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OCTOBER CONFERENCECRITIQUE
NoteRoomChange

This autumn's conference critiquewill convene.
as usual, at 6:30 a m , on Monday, October 7.
Conference Room Eat the Salt LakeMain Library.
210 East 400 South. Room E is inside the main
library,just to the right ofthe children's library, on
the lower level. Enter the main library and take
either the stairs or the elevator down to the lower
level.

Paul Tinker, retired attorney and long-time
conference observer, will moderate the discussion,
which is open to the public, and hints that some
“interestingstatistics"will open newperspectiveson
some ofthe trends that will probably be addressed
by speakers,

Just fantasizing, but what themes might we
expect?

First, feminist activism. Leaders of
OrdainWomen.org have encouraged women to
consider joining the lines of white‘shirted men
standing in line for entrance into the general priest‑
hood session from which women are traditionally
barred. Given the comparatively mild reaction to
Wear Pants to Church (except for such outrage and
even death threats on the organizer's blog that she
took it down), is such an attempt likely to garner
mediaattentionand/or ecclesiastical discipline?No
known policy forbids the presence of women. but
the fact that it is the only session not broadcast gives
it an air of "special secrecy." However, the press
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attends and reports, and all ofthe talks are posted
online at the same time asthe other sessions. What
if women showed up,not at theConferenceCenter,
but at their stake centers?Would they bewelcomed
in the chapel? Isolated in the hallway but still able
to hear? Physically ejected from the building as
trespassers?

Second. increased concern about the gap
between the "official" version of Church history
and the complexandnuanceddevelopmentsreadily
available on the internet, Swedish Area Authority
Hans Mattson's resignation and disappointment at
Churchhistory “deception"highlightsthisproblem,
Elder M. Russell Nelson, delivering the CES
fireside on September 8, 2013, listed eight impor‑
tant "choices" that young people must make. The
sixth was: "Follow the Lord, not human philosoA
phies, on ‘unemployment, choosing to not have
children, questioning the definition ofmarriage....
If you have a question about the position of the
church on...(any) important issue, prayerfully
ponder it, then heed the prophetic messages at this
forthcoming October general conference,” (Mar‑
ianne Holman, “‘What Will You Choose?’ Elder
Nelson Asks," DeserelNews,A2,) Holman's repot
may not becompletely reliable since she said Perry
was speaking at BYU, while anyone who saw the
broadcast would have noted that the venue
was unmistakably lei-laden BYU-Hawa i i ,

3. Church finances, Excerpts from the pub‑
lished financial accounts for the Church in the
British Isles,anannual disclosure requiredby law,
showedmembershipat 188,462asofDecember3 1,



2012, up slightly from 188,029 in 2011, organized
in 335 congregations averaging 562 members each.
It also reported 19fewer buildingcleaners, 9 fewer
"officer administrators”), and an increase from 7to
10 of individuals paid £70,000+ a year, (The ex‑
change rate is approximately $1.00 = £1.58.) For
humanitarian aid, incoming donations equaled
£372,000 whle expenditures were £1,000 with the
remainder being transferred to the Corporation of
the Presiding Bishopric at the year's end. To what
extentdoes this patternrepresent incomeandexpen‑
ditures in the United States and Canada? Will we
hear more about tithing and other donations at
October conference?

4. Temple bingo. ldschurchgrowth.blogspot
pointed out that President Monson has followed
President Hinckley in announcing at least two,
sometimes three, new temples since October 2008.
Its blogger provided a list of the top ten countries
and dependencies, without a functioning or an‑
nouncedtemple,numberofmembers in parentheses.
(This blog also provides currernt informationon
numberofstakes, districts, and congregations.) The
ten temple candidates are Nicaragua (80,605),
Zimbabe (23,117), Russia (21,709), Papua New
Guinea(21,265),PuertoRico(21, l 74),Coted'lvoire
(18,602),Haiti(18,165),Thailand (I 7,424),Kiribati
(16,279), and American Samoa (15,629).

