What is Official Church Doctrine

Introduction
The scriptures form the basis of official church doctrine. At the beginning of each dispensation the Lords reveals His mind and will to that generation. 
As discussed later in an article by Donald L Ashton, a three-step process has always been followed to add Official Doctrine. 1: It requires the approval of the First Presidency, 2: the concurrence of the Quorum of Twelve Apostles, 3: and then it must be accepted in a sustaining vote of the entire membership. Only then is it binding on the membership of the Church. The change will then be made to the body of accepted (canonized) scriptures. 
The Doctrine and Covenants is the foundation of the doctrine of the church. It is authoritative and binding upon all members of the church. 
D&C 1:6: “Behold, this is mine authority, and the authority of my servants, and my preface unto the Book of my Commandments, which I have given them to publish unto you, O inhabitants of the earth.”
D&C 41:12: “These words are given unto you, and they are pure before me; wherefore, beware how you hold them, for they are to be answered upon your souls in the Day of Judgment. Even so Amen.”
The Doctrine and Covenants contains Prophecies that will be fulfilled in their due time.
D&C 1:7: “Wherefore, fear and tremble, O ye people, for what I the Lord have decreed in them shall be fulfilled.” 
D&C 1:37-38: “Search these commandments, for they are true and faithful, and the prophecies and promises which are in them shall all be fulfilled. What I the Lord have spoken, I have spoken, and I excuse not myself; and though the heavens and the earth pass away, my word shall not pass away, but shall all be fulfilled…..”
Revelations given to Individuals in the Doctrine and Covenants are made Applicable to each Member.
D&C 93:49: “What I say unto one I say unto all; pray always lest that wicked one have power in you and remove you out of your place.” 
D&C 82:5: “Therefore what I say unto one I say unto all: Watch for the adversary spreadeth his dominions and darkness reigneth.” 
D&C 25:16 “And verily, verily, I say unto you, that this is my voice unto all.” 
Rely upon the Written Word of the Scriptures
D&C 18:3-5: “And if you know that they (things that are written) are true, behold, I give unto you a commandment that you rely upon the things which are written; for in them are all things written concerning the foundation of my church, my gospel, and my rock. Wherefore if you shall build up my church, upon the foundation of my gospel and my rock, the gates of hell shall not prevail against you. 
D&C 32:4: “And they shall give heed to that which is written and pretend to no other revelation; and they shall pray always that I may unfold the same to their understanding.” 
The Doctrine and Covenants and other scriptures contains the Law by which the Church should be Governed today.
D&C 42:59: “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.” 
D&C 42:28: “Thou knowest my Laws concerning these things are given in my Scriptures.” 

D&C 43:8-10: “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, and ye shall bind yourselves to act in all holiness before me. 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.” 
The scriptures are given to receive Correction, Wisdom, Instruction and Knowledge:
D&C 1:24-28: “Behold, I am God and have spoken it; these commandments are of me, and were given unto my servants in their weakness, after the manner of their language that they might come to understanding and inasmuch as they erred it might be made known; and inasmuch as they sought wisdom they might be instructed; and inasmuch as they sinned they might be chastened, that they might repent; and inasmuch as they were humble they might be made strong, and blessed from on high, and receive knowledge from time to time.” 
Article by Donald L. Ashton

The following is taken from the study “Mormon Doctrine-What’s Official And What it Isn’t?” by Donald L. Ashton (extracts only).
“Members and leaders alike hold varying opinions ranging from whether watching TV on Sunday is sinful, to whether every statement by a General Authority must be explicitly and unconditionally obeyed.   

Such questions may be insignificant or disquieting.…. A clear understanding of Official Doctrine can reduce controversy, minimize anxiety and perhaps open new options for resolving faith issues. This essay attempts to evaluate the authoritativeness of council ranging from canonized scripture to conventional wisdom.  

What is Official Doctrine, and How is it Established?  

One of the best-kept secrets in Mormondom is “What is Official Doctrine”, and how is it established.” Church leaders seldom discuss the process because Official Doctrine is rarely introduced. Yet Church history reveals a clearly established procedure that has been carefully followed for over 180 years. 
Three steps to add official church doctrine, 

D&C 28:13 explains “all things must be done in order, and by common consent in the church, by the prayer of faith.” 
Since the Church was founded in 1830, new doctrine has been accepted six times. On every occasion, a three-step process was followed to add Official Doctrine. 
1: It requires the approval of the First Presidency, 2: the concurrence of the Quorum of Twelve Apostles, 3: and then it must be accepted in a sustaining vote of the entire membership. 

