Universal House of Justice: Important Questions 

A Perspective of One Baha’i

DISCLAIMER: Anything not directly attributed to the Baha’i Writings is not authoritative, and is likely to be a personal interpretation. Many quotes found at: Compilation of Compilations; Messages from the Universal House of Justice, 1963-1986.
Opening Readings

And now, concerning the House of Justice which God hath ordained as the source of all good and freed from all error, it must be elected by universal suffrage, that is, by the believers. Its members must be manifestations of the fear of God and daysprings of knowledge and understanding, must be steadfast in God's faith and the well-wishers of all mankind. By this House is meant the Universal House of Justice, that is, in all countries a secondary House of Justice must be instituted, and these secondary Houses of Justice must elect the members of the Universal one. [Abdul-Baha]
It is incumbent upon [ the Universal House of Justice] to gather in a certain place and deliberate upon all problems which have caused difference, questions that are obscure and matters that are not expressly recorded in the Book.
“Think not”, is Bahá’u’lláh’s own assertion, “that We have revealed unto you a mere code of laws. Nay, rather, We have unsealed the choice Wine with the fingers of might and power.”
….that future House—a House which posterity will regard as the last refuge of a tottering civilization. [WOB]
Who established the UHJ?

Inasmuch as for each day there is a new problem and for every problem an expedient solution, such affairs should be referred to the House of Justice that the members thereof may act according to the needs and requirements of the time. [B]
By this House is meant the Universal House of Justice, that is, in all countries a secondary House of Justice must be instituted, and these secondary Houses of Justice must elect the members of the Universal one. [Abdul-Baha]

Can the UHJ change scripture?
The provenance, the authority, the duties, the sphere of action of the Universal House of Justice all derive from the revealed Word of Bahá’u'lláh, which, together with the interpretations and expositions of the Centre of the Covenant and of the Guardian of the Cause–who, after `Abdu’l-Bahá, is the sole authority in the interpretation of Bahá’í Scripture–constitute the binding terms of reference of the Universal House of Justice and are its bedrock foundation. The authority of these Texts is absolute and immutable until such time as Almighty God shall reveal His new Manifestation to Whom will belong all authority and power.”
[Universal House of Justice, Constitution of the Universal House of Justice, p 3-4]
So what do they have authority to do?

It is incumbent upon the Trustees of the House of Justice to take counsel together regarding those things which have not outwardly been revealed in the Book, and to enforce that which is agreeable to them. God will verily inspire them with whatsoever He willeth, and He, verily, is the Provider, the Omniscient.
Bahá’u'lláh, T of B  p. 68
That which this body, whether unanimously or by a majority doth carry, that is verily the Truth and the Purpose of God Himself.
‘Abdu’l-Baha, 
By this body all the difficult problems are to be resolved…
‘Abdu’l-Baha,

The Most Holy Book is the Book to which all peoples shall refer, and in it the Laws of God have been revealed. Laws not mentioned  in the Book should be referred to the decision of the Universal House of Justice. There will be no grounds for difference … 
It is incumbent upon these members (of the Universal House of Justice) to gather in a certain place and deliberate upon all problems which have caused difference, questions that are obscure and matters that are not expressly recorded in the Book. Whatsoever they decide has the same effect as the Text itself.…The House of Justice is both the initiator and the abrogator of its own laws. ("Will and Testament of `Abdu'l-Bahá", pp. 19-20) 
So does the Universal House of Justice just make it up?
Let it not be imagined that the House of Justice will take any decision according to its own concepts and opinions. God forbid! The Supreme House of Justice will take decisions and establish laws through the inspiration and confirmation of the Holy Spirit, because it is in the safekeeping and under the shelter and protection of the Ancient Beauty, and obedience to its decisions is a bounden and essential duty and an absolute obligation, and there is no escape for anyone.

