,

Salt Lake City,

Utah 84150-1200                                       3 May 2005

Dear Elder Oaks,

I am grateful for the forthright messages you give at General Conference and the abundant use of the scriptures in your talks. When I first became Bishop I noticed in the clerk’s filing cabinet an article by you dated the 3rd of April 1992 addressed to General Authorities on the subject of church discipline. In your opening remarks you state: 
“In 1989 we published the new General Handbook of Instructions. One of the most significantly revised portions was the chapter on church discipline …Local leaders were given greater flexibility to follow the guidance of the Spirit in the sensitive and far-reaching exercise of church discipline…unfortunately what has been most influential on some leaders is the informal idea that across the whole range of issues involving church discipline, we are supposed to be more lenient… Some have the idea that they are supposed to look the other way on serious transgressions that used to be the subject of significant discipline…. the total number of excommunications and disfellowshipments in the 3 years following the new handbook declined sharply from the level of the 3 years preceding…..We know this trend is of great concern to General Authorities since many of you have spoken to us about it.” 
Elder Oaks my observation is that this trend of leniency has continued to the point that there are now many on the membership records that are less active and committing serious transgression without the appropriate action being taken by priesthood leadership. In taking no action priesthood leaders may well be offending the Lord:

“And him that repenteth not of his sins, and confesseth them not, ye shall bring before the church, and do with him as the scripture saith unto you, either by commandment or by revelation.  And this ye shall do that God may be glorified, not because ye forgive not, having not compassion, but that ye many be justified in the eyes of the law, that ye may not offend him who is your Lawgiver.  Verily I say, for this cause ye shall do these things.” D&C 64:12-14

The Lord clearly states that leaders are not justified if they fail to take the appropriate action:
“And now behold, I, the Lord, say unto you that ye are not justified, because these things are among you.” D&C 63:19 (See v 14 refers to adulterers and adulteresses) 

Maybe this is one reason why the church has generally been struggling to make progress in England in recent years. I get the impression that many priesthood leaders in this country try to regulate the church as if it were a department of the Health and Social Security Office instead of the Kingdom of God which has laws to obey. 

It would appear that generally an attitude prevails that no action should be taken against those who do not attend church but who are in serious transgression. Consequently while we tend to bring to justice the active members the less active seem to be left to continue as members of the Kingdom of God without any form of disciplinary action. 

The society in which we live is now so perverse that when members are not committed to the Gospel of Jesus Christ they often become involved in serious transgression such as living with partners without marriage. This is now becoming a norm in our society. 

When I became Bishop I commenced to visit all the members of the ward that were less active to inquire into their circumstances. We had previously had 100 members transferred to our unit from ............ 2nd Ward of whom 30 were active. I found eight couples who had been living in cohabitation for several years without any action being taken. Many who were single admitted to having casual affairs and were unprepared to commit to live the law of chastity. Several members had been previously disfellowshipped without any review of their situation for many years. (Up to 17 years in one case)  This is besides those who had previously requested their names be removed from the records but no action had been taken. I do not believe my ward is any different to others in the United Kingdom.

Amongst the less active I have dealt with most of the sins of society including rape, abuse, fornication, adultery, drug taking, theft, alcoholism, and neglect. Many of the less active who are very much part of the world, do not recognize their transgression and are therefore not prepared to make any commitment to change. 

To make sure I was proceeding correctly as a Bishop I decided to make a brief study of this subject to know what direction I should take in respect of the serious transgressions with which I was faced. I enclose the results of this study which was for my own personal use. The message from the scriptures and the leaders of the church is plain and direct in what the Lord expects His local priesthood leaders to do in respect of serious sins.