Only then is it binding on the membership of the Church. The change will then be made to the body of accepted (canonized) scriptures. 
There has only been six times when has occurred:  Those occasions are:
1. 1830, Bible and Book of Mormon were officially accepted with the organization of the Church

2. 1835, Doctrine and Covenants, first 103 sections were officially accepted

3. 1880, Doctrine and Covenants additional 32 sections were accepted along with the Pearl of Great Price

4. 1890, Polygamy was repealed (Official Declaration, p. 291)

5. 1976, D&C sections 137 & 138 were officially accepted

6. 1978, The priesthood was made available to all worthy males regardless of race (Official Declaration 2, p. 292)

Also, in 1921 the Church removed the Lectures on Faith from the Doctrine and Covenants, with the explanation that they were never presented to the Church as being divinely revealed scripture.  As lectures and lessons, it was determined that they simply did not measure up to standard of Official Doctrine.   

Elder B.H. Roberts explained what Official Doctrine is: 

“The Church has confined the sources of doctrine by which it is willing to be bound before the world to the things that God has revealed, and which the Church has officially accepted, and those alone. These would include the Bible, the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, the Pearl of Great Price; these have been repeatedly accepted and endorsed by the Church in general conference assembled and are the only sources of absolute appeal for our doctrine.” 


An example of this process was in 1880 when President George Q. Cannon presented the Pearl of Great Price and 32 additional sections of the Doctrine and Covenants:

“I hold in my hand the Book of Doctrine and Covenants, and also the book, The Pearl of Great Price, which books contain revelations of God. In Kirtland, the Doctrine and Covenants in its original form, as first printed, was submitted to the officers of the Church and the members of the Church to vote upon. As there have been additions made to it by the publishing of revelations which were not contained in the original edition, it has been deemed wise to submit these books with their contents to the conference, to see whether the conference will vote to accept the books and their contents as from God, and binding upon us as a people and as a Church.” 

Mormons commonly assume official publications, policies, procedures, pronouncements, and pontifications are Official Doctrine.  While they are necessary and important for the running of the Church, they don’t meet the standard Elder Roberts described above as something “…the Church is willing to be bound before the world to the things that God has revealed, and which the Church has officially accepted.” 


This is a singular standard that the Church has held since its founding for officially binding doctrine. Everything else is, by definition, less official, less authoritative. 
President Harold B. Lee explains: 

“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. I don't care what his position is, if he writes something or speaks something that goes beyond anything that you can find in the standard church works.” 


There are five items often assumed to be Official Doctrine but fail the above standard.  They are 

· Official talks and statements

· Official publications

· Official policy and procedure

· Books by General Authorities

· Conventional wisdom


1. Official Talks and Statements by General Authorities Are Not Official Doctrine

While many members say statements by the First Presidency and Quorum of the Twelve Apostles are Official Doctrine, history shows GA’s statements occasionally are not reliable.   

· Several GA’s taught that polygamy is essential for salvation and would never be removed from the Church.
· Brigham Young vigorously taught the Adam-God theory, though Church leaders since have repeatedly disavowed it.
· Several GA’s from Brigham Young to Bruce R McConkie taught the Blacks would never get the Priesthood.
· Joseph Fielding Smith said man would never set foot on the moon. 

