Agency - The Truth About Consequences

Let’s suppose you’re a millionaire and you’re preparing to die.  You are deciding how to distribute your inheritance.  Let’s suppose you have a son that is addicted to gambling.  He’s lost his home, his family, and his job.  Every dime he gets is spent at the casino.   Would you give him the money?  Or let’s suppose you have a daughter who is addicted to drugs. She’s been in and out of rehab for years and she uses every dollar to buy drugs.  Would you feel comfortable turning over thousands of dollars to her?  Obviously, the answer in each case is no.  These individuals simply cannot be trusted.

Our Heavenly Father is in a similar position.  He has all power and all glory.  He would love nothing more than to share that with each one of us.  However, we must first prove to him that we can be trusted with that power.  Can you imagine a God who is dishonest, angry, or unable to control himself?  It is inconceivable.  We were put on this earth to gain a body and to prove ourselves.  We must prove to God that we are capable of Godhood.

There is only one way for God to accomplish this. He had to place us on this earth, give us a distinct choice between right and wrong, good and evil, and then give us the total freedom to choose.  This gift is known as agency.

You are aware that in the council in heaven, Satan tried to thwart this plan.  He insisted that all of us be forced to be good, that our agency be taken away.  I used to think that his motivation was that he loved us all so much that he didn’t want any of us to be lost.  I have since realized that perhaps one reason he did not want Heavenly Father’s plan to go forward is that it would have required a savior, and he was not willing to die for us.  

Agency was the issue during the war in heaven and it cost our Heavenly Father one third of his children.  Regardless of how painful that must have been, He knew that without agency, the rest of the plan of salvation would have never been possible.  

Sometimes we wonder why the Lord doesn’t intervene in our lives.  Perhaps it’s a drunk driver who kills an innocent family.  Certainly the Lord could stop him, but He chooses not to.  We must understand that if God intervened every time someone misused their agency, there would be no agency, no ability to prove ourselves, and no hope of obtaining Godhood some day.

As we discuss agency, we recognize that some decisions matter and some don’t.  President Monson has said, “All of our choices have consequences, some of which have little or nothing to do with our eternal salvation and other of which have everything to do with it.” (October 2010 “The Three R’s of Choice”)

If you are choosing between a red shirt and a blue shirt, it doesn’t matter at all.  If you are choosing between a modest shirt and an immodest shirt, it matters a great deal.  If you are choosing between two PG-rated movies, either one will do.  If you are choosing between a PG-rated movie and an R-rated movie, the consequences could be quite significant.

When it comes to issues of right and wrong, every choice, every decision affects the outcome of your life.  You’ve heard about the railroad switch points.  A deviation of just three inches can take you to Newark, New Jersey instead of New Orleans, Louisiana.  Life is that way.  Think of David and Bathsheba and Joseph and Potipher’s wife.  Both men were faced with a temptation and had to make a split second decision.  David chose to stay, Joseph chose to flee, and the outcomes of their lives could not have been more different.  We too will have those switch points in our lives.

Each one of us has an ongoing battle inside of us.  It is literally the battle for our souls.  As you know, your soul is made up of two parts – your body and your spirit.  Your spirit is the part of you that comes from God.  It has existed from the beginning.  It is the part of you that responds to the Holy Ghost.  I like to think of this part as the little white angel sitting on your shoulder like the one you see in the cartoons that is always encouraging you to do the right thing.

The second part of your soul, your physical body, is ruled by what we call the natural man.  This part is made up of bodily appetites and passions.  It is ruled by what feels good at the moment.  Its slogan is basically “eat, drink and be merry.”  I like to think of it as the little devil sitting on your other shoulder always trying to convince you to do the wrong thing.

In 2nd Nephi, Lehi tells us “Wherefore, men are free according to the flesh; and all things are given them which are expedient unto man.  And they are free to choose liberty and eternal life, through the great Mediator of all men, or to choose captivity and death, according to the captivity and power of the devil.” (2 N 2:27-29)

That is the choice you make every time you make a decision.  The issues will change, but the battle remains the same.  If Satan were to boldly ask “Who wants to be in bondage?  Who wants to choose captivity and death?” none of us would raise our hands and say, “Pick me!  Pick me!”  