The scriptures teach that those who are mature enough to be responsible for their own actions have certain obligations whether they attend church or not. The Lord defines who He regards as His church:  “Behold, this is my doctrine- whosoever repenteth and cometh unto me, the same is my church whosoever declareth more or less than this, the same is not of me, but is against me; therefore he is not of my church.” D&C 10:67-68

Every system needs a cleaning mechanism to continue to be effective. Our physical bodies have an efficient way of removing waste to remain healthy. Our houses and communities require the litter and waste removing so the system does not get clogged up. The pistons in an engine occasionally require a decoke to continue effective. Nature has its own way of cleansing by removing dead animals and birds.
Should the Kingdom of God be any different? The Lord has said:  “Again, the kingdom of Heaven is like unto a net, that was cast into the sea, and gathered of every kind:  Which, when it was full, they drew to shore, and sat down, and gathered the good into vessels, but cast the bad away.” Matthew 13:47-48

I have a testimony that these things are true and that the Lord will bless his people when they follow correct principles as indicated in the Book of Mosiah:
“And it came to pass that Alma did regulate all the affairs of the church; and they began again to have peace and to prosper exceedingly in the affairs of the church, walking circumspectly before God, receiving many, and baptizing many” Mosiah 26:37 (see v14-37)  

I wish to emphasize in these remarks that I am only referring to continuous serious transgression amongst the less active, and not to minor trespasses such as breaking ‘The Word of Wisdom’. Also I realize that emphasis should first be on reclaiming the individual by encouraging them to take the steps of repentance. 

Obviously tolerance and understanding needs to be shown to our young people who are growing up amidst great temptation. Without doubt many of them make mistakes, but with patience and effort most of them can be helped back onto their spiritual feet. This in my opinion is the most gratifying part of the calling of a bishop

I have found that active members who make mistakes usually recognize the seriousness of their transgression and can be helped through the steps of repentance. The Handbook of Instructions, especially with the emphasis on the use of probation is very useful in this regard, and as a result I have personally not found it necessary to excommunicate any member who wishes to remain active in the church. 

For the church to continue to move forward in the United Kingdom I believe it is essential that the appropriate action be taken as defined by the scriptures and leaders of the church in respect of serious transgression. I would very much appreciate your comments on this subject. In particular I would really appreciate a forthright general conference talk on this subject and I feel that you are the ideal person to do this.

With Best Wishes

Bishop Malcolm Twigg
I received the following Reply from Elder Oaks
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints

                                              The Quorum of the Twelve Apostles

                                      47 East South Temple Street, Salt Lake City, Utah 84150-1200

                                                                        26 May 2005

Dear Bishop Twigg:

Thank you for your valuable letter of May 13. I have read this with interest and agreement, and your attached “brief study on the subject of serious transgression in the church” with the same emotions.

I appreciate your suggestion that I give a talk on this subject, and will do if the Spirit prompts me. I have been blessed to know the subject I should treat in each of my general conference talks, and I will continue to rely on that direction. Letters such as yours are very helpful to me when the direction comes.

I am taking the liberty of sharing your letter with President Hillam of the Europe West Area, since I think it will be useful to him and his counselors.

Sincerely

Dallin H. Oaks

DHO/mm
cc: Elder Harold G. Hillam
Elder Boyd K Packer

President of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles

47 East South Temple Street, Salt Lake City, 

Utah 84150-1200, U.S.A                   

31 May 2006

Dear Elder Packer

I hope this letter finds you in good health. Back in 1971 whilst serving a mission in London with President B… as the Mission President I wrote to you with my concerns over inappropriate activities within the mission. You replied advising that the Mission President was called by inspiration and it was my duty to sustain him. 

Subsequently when President B…. returned home he became subject to church discipline and I later received a letter from the President of the Church advising that all study material should be destroyed. Some things concerned me on the mission such as the stealing of anti-Mormon books from libraries and the many ‘flog’ baptisms that took place. In fact in one instance I refused to attend the baptism of my own investigators because I realized they were not ready for this sacred ordinance and were being pushed into the church to satisfy baptismal goals. Needless to say they went less active like so many at that time who were confirmed members of the Church.