· Apostle Franklin D. Richards promised the Martin and Wiley handcart companies the Lord would protect them on their journey so they would arrive unscathed.  Nevertheless, 200+ died in route. 
Additions added by myself (Not part of the original article)
· Sealing by Adoption was practiced from 1844 to 1894 before it was recognised that it did not conform to the revelations in the Doctrine and Covenants.
· In the early days of the church some members practised re-baptism as a way of repentance and re-dedication to the church. This doctrine and its practise lasted from 1847 to 1897. Again, like Sealing by Adoption it has it has no scriptural justification, yet it became a standard procedure in the church.
· President Wilford Woodruff stated in General conference 8 April 1898: “But these thousands of Latter-day Saint children that belong to the Sabbath schools, I believe many of them will stand in the flesh when the Lord Jesus Christ visits the Zion of God here in the mountains of Israel” This did not happen.
· President Lorenzo Snow at General Conference April 1898 “…...there are many hundreds and hundreds within the sound of my voice that will live to go back to Jackson County and build a holy temple to the Lord our God.”
· The practise of calling Seventies in the wards and stakes as standing offices was discontinued in October 1986. It occurred to Elder Packer that it was not intended that the seventy labour on the stake and ward level. The office of seventy as intended by the revelation appeared to be one that functioned at the general level of church government only…. It was not long afterwards that seventies quorums on a stake level were discontinued.
(Back to the Article) Infallibility of prophets and apostles is not, nor has it ever been, a doctrine of the Church.  They are wise men, with many decades of life experience, and enjoy a special relationship with God because of their callings. While their guidance is quite valuable, God has not absolved them from the weaknesses of mortality, nor does He eliminate all errors in their understanding and judgment.  They must be tried and tested like everyone else, and they make mistakes both trivial and sometimes tragic like everyone else.   
Example of a False Opinion by an Apostle: Man on the Moon
Some people also stumble over statements made by Church leaders that have turned out to be incorrect, not about doctrine but in their personal opinions. For example, President Joseph Fielding Smith (1876–1972) wrote in the first edition of his book Answers to Gospel Questions, “It is doubtful that man will ever be permitted to make any instrument or ship to travel through space and visit the moon or any distant planet.” Joseph Fielding Smith, Answers to Gospel Questions (1958), 5 vols., 2:191.
Later, following the Apollo moon landings and the death of President David O. McKay, Joseph Fielding Smith became President of the Church. At a press conference, a reporter asked him about this statement. President Smith replied, “Well, I was wrong, wasn’t I?” (Personal reminiscence of David Farnsworth; the press conference took place on Jan. 23, 1970, six months after the moon landing.)
2. Official Teachings & Publications Are Not Official Doctrine

The Church publishes a variety of books, videos, magazines, etc. for the religious instruction for its members.  Instructional manuals are prepared for seminary and institute classes, Sunday church classes, missionary materials, and General Conference addresses, among others.  

Since 1972, they have been prepared by the Church Correlation Committee to insure consistency, simplicity and orthodoxy. The resulting institutional mindset has devolved to the lowest common denominator. 
The same lesson is presented to a sixth-generation Mormon living on Bountiful East Bench who’s served a mission, been a Bishop, Stake President, etc, as a new member in a brand-new branch in Bangkok, Thailand. The result is that profound spiritual principles are homogenized and watered down.   

3. Official Policy Is Not Official Doctrine

Like any organization, the Church has a need to set policy so consistency and direction can be established.  Occasionally these policies incorrectly take on the aura of Official Doctrine.  
    
· The Family, Proclamation to the World is not official doctrine because it has not been approved by the membership. But this very formal statement on the family unequivocally states, “Marriage between man and woman is essential to His eternal plan”. In the very heated California Proposition 8 campaign in 2008 a sizable majority of members followed the Church’s prompting to campaign against gay marriage.  The Church authorities censured no members who opposed their stand against gay marriage.  

· President McKay had a personal dislike for crucifixes and directed the Church building committee to not use them, though they had been used earlier.  But once initiated in the Church Building Committee, 50 years later, his personal preference has taken on a life of its own. Some GA’s even speculate on theological reasons without regard to its history. 

· President Heber J. Grant, in 1921, made abstinence from the four forbidden W of W items a requirement for a temple recommend. But there is no claim to any revelation as a basis for the change.
· Temple Recommend questions are thought to be a constant guide for the faithful, yet they change every few years.  In the 19th century, temple goers were asked if they maintained proper fences to prevent their cows from wandering into a neighbor’s field. (My Note) In the 1980’s oral sex became one of the questions)
· GA’s consistently taught that the Lamanites were the primary ancestors of the American Indians. In 2007, the introduction to the Book of Mormon changed to stating Lamanites were among the ancestors of American Indians.  
4. Books Written by General Authorities Are Not Official Doctrine

Many books are written by the general authorities to help us understand gospel principles and practices. They can be very helpful, but care should be used with the usual caveat to distinguish between their private opinions and teachings of the canonized scriptures. Elder Bruce R. McConkie explained: 

“Though general authorities are authorities in the sense of having power to administer church affairs, they may or may not be authorities in the sense of doctrinal knowledge, the intricacies of church Procedures, or the receipt of the promptings of the Spirit. A call to an administrative position of itself adds little knowledge or power of discernment to an individual, although every person called to a position in the Church does grow in grace, knowledge, and power by magnifying the calling given him.”  

