
S U N S T O N E  

T H I S  S I D E  O F  T H E  T R A C T S  stead of my nickname, Rob. 
After pointing out this little lapse, I fo- - 

cused on my main concern and asked him if 

AN EDIFYING ENCOUNTER 
WITH UNRIGHTEOUS DOMINION 

By Robert A. PageJr 

"I should not trust myself to have righteous responses to 
those whose differences or personalities bother me." 

A T ANOTHER place and time, I had 
an encounter with unrighteous do- 
minion for which I am now grateful. 

I had reservations concerning my stake 
president's leadership. He was intelligent and 
personable and gave good talks during which 
I did, in fact, feel the Spirit, but he seemed to 
be in love with the power of his position. His 
campaigning in Church was subtle enough 
so that I would have let that slide. 
Consequently, when his friend ran for polit- 
ical office and this president began cam- 
paigning in Church, I was not surprised. 
When I received a letter which not only 
urged my support, but solicited financial 
contributions as well, I felt he had gone too 
far. 

I wrote back that (a) Church rules state 
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that the Church should not be a forum for 
politics; (b) Church mailing lists should not 
be used for political mailings; and (c) he 
should not be using his influence as a stake 
president in political campaigns. In response, 
he called me up on the telephone, was quite 
pleasant, and said he was not acting as a 
stake leader but as a concerned citizen. He 
said he had a testimony of, and had even 
given Church Education System talks on, the 
need for righteous men and women to be in- 
volved in politics in order to create good gov- 
ernments. I suggested that as a concerned 
citizen, his views were appropriate in discus- 
sions with personal friends or business asso- 
ciates and in community newsletters, public 
meetings, or similar forums, but not in mail- 
ings targeted at Church members who knew 
him only as their stake president-members 
like me. He explained that he considered me 
a personal friend, for he had known lots of 
Pages in his last ward, and thus felt close to 
all Pages. This would have been quite 
touching had he not kept calling me Bob in- 

he had used Church lists to mail out his po- 
litical fliers. He assured me he had not. His 
voice sounded funny; he was clearly uncom- 
fortable discussing this topic, and with good 
reason. Church mailing lists had been used- " 
the computer code on the address label had 
the initials of the ward, followed by a 
number. Rather than confront him with this 
fact, I ended the conversation in order to 
have some time to think, and pray, about 
what to do. 

The irony, if not absurdity, of this situation 
appealed td my dark sense of humor and 
made my day. When my wife came home, I 
recounted my interview with great delight. 
She shared my disbelief but did not appre- 
ciate my attitude. She eventually noted, 
"What he is doing may be wrong, but why 
are you full of the spirit of Satan?" My self- 
righteous indignation and protests did not 
last long; she was right-1 was judgmental, 
mocking, condescending, and proud (but, as 
Satan always reassures, with good reason!). 
Not wanting to remain Satanic (while most 
evil is run-of-the-mill selfish, Satanic evil in- 
volves actively enjoying the pain and humili- 
ation of others), I spent time praying, 
repenting, and pondering. An activist by na- 
ture, I was inclined to raise a stink, but to my 
surprise, I found myself being filled with a 
spirit of abiding love and compassion for this 
man. This was new and unexpected, so I 
sought out further light and knowledge from 
a higher authority-my wife. She had the 
same impressions and added, "Consciously 
or unconsciously, our stake president knows 
he has a problem with power, and it is his 
cross to bear. I think he uses it to compensate 
for low self-esteem." In this context, conflict 
could be inappropriate. The Spirit confirmed 
that, while this was a case of unrighteous do- 
minion, it also was an unimportant one. The 
Spirit also testified of God's deep love and 
compassion for the stake president and re- 
minded me of my respect for his consider- 
able spiritual gifts. Perhaps this is pan of our 
covenant to bear one another's burdens. 

The more my wife and I prayed, the more 
we felt that it was our duty, particularly my 
duty, to offer the stake president compassion 
in our interactions. It was challenging in the 
beginning because my testimony encom- 
passes much more of Mormonism's inherent 
paradox than he seemed comfortable with. 
But after a while, I felt genuine friendship for 
the man and he no longer got on my nerves. 
To this day, 1 regard him with affection, and I 
can stand with confidence before God con- 
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ceming this matter-I was not a stumbling 
block for my brother when I could have been 
(and, as Satan kept trumpeting in my mind, 
was entitled to be). This and other experi- 
ences have taught me the following princi- 
ples about myself and my responses to 
unrighteous dominion. 

1. My responses to unrighteous dominion are 
often unrighteous. 

Unrighteous dominion brings out the 
worst in me. I lose charitable feelings and re- 
place them with "righteous" indignation-I 
hate intolerant people. As Eric Hoffer consis- 
tently noted, when people endure oppres- 
sion and injustice, they should emerge with a 
greater testimony of, and sensitivity for, the 
principles of justice, but such nobility is rela- 
tively rare. Instead, the oppressed usually 
lust for the power to become the oppressors 
and exact their revenge by afflicting their tor- 
mentors in turn.' The gospel does not teach 
that 1 should find contention, however justi- 
fied, pleasant or titillating. 