Satan, however, is much more cunning.  There are a lot of adjectives that I could use to describe him, but stupid is not one of them. He knows exactly what he is doing.  We read of him in 2nd Nephi: “Others will he pacify, and lull them away into carnal security.”  “Others he flattereth away, and telleth them there is no hell...until he grasps them with his awful chains.”  “And thus the devil cheateth their souls, and leadeth them away carefully down to hell.” (2 Nephi 28:21-22)

President Monson has said, “As long as we live upon this earth, Lucifer and his hosts will never abandon the hope of claiming our souls.”  Satan will never have a body. He will never be a husband, father, or a grandfather, or go to a family reunion.  I’m sure the jealousy he has for us runs deep.  He sought for power in the preexistence, and was denied.  The only way he can acquire power now is by taking ours. Don’t ever underestimate the power of the opposition.

Fortunately for us, there is great news.  Joseph Smith taught that, “all beings who have bodies have power over those who have not.” (Teachings of the Presidents of the Church: Joseph Smith (2007), 211)   President Monson has said “No temptation, no pressure, no enticing can overcome us unless we allow such.” (“3 R’s of Choice” October, 2010)  And the Apostle Paul has assured us, “There hath no temptation taken you but such as is common to man; but God is faithful, who will not suffer you to be tempted above that ye are able; but will with the temptation also make a way to escape, that ye may be able to bear it.”

Each time we make a choice, we take a step toward either liberty and eternal life or captivity and death. Each time we step toward liberty and eternal life we get an added measure of the Holy Ghost, which helps us make a correct decision the next time.  It makes it easier to be good.  Each time we step toward captivity and death we lose a portion of the spirit.  That makes it even more difficult to make a good decision the next time.  It becomes harder and harder to be good.  We might find ourselves in a downward spiral where we sin, lose the spirit; sin, lose the spirit.  After a while, we become desensitized and don’t even feel guilty when we sin.

The interesting thing to me is that oftentimes people will commit sin in the name of freedom.  They don’t want anyone telling them what to do.  So they’ll try drugs, they’ll break the law of chastity, etc.  It’s ironic that those who begin “seeking freedom” are usually the ones who lose it in the end.  

Think of Bernie Madoff, a millionaire who swindled people out of thousands of dollars on Wall Street and now sits in a prison cell.  Or someone addicted to methamphetamines, who cannot go a single day without the drug.  Or a young girl in high school who becomes pregnant and isn’t able to go out with her friends because of her responsibilities with a newborn.  With regards to free agency “If you misuse it, you lose it.”

When we submit to Christ, we find the ultimate freedom.  We are “encircled about in the arms of His love.”  When we submit to Satan, we find the ultimate bondage.  We are “encircled with his chains.” With Christ, we have short-term submission, followed by long-term freedom.  With Satan, we have short-term freedom, followed by long-term submission.

The wonderful thing about the gospel is that there is always repentance.  If you find yourself on the wrong side of the equation, simply turn around and start taking steps in the right direction.  The sooner you repent, the easier it is to get back to where you want to be.

The nice thing about free agency is that you can do whatever you want.  If you want to completely ruin your life, nobody can stop you - not your parents, your bishop or even the prophet.  You are completely free to choose.  The downside to free agency is that you are not free to choose your consequences.

You may have heard people say, “I am going to seriously date nonmembers, but I’m not going to marry one.”  Or “I am going to eat this cake, but I’m not going to gain weight.”

Marion G. Romney has said “When one makes a choice, he irrevocably binds himself to the consequences of that choice.”

I saw this concept illustrated a few years ago in a primary sharing time.  The counselor held up a stick for the children to see.  On one end of the stick was written the word “choice” and on the other end was written the word “consequence.”  She explained that each time we pick up one end of the stick, we automatically pick up the other end.  

Therefore, it is vitally important to train ourselves to think long term – especially when it comes to choices and consequences.

I am a Registered Nurse and I will never forget an experience I had while working as a student nurse in the NICU.  I saw a one-pound newborn baby lying in an isolette.  He was no bigger than a box of butter. He had an IV in his head, an IV in each arm and leg, and was shivering to stay warm.  I looked up at his bedside and noticed his mom and dad – age 15 and 16.  As I looked at their situation, I thought to myself, “What in the heck were you thinking!”  Then it dawned on me that they weren’t thinking.  I’m sure that when that baby was conceived, the last thing on their minds was ending up in the NICU.  But that’s the reality – that’s a very natural consequence of breaking the law of chastity.

Take alcohol, cigarette and drug addiction. Hopefully you have been around alcoholics, smokers and drug addicts long enough to know that those particular habits don’t end well.  I remember taking care of a patient named Mary years ago.  She was a serious alcoholic and she would come into the hospital every so often for detox.  She was completely disheveled, disoriented, unable to take care of herself or control any bodily function.  She was honestly one of the most pathetic individuals I have ever met.  Looking at her made me realize that I was not missing out on a single thing by following the Word of Wisdom.