5. Conventional Wisdom Is Not Official Doctrine

There are lots of things many people erroneously believe are Official Doctrine. Among them are:
· To be a good member, you must be a Republican.

· Caffeinated soft drinks, chocolate bars, etc. are forbidden, along with coffee.

· GA’s will never lead you wrong. You will be perfectly safe if you follow what they say.

· Temple garments will protect you from physical harm. You will be safe from hazards like fire or chemical burns wherever and whenever you are covered.

· Always trust Church leader’s advice over such “worldly types” like psychologists, social workers, philosophers, scientists of various disciplines, and other intellectuals.

· If you go to church, say your prayers, pay your tithing, accept church callings, the Lord will bless you so you will have no serious problems.

The Dilemma: Any perceived inconsistency among the various voices in the Church can and does cause discomfort for some. Mormonism values unity of faith and a firm belief in the restoration of the one and only true Church of Jesus Christ. 
What can we do when challenged by inconsistencies or disharmony?   

Personal Responsibility and Stewardship

Much of the perceived inconsistencies can be resolved by understanding that Church authorities have a unique stewardship. When they speak, they are talking to 14 million members in 160 different countries.  As leaders of any large institution know, they must speak with one voice to their followers.  It is impossible to address 14 million different personalities and situations. That’s where personal responsibility and stewardship comes in. 

It is up to us individually to tailor those messages to our own private stewardships. Most of us have family, Church, career and perhaps community responsibilities. We must translate those principles into practice so that it works for ourselves and those we affect.  

We must decide what applies and what doesn’t, what needs to be adjusted, when no compromise should be allowed, where value judgments are to be made, and how. 

D&C 130:20: “There is a law, irrevocably decreed in heaven before the foundations of this world, upon which all blessings are predicated. And when we obtain any blessing from God, it is by obedience to that law upon which it is predicated.” 

Nevertheless, we can’t just take a canned set of gospel fixes off the shelf to solve our problems. We cannot expect to achieve exaltation by just doing religion-by-the-numbers.  Stories from the scriptures all confirm that one size doesn’t fit all. Consider Noah, Moses, Abraham; and Thomas, Peter, Judas; and Nephi, Alma, Moroni; and Joseph Smith, Brigham Young, and Paul Dunn.  They all had widely different circumstances, opportunities and challenges, so they received divine guidance for their particular needs and circumstances.  Some paid attention and succeeded while others ignored it at their peril. 

We can learn valuable lessons by understanding the principles guiding their lives, but it would be folly to assume specific directives to them are necessarily applicable to us. While Nephi was counseled of the Lord that it is “better that one man should perish than a nation should dwindle in unbelief” (1 Nephi 3:14), yet few will ever have a similar situation.  We must search out our own path consistent with gospel principles.  Scriptures teach, and the Church reinforces, that the Lord often helps, not by solving our problems, but helping to strengthen us to work out the solutions by ourselves. 

Joseph Smith taught an important doctrine when asked how he was able to govern so many people in such perfect order, especially since no one else could do it.  He answered simply, “I teach them correct principles and they govern themselves.” Our responsibility is to seek divine guidance as we apply correct principles in our lives.  Moroni 10:4-5 promises God’s help to those who seek wisdom and understanding, and James 1:5 reminds us of God’s willingness to give wisdom to anyone who seeks it. 
The Right to Personal Revelation
The right to personal revelation is an important distinguishing doctrine of the Church and is the cornerstone of the missionary message that every member has the right and responsibility to apply.  But we each need to learn to use the Gift of the Holy Ghost.  