Thomas Merton, a Catholic monk, and 
some traditions in Greek philosophy frame 
this phenomenon in terms of the interaction 
berween true and false s e l ~ e s . ~  In cases of un- 
righteous dominion, the leader is presenting 
me with aspects of his false self. I, in turn, re- 
spond to his false self with my false self, 
making everything worse. The challenge of 
personal integrity is to respond consistently 
with my true self, regardless of the context. 
The challenge of Christian charity is to see 
the true self of others, through the discem- 
ment of the spirit, even when they are pre- 
senting aspects of their false selves. 

2.1 need to beware of my zone of intolerance. 
The moral of my story is that I should not 

trust myself to have righteous responses to 
those whose differences or personalities 
bother me. I have enough problems with 
premature judgment, pride, and unrighteous 
dominion dealing with those I love that I 
shouldn't trust my feelings in the slightest de- 
gree with those I find annoying. No matter 
how clear things seem to be, I need to spend 
a lot of extra time in spiritual reality checks 
to insure I am responding at least somewhat 
righteously in such contexts. 

3. Contention, however justifiable, is usually 
inappropriate. 

When I am contentious, 1 usually am self- 
righteous, not righteous. Members of the 
Church, both the leaders and the led, tend to 
be basically good people whose genuine 
commitment to humble and charitable ser- 
vice competes with an abundance of human 
failings they still need to work through. In 
my experience, our hangups tend to stem 
from deep-seated fears and insecurities. We 

act from inner ~ a i n  far more than from inner 
evil. The Christlike response demands we ex- 
tend the benefit of a doubt and address those 
inner hurts with the compassion, under- 
standing, and patience we both need. This 
response must compete, however, with our 
innate tendency towards judgment and con- 
demnation. I am quick to ascribe pride to 
those I do not understand, particularly when 
they are bothering me. This destructive and 
inappropriate response leaves everyone in 
pain. Perhaps that is why the Golden Rule is 
such a basic standard for Christian attitude 
and behavior, and an underlying principle of 
the law of mercy: 'Judge not, and ye shall not 
be judged: condemn not, and ye shall not be 
condemned: forgive, and ye shall be for- 
given" (Luke 6:37). 

4. 1 need the law of mercy more than the law 
ofjustice. 

The law of justice argues that since 
leaders have natural tendencies to abuse 
whatever power is given them and engage in 
unrighteous dominion, oppressed individ- 
uals have the right, if not the moral obliga- 
tion, to fight against this unrighteousness 
and demand their God-given right to indi- 
viduality, diversity, and free ageicy The law 
of mercy, however, notes that by the law of 
justice, we all are unworthy, unrighteous, 
and condemned; therefore we need to  forgive 
and endure each other. 

As mortals, our access to power almost al- 
ways exceeds our capacity to love, and to 
some degree, unrighteous dominion will 
characterize all of our interactions. If we 
choose mercy, we are obligated to endure in 
love for others as we plead-for them to do the 
same for us. Consequently, while individuals 
have the right to public dissent, they also 
have covenanted to~suspend that right (when 
so inspired) in the interests of the ultimate 
commandment-to love one another. 
Similarly, while leaders may choose to exer- 
cise their formal authority and expect obedi- 
ence, they also have covenanted to suspend 
those demands in the interests of love and to 
use kindness, gentleness, meekness, and per- 
suasion instead. (D&C 121:41-42.) 

5. Dealing with unrighteous dominion is part 
of God's plan. 

  one of us are even close to perfection- 
leaders and followers are both so spiritually 
flawed that when God allows the prophets to 
behold the true nature of man, they lament 
that man is nothing (see Moses 1:8, 10; 
Helaman 12:7). Consequently, it is a real 
privilege when followers experience pure 
righteous dominion and should be treasured. 
The same is true for leaden, who should 
treasure a true disciple of Christ who right- 

eously follows and sustains them in their im- 
perfections. 

In the absence of Zion, I often feel lonely 
and abused-for good reasons. However. I 
also give my share of rejection and abuse. To 
the extent I listen to my pride and unright- 
eous desires instead of to the Spirit. I am in 
Satan's power and regularly confuse right- 
eous dominion with its unrighteous counter- 
part-I tend to focus on the aspects of 
righteous leadership I am comfortable with 
and dismiss (at times, even condemn) the 
rest. Because we are lacking as followers, 
most of us probably do not deserve the com- 
pletely righteous leadership we crave-we 
would neither recognize it, welcome it, nor 
appreciate it in its fullness, so it will continue 
to elude us. 

Given that unrighteous dominion is virtu- 
ally unavoidable, dealing with it must be part 
of the gospel plan. Perhaps that's why some 
prophets say obedience is the first law in 
heaven-nothing is as effective in developing 
the spiritual capacities necessary to get us to 
Zion as righteously enduring unrighteous 
dominion. F 3  
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EPILOGUE 

I searched you here, there 
and almost everywhere. 
Nowhere I found you. 
Woe-struck, I sculpted my loneliness 
on the sleek back of darkness. 
A voice from the dark told me 
to look within. As I looked 
within myself, I found you there, 
sleeping 
like the trails of dreams 
of my own making. 

-NIRANJAN MOHANN 
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