There are several different reasons why it might be difficult to make good choices.  Sometimes people experiment with forbidden things simply out of curiosity.  I remember once when I was curious as a child.  I was probably about 8 or 10 years old and I wanted to see what would happen if I got a big piece of duct tape and put it on my skin all the way down my side and slept on it overnight.  In case you are wondering, you basically get up the next morning and peel off the top layer of skin.  I haven’t been curious since.  Curiosity is not a good reason to put duct tape on your side and it’s not a good reason to do things that you know aren’t right.

John L. Hart once said, “Truly, a man will reap as he has sown.  The law of consequences suggests that often, when we make a correct decision, we pay our price first and reap the reward later.  When we make an incorrect decision, we often reap our reward first, but pay our price later.”  I testify to you that those consequences – good or bad- will always come.  You can’t be righteous and not get blessed.  You can’t be wicked and not get cursed.

Someone once said to me as a teenager, “It’s better to sin and repent than to have never sinned at all because you can learn from your own mistakes.”  It didn’t make sense to me at the time, but I wasn’t sure why.  Now that I’m older, I realize just how wrong they were.  If there was one concept that I could share with you tonight that might save you some heartache and grief later on, it is that when we make a mistake and repent, the Atonement of Jesus Christ completely erases our sin.  It is as if it never happened.  But while the Atonement can erase our sin, it cannot erase the consequences of the sin.  In other words, if you experiment with drugs in high school, you can be forgiven 100%, but you might still be addicted to drugs or serving a jail sentence.  If you disobey the law of chastity and you repent, you will be forgiven 100%, but you could still be pregnant and have to live life as a single mother.  

 It all comes down to the fact that there is an easy way to live your life and a hard way to live your life. The object of the game is to make it through life with as little baggage as possible.  This is done by learning from others’ mistakes instead of insisting on making them all yourself.  Make your life colorful, but remember to stay in the lines.

There are a few principles about making decisions that I want to share with you.

1. Strive to have the companionship of the Holy Ghost with you at all times

A friend of mine taught a Sunbeam class in primary and wanted to make a three year-old visitor feel welcome.  She asked the little girl, “Where do you live?”  The little girl replied, “Close to Heavenly Father.”  Wouldn’t it be great if we could all say the same thing? It is vitally important to say your prayers, read your scriptures, go to church, etc. These activities bring the spirit into your life and allow it to direct and guide you. Like someone said, ‘The Holy Ghost won’t prevent you from doing wrong things, he will just prevent you from enjoying it.”

2. Obey the commandments 

God gave us free agency, and then He gave us the commandments to keep us free.

For every natural inclination of the natural man that would lead us into captivity, our Heavenly Father has provided a commandment that prevents us from becoming enslaved. The Word of Wisdom to prevent addiction, the law of chastity to prevent the inappropriate use of the power of creation; the law of the fast to prevent overeating, just to name a few.

If you came to a swimming hole that had a “no swimming” sign – would that sign take away your freedom?  Of course not.  You could choose to go swimming somewhere else; you could sit at the side of the water. But if you choose to go in the water, you lose your agency; you are at the mercy of the water.

3. Be resolute in your decisions – not lukewarm

We all have our idiosyncrasies.  Mine is water temperature.  If I take a bath or a shower, the water has to be boiling hot – the type that scalds your skin.  If I drink a glass of water, however, the entire cup has to be filled with ice and freezing cold water.  I literally could not stand to drink a glass of lukewarm water.  I like my water either totally hot or totally cold.

Our Heavenly Father is the same way. He tells us in Revelation 3: 15-16 “I know thy works, that thou are neither cold nor hot; I would thou were cold or hot. So then because thou are lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spue thee out of my mouth.”  We cannot serve two masters.  We have to decide whose side we’re on.

4. Learn to choose the right regardless of the consequences.

The year after returning from my mission, I purchased a keyboard so that I could write music.  I needed a computer to go with it.  I knew that the BYU bookstore sold computers to students at a discounted price, significantly less that retail.  I wasn’t a student at the time, but I knew someone who was, so I asked him if he would purchase it for me.

We went to the bookstore and browsed through the computers.  The salesperson mentioned that the computers were only for student use, and I quickly rationalized in my head that technically he was purchasing it for himself and then he would sell it to me the next day.  After shopping for a while, we made our decision and took the computer to the checkout counter.