Elder Dieter Uchtdorf has counseled:  
“We are a question-asking people. We have always been, because we know that inquiry leads to truth. That is how the Church got its start, from a young man who had questions. In fact, I’m not sure how one can discover truth without asking questions. In the scriptures, you will rarely discover a revelation that didn’t come in response to a question…. Inquiry is the birthplace of testimony. “Some might feel embarrassed or unworthy because they have searching questions regarding the gospel, but they needn’t feel that way. Asking questions isn’t a sign of weakness. It’s a precursor of growth.”

President Brigham Young said: “the greatest fear I have is that the people of this Church will accept what we say as the will of the Lord without first praying about it and getting the witness within their own hearts that what we say is the word of the Lord.”

President Harold B. Lee said: “We can know or have the assurance that they (the Prophet and Apostles) are speaking under inspiration if we so live that we can have a witness that what they are speaking is the word of the Lord. There is only one safety, and that is that we shall live to have the witness to know.” 

In Conclusion

We have been given a system of checks and balances to guide us through life’s challenges.  There are “Three Witnesses” to God’s will: 
Canonized scriptures  

Prophets and apostles

Personal revelation

The witness of the scriptures, prophets and apostles are readily available witnesses, and they provide a firm foundation for our spiritual growth.  Personal revelation may be the most difficult witness to seek, but it addresses our unique circumstances, needs and abilities.  No one can do it for us. 

Personal revelation is the most important witness because it is the only way we can correctly evaluate the other two. Blind obedience even to the authority of scripture or prophets can ultimately lead to authoritarianism.  Without personal revelation, we risk becoming mere puppets on a string, tossed to and fro by every wind of doctrine (Ephesians 4:11-16) from within and without the Church. END of Article
Article by Michael R. Ash
A discussion of "official" Mormon doctrine and the confusion over the definition of "scripture" and the definition of "canonized scripture."
Michael R. Ash Mormon Times Monday, Jul. 27, 2009

“Before we get into the issue of trusting and following fallible prophets or knowing when they are speaking as prophets, I feel the need to talk about what constitutes "official" Mormon doctrine.

First it's important to understand that there is a rough hierarchal status as to what constitutes official teachings and doctrine. At the top level of this hierarchy are the canonized scriptures. Presidents Joseph Fielding Smith and Harold B. Lee taught that the Standard Works are the measuring sticks for doctrine. If anyone advances a doctrine that contradicts scripture, it can be set aside as private opinion. They note the caveat, however, that the prophet is authorized to bring forth new doctrine or even scripture. In such cases, it will be announced as revelation, accepted by the First Presidency and the Council of the Twelve, and sustained by the body of the church.
Lower levels of this hierarchy would include official statements from the brethren, statements from the prophet, statements from Joseph Smith, statements from the Quorum of 12 Apostles and so forth. These lesser levels may reveal doctrine but they do not do so in an official capacity until they are accepted as official doctrine by the brethren and the church.
In the First Presidency-approved and supervised work “Encyclopaedia of Mormonism”, we learn that because there are many subjects about which the scriptures are unclear, “one can find differences of opinion among church members and leaders.” Until the truth of these matters is made known by revelation, there is room for different levels of understanding and interpretation of unsettled issues," (1:395).
Obviously, "differences of opinion" means that someone -- and maybe everyone -- is wrong. Until God reveals the answers to clear things up, prophets -- like everyone else -- are free to form opinions based on the best evidence. Harold B. Lee said, "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" (Stand Ye in Holy Places, 162.