APRIL 2013 CONFERENCE CRITIQUE
“Baby steps, baby steps,” though welcome,

described the reaction of attendees at the Mormon
Alliance Conference Critique following the April
general conference. The closing prayer offered by
Jean A. Stevens (second counselor in the Primary
general presidency, benediction Saturday morning
session) and Carole M. Stephens (first counselor in
the ReliefSociety general presidency, invocationat
the Sunday afiemoon session) were announced
blandly and routinely. But the media and blogs had
been prepped for days that this is the first known
general conference in 183 years where awoman has
prayed publicly, even though women pray asrou‑
tinely asmen in ward and stake meetings and even
though atwelve-year-old girl hadopened theYoung
Women general meeting and an eighteen-year‐old
had closed that meeting a week earlier, Did the
estimated 1,600 letters influence this historic deci‑

sion? Impossibleto say, Prayershadbeenassigned
weeks ago, according to a Public Affairs spokes.
man.

“And that’s why it’s baby steps,” pointed out
one attendee. “Thediscoursemaybechanging,but
there‘s no way to have a conversation about this
changeor others,There’s nomechanismfor getting
peoplewho are concerned about women’s place in
the Church in the same room with the decision‑
makers. The conversation has to take place in the
newspapers and on the intemet with one public
relations effort followed by a change that is never
explained.”

Part of that conversation was the unusual
resurgence of interest in women’s ordination, a
topic that flat-lined in 1993 after the discipliningof
the September Six. Janice Allred, a trustee ofthe
Mormon Alliance and president of the Mormon
Women’s Forum, recalled: “We’d struggled for
years to get panels to talk about women and
priesthood‐-even about why women don’t want
priesthoodor possibleareas of greater involvement
for women that wouldn’t require priesthood.
People were afraid to talk about it in any terms
Now they aren’t.”

That’s why the resurgence appears so remark‑
able. One of the organizers involved in the
ordainwomentorg website commented, “The
website startedwith acoupleof dozenwomen, and
we were thinking it would recruit the radical
fringe; but insteadwe’ve got women acrossabroad
spectrum, most of them deeply engaged and com‑
mittedto Mormonismbutwho want ordinationand
don’t see reasons not to extend it.”

Social media played anobvious role in foster‑
ingthe discussion andbuildingunity in the discus‑
sion. A meetingon “Womenand Priesthood 101,”
at which an open-mike period followed presenta‑
tions by panelists, was timed to coincide with the
general priesthood session and attracted reporters
andTV stations. “An ideacannot enterthe realmof
the possible if it is not in the realm of the think‑
able," stated this participant,

This interest builds on the grass-roots move‑
ment of“Wear Pants toChurch” earlier in theyear.
Those who remember 1993 wonder: Has anybody
been called in? Yes, but remarkably the bishop’s
responsewas to assure thewoman,who hadposted



her profile atordainwomen.org that hehadtalked to
the stakepresident and to the area authority and that
hermembership“was not injeopardy”;however, he
requested that she not use official meetings, such as
ReliefSociety meetings, to discuss the issue.

Did speakers at general conference respond to
this issue? It‘s difficult to say, but the emphasis on
"priesthood" may have been such a response. An
“interview” with the three general auxiliary presi‑
dents the precedingweek acknowledgedthat “some
women” were concerned with the issue even while
the concern was brushed away with the statement
that women wanted the “blessings” of the priest»
hood, not ordination Elder M. Russell Ballard’s
rather confusing attempt to differentiate between
priesthood “authority” and “power”seemed to be
such a response. Participants appreciated that he
clarified the common terminological mistake that
conflates “priesthood holder” with “priesthood.”
However, his equation of priesthood “keys” with
priesthoodauthority,while womenhaveprocreative
keys, was “just confusing, because men also have
such keys,” One participant wryly pointed out that
once again singles were “ignored” except for a
couple of sentences that was supposed to “comfort
their broken hearts.”