Briefly, this is the wisdom of referring the laws of society to the House of Justice. In the religion of Islam, similarly, not every ordinance was explicitly revealed;…. These were devised by the divines of a later age …. Today this process of deduction is the right of the body of the House of Justice, and the deductions and conclusions of individual learned men have no authority, unless they are endorsed by the House of Justice. The difference is precisely this, that from the conclusions and endorsements of the body of the House of Justice whose members are elected by and known to the worldwide Bahá’í community, no differences will arise; whereas the conclusions of individual divines and scholars would definitely lead to differences, and result in schism, division, and dispersion. ….Abdu’l-Baha - cited in Messages of The Universal House of Justice, 1963 to 1986, p. 85
What does ‘freed from all error’ mean?

Should there be differences of opinion, the Supreme House of Justice would immediately resolve the problems. Whatever will be its decision, by majority vote, shall be the real truth, inasmuch as that House is under the protection, unerring guidance and care of the one true Lord. He shall guard it from error and will protect it under the wing of His sanctity and infallibility. He who opposes it is cast out and will eventually be of the defeated. [AB]

Beware, beware lest anyone create a rift or stir up sedition. Should there be differences of opinion, the Supreme House of Justice would immediately resolve the problems. Whatever will be its decision, by majority vote, shall be the real truth, inasmuch as that House is under the protection, unerring guidance and care of the one true Lord. He shall guard it from error and will protect it under the wing of His sanctity and infallibility. He who opposes it is cast out and will eventually be of the defeated.
Abdu’l-Baha - cited in Messages of The Universal House of Justice, 1963 to 1986, p. 52
If that House of Justice shall decide unanimously, or by a majority, upon any question not mentioned in the Book, that decision and command will be guarded from mistake. Now the members of the House of Justice have not, individually, essential infallibility; but the body of the House of Justice is under the protection and unerring guidance of God: this is called conferred infallibility.("Some Answered Questions", rev. ed. (Wilmette: Bahá'í Publishing Trust, 1985), pp. 172-73)
It should be noted that there exists a difference between omniscience (possessing all knowledge) and infallibility (being guarded from mistake). The Manifestations of God are “omniscient at will.”16 The following excerpt from Bahá'u'lláh's Writings illustrates this truth: “[W]henever We desire to quote the sayings of the learned and of the wise, presently there will appear before the face of thy Lord in the form of a tablet all that which hath appeared in the world and is revealed in the Holy Books and Scriptures.”17 Unlike Bahá'u'lláh, “the Universal House of Justice is not omniscient . . . .”18 Like the Guardian, the House of Justice “wants to be provided with facts when called upon to render a decision, and like him it may well change its decision when new facts emerge.”19[Shahin Vafai]
 “With regard to decisions taken by the Universal House of Justice itself, instructions it issues, and the relationship of these to the information supplied, it is obvious that the nature of a decision or instruction is affected by the information on which it is made.” [on behalf of the Universal House of Justice, quoted in Udo Schaefer et al., Making the Crooked Straight, pp. 181-82 n.212] 
The infallibility of the Guardian is confined to matters which are related strictly to the Cause and interpretation of the teachings; he is not an infallible authority on other subjects, such as economics, science etc... The Guardian's infallibility covers interpretation of the revealed word, and its application. Likewise any instructions he may issue having to do with the protection of the Faith, or its well-being must be closely obeyed, as he is infallible in the protection of the Faith" (letter dated 17 October 1944 written on behalf of Shoghi Effendi)
So does that mean there is only one right answer, that of the UHJ?
The tendency in the Baha’i Dispensation, from the time of Baha’u’llah himself, has been to clarify the governing principles, … but to leave a wide area to the conscience of the individual.  …diversity in secondary matters was not only permissible but desireable. [UHJ 308.17]
Closing thoughts:

Let us also bear in mind that the keynote of the Cause of God is not dictatorial authority, but humble fellowship, not arbitrary power, but the spirit of frank and loving consultation. Nothing short of the spirit of a true Bahá'í can hope to reconcile the principles of mercy and justice, of freedom and submission, of the sanctity of the right of the individual and of self surrender, of vigilance, discretion and prudence on the one hand and fellowship, candour and courage on the other. 

(23 February 1924 to the Bahá'ís of America, published in "Bahá'í Administration", pp. 63-64)