While general conference addresses certainly are on a level in the hierarchy of authoritative statements, they are not on par with canonized scripture and do not necessarily expound "official doctrine." Joseph Fielding McConkie (son of Bruce R. McConkie) once said that to claim that anything taught in general conference is official doctrine" makes the place where something is said rather than what is said the standard of truth. Nor is something doctrine simply because it was said by someone who holds a particular office or position. Truth is not an office or a position to which one is ordained" (Answers: Straightforward Answers to Tough Gospel Questions, 213-214).
But aren't we often told that the conference addresses are modern-day scripture? The confusion may stem from the fact that we Latter-day Saints have a somewhat loose definition of "scripture" and a different definition for "canonized scripture." The 19th-century collection of church leader talks -- known as the Journal of Discourses -- has also been referred to as "scripture," but we rarely use any of the material from those talks in modern days. Canonized scriptures are the Standard Works -- those scriptures which we accept as binding upon the members of the church and containing our official doctrines. We do not, however, believe that the canonized scriptures are inerrant.
Scripture comes from a Latin word that means "to write" and has come to denote "holy writings" -- it doesn't automatically refer to inerrant writings. The difference between scripture and non-scripture is the power it has over the reader/listener. Scripture, even scripture that contains error in matters that are not essential, has the power to open hearts to God; to make one receptive to a personal witness, communication, and instruction from God. This is the real power and purpose of scripture -- as found in the canonized scriptures and general conference addresses -- it helps us align ourselves with God. In the end, it all really comes down to a one-on-one relationship with our Heavenly Father (remember, the word atonement is an English creation that literally means to become at-one with the Father). END
The Authority of the Four Standard Works
The following is taken from the introduction to a Sunday school manual called “Scriptures of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter day Saints” 1969
“The four volumes of scripture of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints-The bible, the Book of Mormon, The Doctrine and Covenants and the Pearl of Great Price are called the standard works. This is an appropriate designation for these scriptures because of the many books written on the subject of Mormonism. These four alone are authoritative and acceptable sources of church doctrine and practise. In this sense they sand apart in a class by themselves.

The Latter-day Saint movement has been and still is unique in human history; it has also been controversial and dynamic from the beginning. Many writers with various motives have been attracted to the subject. Proselytes, attackers, apologists or defenders of the faith, lesson writers, scholars, professional writers, General Authorities, and novices have all tried their hand in profuse array. The harvest is inexhaustible reminding one of the words of Ecclesiastes, “And further by these my son, be admonished, of the making of many books there is no end; and much study is a weariness of the flesh.” (Eccles 12:12)

Quite a number of books on Mormonism have been written by General Authorities, some under church auspices and some privately, for personal reasons. Men such as Orson and Parley P. Pratt, James E. Talmage, B.H.Roberts, John Widstoe, (and Bruce R. McConkie) to mention only a few of those no longer living…...they have made valuable contributions to our understanding of the restored gospel and church. Over the years many worthwhile lesson manuals and articles in church periodicals have also appeared under the auspices of auxiliary organisations of the church. But none of these works, good as they may be, have ever been accepted as defining the official doctrine of the church. Even such classics as Talmage’s ‘Articles of faith’ and ‘Jesus the Christ’ are to be read in the light of scripture; even they were conceived and written as expositions on the scriptures. 

Writings by general authorities and those authorized by the church through its priesthood quorums and auxiliary organisations contain much that is informative and inspiring and can be studied with profit, but they are not the official authoritative sources of church doctrine. …..Let it be said again: The Four Standard Works are in a class by themselves; they alone have been accepted by the Latter-Day-Saints as the written word of God.” END
How Scripture is Canonised
After quoting D&C 68:1-5 the above quoted the Sunday School manual states:  “Even though scripture in the broadest sense is any word uttered when a priesthood bearer is moved upon by the Holy Ghost, in a more exact and historical sense a writing does not become a scripture until it is accepted as sacred writing by a religious group or movement. ….This process is called canonisation. Acceptance by the people lends additional dignity, authority and meaning to a writing which is inspired of God.

What does canonisation add to a writing which is already sacred in nature? Making a writing scripture does not change the content or the truth inherent in it. It remains the same as it was before as far as the writing itself is concerned. The difference lies in the attitude of the people who accept it as scripture. It now means more to them. They now accept it as Binding, as Authoritative, as the Word of God to them. Believers acknowledge and embrace the word and lend to it a new allegiance. It becomes a guide to them, a source of inspiration, of revelation, of instruction, to which they feel committed. 

This idea of commitment to the scripture is illustrated in the title of the Doctrine and Covenants. This modern scripture contains covenants as well as doctrine, exhortation, and other instruction. Men who believe in its teachings covenant or agree to live them. The scripture of any people has always entailed a covenant to accept, follow and live by its inspired word.” Sunday school manual called “Scriptures of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter day Saints” END
The Scriptures take Precedence over the Opinions of Church Members and Leaders

Elder Mark E. Petersen of the Twelve stated “We accept the ancient and modern scriptures as the word of God. They are unerring guides. But some teach doctrines contrary to the scriptures. Under those circumstances it is well to remember President Joseph Fielding Smith who said, ‘if I ever say anything contrary to the scriptures the scriptures prevail.’ It is so with everyone.” (Introduction to his book ‘Adam who is he’).
Elder Joseph Fielding Smith: “It makes no difference what is written or what anyone has said if it is in conflict with what the Lord has revealed, we can set it aside. My words, and the 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 in doctrine, only in so far as they accord with the revealed word in the standard works.” (, Doctrines of Salvation 3:203).