I received the impression then and this has been reinforced since that the rank and file of the Church are not listened to with their real, sincere concerns if they express anything negative. I have wondered whether this is simply because the correct mechanisms are not in place and the burden therefore is just too great for those holding the Priesthood Keys. If something is being genuinely pointed out that is not right within the Kingdom of God, it should not be treated with disdain. There are for example enough experienced High Priests who can be called to assist, investigate, and report back to those who hold the keys in order that they can make a proper judgment. Why would we ever want error and wrong judgment to persist when light and truth originate with our Saviour Jesus Christ? 
In recent years, you have taught plainly that we now live in a world of increasing wickedness. I believe this wickedness is having an increasing effect upon members of the Church especially the less active in England. From my personal experience, I have found that many who are less active in the Lord’s Kingdom are now living in serious transgression. When I became Bishop in 2002 I found amongst the less-active eight members living with their partner without marriage. There were other serious transgressions that had to be dealt with, including rape, abuse, adultery, and much fornication amongst single members. We even had one member who was a drug addict, who years earlier had seduced a young missionary elder. He was sent home and yet no action had been taken against her. Some members had previously asked for their names to be removed without any action taken by local leaders. There were several dangerous schizophrenics who had obviously been talked into joining the church when they were on a high. There were a number who also had to be added to the lost members file because their address was no longer known. In all out of a comparatively small ward of less than 250 members over a quarter had to be looked into. I do not believe this ward is any different to others in the United Kingdom. A work colleague from the Billingham Stake mentioned that in his stake it is policy that no action is to be taken against the less active who are in serious transgression. I sincerely believe that this approach is now prevalent throughout the church in this country. 

I cannot agree with this state of affairs in the Kingdom of God upon the earth today and I am sure it is not pleasing to the Lord Jesus Christ. Those who hold Priesthood keys are responsible for the absence of clear direction in maintaining the integrity of the Lord’s Kingdom. By saying nothing or not giving emphasis leaders become culpable through the sin of omission. 
It states in D&C 107:33 that “The Twelve are…...to build up the church and regulate all the affairs of the same in all nations” The dictionary definition of regulate is ‘to control by means of rules’. Alma in the Book of Mormon had a similar problem to resolve in his day in regulating the affairs of the Church. What did the Lord direct him to do?

“Now I say unto you go; and whosoever will not repent of his sins the same shall not be numbered among my people; and this shall be observed from this time forward.  And whosoever repented of their sins and did confess them, them he did number among the people of the church; and those that would not confess their sins and repent of their iniquity, the same were not numbered among the people of the church, and their names were blotted out.  And it came to pass that Alma did regulate all the affairs of the church; and they began again to have peace and to prosper exceedingly in the affairs of the church, walking circumspectly before God, receiving many, and baptizing many.” Mosiah 26:32, 35-37 (See also Alma 1:24; 3rd Nephi 18:31; Moroni 6:7; Moroni 7:39)
Again Alma explains in what condition the membership records should be maintained

“And now I say unto you, all you that are desirous to follow the voice of the Good Shepherd, come ye out from the wicked, and be ye separate, and touch not their unclean things; and behold, their names shall be blotted out, that the names of the wicked shall not be numbered among the names of the righteous, that the word of God may be fulfilled, which saith: The names of the wicked shall not be mingled with names of my people.” Alma 5:57 (see also Alma 6:3)
In regulating the Church surely, we need to follow the direction of the scriptures:

Thou shalt take the things which thou hast received, which have been given unto thee in my scriptures for a law to be my law to govern my church; and he that doeth according to these things shall be saved, and he that doeth them not shall be damned if he so continue. D&C 42:59-60 (see D&C 20:80)
What do the scriptures teach about maintaining membership whilst in serious transgression (not minor incursions) without any intention of repentance? There are so many references but I will quote a few of significance:

“He that receiveth my law and doeth it, the same is my disciple; and he that saith he receiveth it and doeth it not, the same is not my disciple, and shall be cast out from among you.” D&C 41:5
“Thou knowest my laws concerning these things are given in my scriptures. He that sinneth and repenteth not shall be cast out.” D&C 42:28 see v 20-26

“Let every man be diligent in all things. And the idler shall not have place in the church, except he repent and mend his ways.”  D&C 75:29
In taking no action priesthood leaders are actually offending the Lord:
“And him that repenteth not of his sins, and confesseth them not, ye shall bring before the church, and do with him as the scripture saith unto you, either by commandment or by revelation.  And this ye shall do that God may be glorified, not because ye forgive not, having not compassion, but that ye many be justified in the eyes of the law, that ye may not offend him who is your Lawgiver.  Verily I say, for this cause ye shall do these things.”           D&C 64:12-14

The Lord clearly states that we are not justified if we fail to take the appropriate action:- 

“And now behold, I, the Lord, say unto you that ye are not justified, because these things are among you.” D&C 63:19 (See v 14 refers to adulterers and adulteresses)
The Lord has clearly defined who He regards as His Church:-

“Behold, this is my doctrine- whosoever repenteth and cometh unto me, the same is my church whosoever declareth more or less than this, the same is not of me, but is against me; therefore he is not of my church.” D&C 10:67-68
Are we willing to follow the instructions of the Lord Jesus Christ “not only to say but to do according to that which I have written”? (D&C 84:57) 

It is obvious from the above scriptures that the Kingdom of God should remain clean no matter what the state of the world. I get the impression that many priesthood leaders in this country try to regulate the church as if it were a department of the Health and Social Security Office instead of the Lord’s Kingdom which has laws to obey. It would appear that generally an attitude prevails that no action should be taken against those who do not attend church but who are in serious transgression. Consequently while we tend to bring to justice the active members the less active seem to be left to continue as members without any form of disciplinary action. Recently I asked a single adult who had trespassed why he had stopped attending church, he replied ‘If I don’t attend they won’t take action against me’

I realize the emphasis should first be on reclaiming the individual by encouraging them to take the steps of repentance. Obviously great tolerance and understanding should also be shown to our young people who are growing up amidst great temptation. 

Growth and numbers are important but so also is the sanctification of the Church. In preparation for Zion and the Second Coming the Lord has said:  “But first let my army become very great and let it be sanctified before me” D&C 105:34 Sanctification has a close association with cleansing the iniquity from amongst us. “Purge ye out the iniquity which is among you; sanctify yourselves before me” D&C: 43:11 
I have no hesitation in stating that in the aspect of maintaining order, cleanliness and discipline within the church today those who responsible for the regulation of the Church are failing in their duty. Please do not take any personal offence in the contents of this letter as you are greatly loved and respected by all faithful saints.

With Best Wishes

Malcolm E. Twigg
I received the following reply from Elder Packer

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints

The Quorum of the Twelve Apostles

47 East South Temple Street, Salt Lake City, Utah 84150-1200

June 23, 2006

Dear Bishop Twigg:

Thank you for your interesting and thoughtful letter. The issues you have been thinking about are always a concern to us as well.

Thank you for your service as a Bishop. With good wishes and blessings to you and your family

Sincerely

Boyd K. Packer

Quotes from Leaders of the Church in the Past 
Revelation to President John Taylor: 13th Oct 1882 “My Kingdom shall roll Forth” page 50
“And let the Presidents of Stakes also purify themselves and the priesthood and people of the stakes over which they preside and organize the priesthood in their various stakes according to My Law…..and let them inquire into the standing and fellowship of all that hold My Holy Priesthood in their several stakes and if they find those that are unworthy let them remove them, except they repent; for My Priesthood, whom I have called and whom I have sustained and honoured, shall honour me and obey my laws, and the laws of My Holy Priesthood, or they shall not be considered worthy to hold My Priesthood saith the Lord.”
The following forthright comments of President John Taylor on the need for leaders to take the appropriate action are interesting. I believe these comments could apply today to those leaders who fail to apply the necessary justice for serious sexual transgression: 