I continued to feel guilty, but being the bargain hunter I was, I continued to rationalize away my guilt.  However, as we paid the bill, the salesperson asked my friend to sign a paper indicating that he would not sell the computer to anyone else.  I could tell he felt uncomfortable. By this time, I had carried on the charade for so long that I felt stupid telling the truth, so I bought it and left the store.

By the time I got home I felt so badly about it I didn’t even want to open it.  My joy at getting a great deal was consumed by my guilt.  I wanted to return it, but at that point I was afraid that if I took it back to the store, my friend might get in trouble for having purchased it in the first place and I didn’t want to hurt him.  I didn’t know what to do.  Luckily, my friend called  and said, “We need to take that back immediately!”  He felt as badly as I did.  We took it back, and the sales person said, “Thank you for being honest.  We really appreciate you bringing that back.”

Sometimes when we’re honest, things turn out well in the end.  Sometimes they don’t. Once in third grade we were all gathered in the classroom waiting for school to begin.  Our teacher, Miss Archibald was not yet in the room.  Several of the boys began to throw a football around the room, which of course was against the rules.  Being the tomboy I was, I too participated in the activity.  

When Miss Archibald entered the room and saw the football flying, she told the boys that they would have to wait outside in the cold, snowy weather every morning for a week to pay for their crimes.  She did not realize I had been guilty as well.  I realized that if I kept my mouth shut, she would never know and I would not be punished.  However, my guilt got the best of me later on in the day, and I decided to tell her the truth.  I figured that since I was being honest, she would say, “Thanks for telling me.  I will reward you for your integrity.”  Instead she said, “Okay, you can wait outside each morning with the boys” which I did. Like the words to the hymn remind us, regardless of the outcome we must “do what is right and let the consequence follow.”

5. Make decisions only once!

Here is an excerpt from President Monson’s talk in October General Conference 2010.  “In closing may I share with you an example of one who determined early in life what his goals would be. I speak of Brother Clayton M. Christensen, a member of the Church who is a professor of business administration in the business school at Harvard University.

When he was 16 years old, Brother Christensen decided, among other things, that he would not play sports on Sunday. Years later, when he attended Oxford University in England, he played center on the basketball team. That year they had an undefeated season and went through to the British equivalent of what in the United States would be the NCAA basketball tournament.
They won their games fairly easily in the tournament, making it to the final four. It was then that Brother Christensen looked at the schedule and, to his absolute horror, saw that the final basketball game was scheduled to be played on a Sunday. He and the team had worked so hard to get where they were, and he was the starting center. He went to his coach with his dilemma. His coach was unsympathetic and told Brother Christensen he expected him to play in the game.

Prior to the final game, however, there was a semifinal game. Unfortunately, the backup center dislocated his shoulder, which increased the pressure on Brother Christensen to play in the final game. He went to his hotel room. He knelt down. He asked his Heavenly Father if it would be all right, just this once, if he played that game on Sunday. He said that before he had finished praying, he received the answer: “Clayton, what are you even asking me for? You know the answer.”

He went to his coach, telling him how sorry he was that he wouldn’t be playing in the final game. Then he went to the Sunday meetings in the local ward while his team played without him. He prayed mightily for their success. They did win.
That fateful, difficult decision was made more than 30 years ago. Brother Christensen has said that as time has passed, he considers it one of the most important decisions he ever made. It would have been very easy to have said, “You know, in general, keeping the Sabbath day holy is the right commandment, but in my particular extenuating circumstance, it’s okay, just this once, if I don’t do it.” However, he says his entire life has turned out to be an unending stream of extenuating circumstances, and had he crossed the line just that once, then the next time something came up that was so demanding and critical, it would have been so much easier to cross the line again. The lesson he learned is that it is easier to keep the commandments 100 percent of the time than it is 98 percent of the time.”

6.Take responsibility for your actions

A friend once shared the following story.  “My husband took our son swimming last week so that he could show him what he learned in his swimming lessons.  When they came back I asked our son if he was able to float on his back.  He replied, “Nope, the water wasn’t strong enough to hold me up.” 

A sister in my ward once shared an experience in Relief Society that had a similar theme.  She said her daughter was fighting with her son.  She asked, “What happened?”  Her daughter replied, “He hit me second, so I hit him first.”

Sometimes we like to blame other people for things that go wrong in our lives.  We need to mature to the point where we take responsibility for our own choices and decisions.