Elder Harold B. Lee: “All that we teach in this church ought to be couched in the scriptures. We ought to choose our texts from the scriptures. If we want to measure truth we should measure it by the four-standard works, regardless of who writes it. If it is not in the standard works, we may well assume that it is speculation, man’s own personal opinion, and if it contradicts what is in the scriptures, it is not true. This is the standard by which we measure all truth.” Improvement Era January 1969 page 13

President 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 speaks 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 First Area General Conference for Germany, Austria, Holland, Italy, Switzerland, France, Belgium, and Spain held in Munich Germany, August 24-26, 1973, with Reports and Discourses. END
Policy Verses Doctrine

New Mormon edict on gays is a ‘policy,’ experts note, and LDS policies ‘come and go’ Salt Lake Tribune Nov 11, 2015.
LDS Church guidelines that exclude gay couples and their children from some Mormon rituals may be official, but these new rules are not necessarily divinely endorsed — and could easily change.

That's because these instructions for lay leaders in the Utah-based faith are defined as a "policy," not a "doctrine," a distinction even many in the 15 million-member Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints don't fully grasp.

Doctrines remain constant, while policies are revised, updated and tweaked as circumstances arise.

Here's how Patrick Q. Mason, head of Mormon Studies at Claremont Graduate University in Southern California, describes the relationship between the two:

“Mormonism has a set of theological principles, which crystallize into particular doctrines, then are implemented and enforced through a series of policies.”
A policy, Mason explains in an interview, "becomes the administrative fleshing out of the church's doctrines."

Still, the line between the two can be blurry and difficult to distinguish.

Perhaps the most significant historic example was the LDS Church's longstanding priesthood and temple restriction on black Mormons.

For decades, Mormon leaders defended the ban as "doctrine," believed to be based in scripture and theology.

In the 1960s, though, then-LDS Church President David O. McKay began to tell friends "the church position on ordination of blacks was 'policy,' not 'doctrine,' " writes Gregory Prince in Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought, "and that the practice someday would be changed."

The difference between the terms was "crucial" to McKay, Prince explains. "To him, a policy could be changed, albeit in this case only upon receipt of a revelation, whereas a doctrine could not be changed."

By altering the language, it gave LDS leaders a new way to think about the ban, opening the door for its eventual end in 1978 based on what Mormons believe was a revelation from God to then-President Spencer W. Kimball.

Policies are spelled out in places such as the two- volume Handbook, which guides members and local leaders on such significant topics as when church discipline is mandatory, who is eligible to enter one of the faith's temples, how to "cancel a sealing" (or get a "temple divorce," as it is commonly known), and the duties of various male and female leaders.

The latest Handbook describes church positions on contemporary issues. For example, the faith opposes gambling (including government-run lotteries), guns in churches, euthanasia, Satan worship and hypnotism for entertainment.

It "strongly discourages" surrogate motherhood, sperm donation, surgical sterilizations (including vasectomies) as forms of birth control, and artificial insemination — when "using semen from anyone but the husband." It supports organ donation, paying income taxes, members running for political office and autopsies — "if the family of the deceased gives consent."

Doctrine dictates that members meet together in congregations, but policies about how those wards and branches are organized have varied through the years. Most Mormons worship with neighbors within certain geographical boundaries, but some are joined together by language, ethnicity, marital status or military service.

The LDS Church's descriptions of homosexuality have evolved through the years from a sinful perversion to a recognized and unchosen attraction. Today, the faith doesn't consider being gay a sin, only acting on it is.

Mormon doctrine teaches that marriage is exclusively between a man and a woman, so the church has steadfastly opposed same-sex marriage. The U.S. Supreme Court's decision in June to legalize gay marriage across the nation left the church wrestling with what to do about its legally married gay members.