“I heard the other day from one of our speakers that there were Elders, High Priests, and Seventies who got drunk. What are the Bishops doing? What are the Presidents of Stakes doing? Why do you not bring them up and cut them off from the church-any such Elder, any such High Priest, or any such Seventy, or any of the saints who may be found guilty of such thing? For they are hypocrites and want dealing with and severing from the church. Furthermore, I have heard of some bishops who have been seeking to cover up the iniquities of men; I tell them, in the name of God, they will have to bear them themselves, and meet that judgment; and I tell you that any man who tampers with iniquity, he will have to bear that iniquity, and if any of you want to partake of the sins of men or uphold them, you will have to bear them.

Do you hear it, you Bishops and you Presidents? God will require it at your hands. You are not placed in position to tamper with the principles of righteousness, nor to cover up the infamies and corruptions of men. Now do not say you did not know anything about it; I have given you fair warning, and I clear my skirts of your blood; and their infamies will cleave to you unless you attend to it.

God expects us to do right; he has given unto us the priesthood for that purpose, and he requires us to magnify it and honor it and carry it out. And it is the place of those men, and the place of the teachers to see that there is no iniquity in the church; and if they do not do their duty, it then becomes the duty of the Bishops to see to it; and if the Bishops do not see to it, it is the place of the Presidents of Stakes to see to it; and if they do not see to it, and it comes to our ears, it will then become our duty to see to it, and also to see to them who do not magnify their calling.” John Taylor General Conference 7 April 1880 in the Tabernacle, Salt Lake City
President N. Eldon Tanner of the First Presidency used these words of President Taylor in a conference talk on the responsibility of Priesthood leaders to act against transgressors. Oct 1974 General Conference. “Our Responsibility to the Transgressor” 

He stated:
“Now, regarding the transgressor: Every mission president, stake president, and bishop is directed and instructed how to investigate and handle all cases of transgression. A person who is guilty of a serious transgression cannot progress, and he is not happy while the guilt is upon him. Until he has confessed and repented he is in bondage. The transgressor who is dealt with as he should be, with love and with proper discipline, will later express his appreciation for your concern, your interest, and your leadership. As he is properly dealt with, he is in a position to repent and come back to full activity. But he must be dealt with.
Be aware of those who are not active in the Church, and if you feel that something is wrong or that someone is guilty of transgression, it is your responsibility to go to him with love and find out about it. He will appreciate it, and by moving promptly you may be able to prevent further transgression. Save the person who is having a problem and bring him back into the fold.

It has been reported to me that some bishops and even stake presidents have said that they never have excommunicated or disciplined anyone and that they do not intend to. 
This attitude is entirely wrong. Judges in Israel have the responsibility to sit in righteous judgment where it becomes necessary. Let me read from the twentieth section of the Doctrine and Covenants an important reminder to those who have the responsibility of judging: “Any member of the Church of Christ transgressing, or being overtaken in a fault, shall be dealt with as the scriptures direct.” (D&C 20:80) Brethren, study the scriptures and the handbook and do as they direct and discipline the members of the Church when necessary. Remember that it is no kindness to a transgressor for his local authority to ignore or overlook or try to cover up his iniquity…………….
We must live in the world but we must not become a part of it. We are different from the world. We cannot accept their modes or standards of living. We have had revealed to us the Gospel of Jesus Christ, which sets out clearly what our standards should be. We have had the priesthood restored and conferred upon us. We must be exemplary in every respect. There are many scriptures in the Doctrine and Covenants that tell us how to handle the transgressor and what our responsibilities as priesthood holders are. This one especially I call to your attention:

“Wherefore, now let every man learn his duty, and to act in the office in which he is appointed, in all diligence.