7.Use your agency to be anxiously engaged in a good cause

 In D&C 58:27 we read, “Verily I say, men should be anxiously engaged in a good cause, and do many things of their own free will, and bring to pass much righteousness.”  In other words, the Lord doesn’t want us to be couch potatoes.  He wants us to fill our lives with proactive, productive things.  

Several years ago, our two-year old son walked up to me wearing nothing but his diaper.  I saw him reach down and pull a handful of Doritos out of his pull up.  I looked at him incredulously and thought, “Do I really have to specifically tell you not to put potato chips in your underwear?  Isn’t that something you could figure out on your own?”  I shared that story with a friend of mine who lives on the East coast and she replied, “Yeah, I know how you feel.  We actually had to make a family rule that you can’t lick people on the subway!”  

We cannot wait to be commanded in all things.  Like my mom always says, ‘The Lord gave us a brain and he gave us commandments and he expects us to use both of them.”  We should fill our lives with wonderful, productive activities that strengthen our testimonies, build relationships and develop our talents.  Use your agency to use your time wisely.

I know that we’ve talked about a lot of different things today, and I know how hard it is to be obedient and make good choices all the time.  None of us are perfect.  I like what J. Golden Kimball said, “I didn’t always stay on the straight and narrow path all my life, but I tried to cross it as often as I could.”

Sometimes I think we are much too hard on ourselves for our imperfections, especially when we make mistakes.  One of my favorite activities as a mother has been watching each of my children learn to walk.  I would set my one-year-old child down on the ground, clear away anything that might be a hazard, and let go of their little fingers.  They of course would sway back and forth, take a few steps, and immediately wipe out.  I of course, would never have thought of yelling at them, saying “Why can’t you walk!  Why did you fall down?”  I knew they would fall, and fall, and fall.  That’s why I made arrangements for their safety.  That’s part of the process.  

I can see our Heavenly Father looking down on us feeling the same way.  He put us here to learn how to walk, and he knew full well that we would fall, and fall, and fall.  That’s why he made arrangements through the Atonement of Jesus Christ to compensate for the mistakes he knew would inevitably come.  He doesn’t get angry with us, but rejoices in our progress.

If you have made mistakes, that’s okay.  I would encourage you to go to the Lord in prayer and ask his forgiveness.  If it’s a more serious offense, go and talk to your bishop.  You won’t be the first person to do so and you certainly won’t be the last.  The difference between a secular judge and a judge in Israel, such as the bishop, is that a secular judge has the power to put you in prison.  A judge in Israel has the power to set your free from your prison. There is honestly nothing more exhilarating than the feeling of forgiveness and the freedom and peace of mind it brings.

I recognize that life isn’t fair.  I would imagine that some of you have had to grow up in less than ideal circumstances.  I know of a little baby that was born recently.  His parents are high school dropouts in their teens.  One grandma is on welfare and the other has been in jail for child abuse.  Both extended families live in poverty.  That child is going to have a tough situation.  

Maybe some of you come from families that you would consider to be dysfunctional, or have parents who don’t make good decisions.  The amazing thing about the gospel is that even though you can’t always control your childhood, you do control the rest of your life.  You can create any type of marriage, any kind of family you would like to have.  You are in control of your future and your destiny.  You may turn out to be the pivotal person in your family that turns things around.  You are free to choose.

When I was your age I used to dream about the day that I would have a wonderful husband and beautiful children.  I would bathe my little baby, rub her down with Johnson’s baby lotion, put a little nightgown on her and hold her as the summer breeze wafted through my house.  It was such an ideal vision.  I can’t tell you how many times that vision has come true – moments when reality and dreams became so intertwined I couldn’t tell one from the other.

There is so much happiness to be had in this life.  Several years ago we were digging in the garden taking out weeds and noticed our little daughter Paige shoveling the dirt.  We asked what she was doing and she replied, “Digging for butterflies.” Some of us spend our lives digging for butterflies in the dirt – but that is not where butterflies are found.  By the same token, if you want to find happiness, you must look where happiness is found – and that is in keeping the commandments of the Lord.  Wickedness never was happiness.  I know that as you use your agency to make correct choices, you will find the joy that you seek

You really are a chosen generation.  I’ve heard that said over and over again and to be quite honest with you, I’m not sure I believed it…..until I had my own children.  They weren’t kidding – you are amazing!  The Lord loves you and he needs you.  I pray that you will use your agency to make the kind of choices that will bring you happiness in this life and make it possible for you to return and live with your Heavenly Father someday. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen
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