Last week, LDS leaders changed Handbook 1 to say that gay couples — either married or cohabiting — are "apostates," and children whose parents are or have been in same-sex relationships cannot participate in blessing or baptism rituals. They must wait until they are 18 before, they can seek approval from the faith's governing First Presidency to join the LDS Church.

Mason, the historian, cautions members to remember that this is a policy, not a doctrine.

In fact, Mormon apostle D. Todd Christofferson, in a video explaining the new rules, refers several times to the guidelines as a policy. I have seen and heard nothing from the church stating that this policy came by revelation," Mason writes on Facebook, "nor are we asked to sustain it as such. We are never asked to sustain the Handbooks."

Policies, he adds, "come and go."

“Most of them are good and sensible," Mason says, “some of them are lame, misguided and even hurtful. As people of conscience, we are always within our rights to disagree with anything within the church, but especially policies. We can responsibly say to ourselves, to our friends and neighbors, to our fellow church members and to our priesthood leaders, 'I sustain my church leaders as men (and women) called by God and striving to lead his church by inspiration, but I do not agree with this policy of the church.' ”
Many Mormons are calling on their church leaders to modify this new policy on same-sex couples — particularly the limitations affecting the children — and soon. (Note-this change was done within 2 years of the policy being instituted)
Blind Obedience is Wrong

Joseph Smith: “We have heard men who hold the priesthood remark that they would do anything they were told to do by those who preside over them [even] if they knew it was wrong; but such obedience as this is worse than folly to us; it is slavery in the extreme; and the man who would thus willingly degrade himself, should not claim a rank among intelligent beings, until he turns from his folly. A man of God would despise the idea. 
Others, in the extreme exercise of their almighty authority have taught that such obedience was necessary, and that no matter what the saints were told do by their presidents they should do it without any questions. When Elders of Israel will so far indulge in these extreme notions of obedience as to teach them to the people, it is generally because they have it in their hearts to do wrong themselves" [Joseph Smith, Millennial Star, vol. 14, #38, p 593-595]

Examples include the stealing of library books on my mission by elders under the direction of the President of the mission who was later dis-fellowshipped. Another example is the mountains meadow massacre where innocent men women and children were murdered under the direction of a Stake President. 

Brigham Young “What a pity it would be, if we were led by one man to utter destruction! Are you afraid of this? I am more afraid that this people have so much confidence in their leaders that they will not inquire for themselves of God whether they are led by him. I am fearful they settle down in a state of blind self-security, trusting their eternal destiny in the hands of their leaders with a reckless confidence that in itself would thwart the purposes of God in their salvation, and weaken the influence they could give to their leaders, did they know for themselves, by the revelations of Jesus, that they are led in the right way. Let every man and woman know, themselves, whether their leaders are walking in the path the Lord dictates, or not. This has been my exhortation continually." [Brigham Young, JD 9:150]
The Scriptures take Priority.
Latter-Day Saints have an obligation to sustain the Word of God as contained in the Doctrine and Covenants. This book is supported and enhanced by the teachings in the Book of Mormon, the Bible and the Pearl of Great Price. The Doctrine and Covenants is the highest authority of all inasmuch as it comes direct from the Lord to this generation. Both the head and the foot of the body of the church are under obligation to adhere to its teachings.

If the Bishop or the Stake President asks the ward or stake to do something that is not in accord with the general handbook of Instructions or general church practice members have the right to question that action and ask for an explanation for the reason behind the change. The local leaders should respond and justify why they feel it necessary to adopt a different policy. This is because the handbook of instructions originates from a higher authority the Office of the First Presidency. The local leaders need to justify why they are not following the direction of the General Authorities.

Likewise if the General Handbook of Instructions or even a General Authority declares doctrine or advises practice that is not in line with the clear instructions of the Lord in the Doctrine and Covenants it should be questioned, and clarification sought for justification of such direction. Why! Because the Doctrine and Covenants has come from the Head of this Dispensation even the Prophet Joseph. As the Lord has declared it contains “All things written concerning the foundation of my church, my gospel, and my rock. Wherefore, if you shall build up my church, upon the foundation of my gospel and my rock, the gates of hell shall not prevail against you” D&C 18:4-5 
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