“He that is slothful shall not be counted worthy to stand, and he that learns not his duty and shows himself not approved shall not be counted worthy to stand.” D&C 107:99-100
In the scriptures it is abundantly clear that the cases which are to be handled by the Church include, but are not limited to, fornication, adultery, homosexual acts, abortion, or other infractions of the moral code; criminal acts involving moral turpitude such as burglary, dishonesty, theft, murder, apostasy; open opposition to and deliberate disobedience to the rules and regulations of the Church; cruelty to spouse or children; advocating or practicing so-called plural marriage; or any unchristian like conduct in violation of the law and order of the Church.

If you leaders do as the Lord admonishes, he will bless you, strengthen you, and direct you, and you will find great joy in his service. It is most important, however, that when a person is disfellowshiped or excommunicated you show great love and concern and put forth every effort to help him clear up his life and return to full fellowship in the Church.

We read in the Doctrine and Covenants: “Behold, he who has repented of his sins, the same is forgiven, and I, the Lord, remember them no more. By this ye may know if a man repenteth of his sins-behold, he will confess them and forsake them.” D&C 58:42-43 End of Quote 
President Tanner quoted a statement from President George Q. Cannon who was a counselor in the First Presidency to Four Presidents. A text of his remarks follows: 

President George Q. Cannon 
“The Spirit of God would undoubtedly be so grieved that it would forsake not only those who are guilty of these acts, but it would withdraw itself from those who would suffer them to be done in our midst unchecked and unrebuked. And from the President of the church down, throughout the entire ranks of the priesthood, there would be a loss of the Spirit of God, a withdrawal of His gifts and blessings and His power, because of their not taking the proper measures to check and to expose their iniquity.” J.D 26:139
Letter from the First Presidency to Stake leaders in 1877   (1985 Gospel Doctrine manual chapter 6)

“Many persons have claimed fellowship in the church who have not lived according to the requirements of the gospel; but this should no longer be permitted. The laws of the Lord must be more strictly enforced, and such persons must repent and bring forth the fruits of righteousness in their lives, or be severed from the church. If persons professing to be members of the church be guilty of lying, drunkenness, Sabbath breaking, profanity, defrauding or backbiting their neighbours, or any other kind of wickedness or unrighteous dealing, they should be visited by the teachers of the ward in which they reside, and their wrongs pointed out to them in the spirit of meekness and brotherly kindness, and they be exhorted to repent.
 If they persist in their wrongdoing, then their cases should be brought before the Bishop and his counsellors, and they should be cited to appear to answer the charges made against them. If upon proper and sufficient testimony it should appear that they have been guilty of acts which are in violation of the Law of God, and they will not repent, then they should be expelled from the church, and their names be no longer numbered among the saints.
If teachers, priests, and Bishops, or other officers, suffer iniquity to exist in the church, in districts where they preside, without taking action against it, they become partakers of other men’s sins and they unworthy of their positions. If an officer of the church will not perform his duty faithfully he should be removed and another appointed in his stead.”
Elder Dallin H Oaks

General Authority Training Meeting 3 April 1992 Church disciplinary councils presentation by Dallin H. Oaks…brief quotes. Page 1
“In 1989 we published the new General Handbook of Instructions. One of the most significantly revised portions was the chapter on church discipline …Local leaders were given greater flexibility to follow the guidance of the Spirit in the sensitive and far-reaching exercise of church discipline…unfortunately what has been most influential on some leaders is the informal idea that across the whole range of issues involving church discipline, we are supposed to be more lenient….some leaders have understood the granting of greater flexibility in the new 1989 handbook as an invitation to across the board greater leniency. Some have the idea that they are supposed to look the other way on serious transgressions that used to be the subject of significant discipline…. the total number of excommunications and disfellowshipments in the 3 years following the new handbook declined sharply from the level of the 3 years preceding…...We know this trend is of great concern to General Authorities since many of you have spoken to us about it.” End of Quote
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