Another participant noted that the three worn»
en's auxiliary presidents (Primary, Young Women,
and Relief Society) said they had attended at least
one meetingonthe missionary age change in which
each woman was asked individually to respond to
the proposal; but the announcement ofthe change in
October 2012 hadstressed that only the First Presi‑
dency and the Quorum of the Twelve had been
involved.Did this famous “we were also involved“
meeting actually take place afier the decision had
already beenmade by the fifteen men?

Participants noted that other churches have
ordained women out of basic fairness and founda»
tional beliefs in equality “but Mormons have actual
theological reasons.Joseph Smith’s revelationshave
laid the most compelling foundation for equality of
ordination--that God’s goal is the empowerment of
his children.” However, ordaining women would
requiringgivingupthe Proclamationonthe Family,
which has quasi-scripture status in Mormon dis‑
course. Bycomparison,the “solemndeclaration” of
the First Presidency and the Quorum ofthe Twelve

afew years ago about atestimony ofChrist (widely
viewedas“we’reChristian,too”) has“quietly sunk
out ofsight,” while theProclamationontheFamily
continues to bequoted several times in each c o n
ference.

For the past several years, the gay rights issue
hasbeenthe hot-buttontopic atgeneralconference,
but it merged deeper and deeper into the coded
languageof “supporting the family and traditional
marriage.” One participant commented, “I don‘t
know how they can say things like that with a
straight face considering the history of marriage
and even Mormonism’s history with plural mar‑
riage.”Thirty-eight talks (countingPresidentMon‑
son’s briefopeningandclosingremarks,theYoung
Women’s general meeting, and the general priest‑
hood session but not the statistical and financial
reports featured a variety of topics and speakers.
Members of the First Presidency each gave two
major addresses (one in ageneral sessionand on in
the priesthood session), while President Uchtdorf
also gave a major address at the Young Women’s
meeting. Of these total talks, by one participant’s
count, 17(46%)dealt with the home,marriage,and
proper gender roles.

One participantbristledespecially atattaching
lesus’s teachings to marriagebetweenamanand a
woman. In fact, she pointed out, Jesus made only
two recorded statements aboutmarriage.One dealt
with the Mosaic law ofdivorce, which is actually
to protectwomen, and the other reductioad absur‑
dum Case ofthe seven brothers married serially to
one woman, is actually about the resurrection. “In
short, neither one of these statements is about
marriage.” This same participantalsonoted:“Jesus
gets exactly one line in the Proclamation on the
Family” and the New Testament records “radical
views onthe family: that all belongto the family of
God, that biological kin are less important than
spiritual kin, and that a man’s enemies will be
those ofhis own household."

Another important themewas finding peace in
awicked world, with some speakers emphasizing
gospel peace (RichardG. Scott, Quentin L. Cook,
and Stanley G. Ellis) and others stressing the evils
ofmodem society (Robert D. Hales, L. Tom Perry,
and Elaine S. Dalton’s YoungWomen’s address).

TheYoungWomen’s presidencywas released.



A hopeful signabout the newly installedpresidency
is that President Bonnie Lee Green Oscarson had a
pinboard of posters and photographs so genuinely
funny that participants passing around a print-out
were laughing out loud at items like an earnest
youngman in asuit musing, “A t general conference
they told uswewere allwonderful anddoingevery‑
thing right. Then I realized I was at the Relief
Society session.”

But an increasingly painful omission was the
absence of Mother in Heaven asthe rhetoric dialed
ever higher about a “loving Heavenly Father and
Jesus Christ.” One participant singled out President
DieterF. UchtdorlD5otherwise encouragingaddress
at the Young Women’s conference. He described
the “journey” of life in which the Young Women
“depart fromthe arms of your Father” intomortality
with assurances that they can “stand tall” because
God “stands with you.” When the journey is com‑
pleted, “Heavenly Father will be there to embrace
you. He will embrace you, and you will know once
and for all that you havemade it home safely.” One
participant commented wryly, “The one place we
thought we’d find Mother in Heaven is in heaven,
but she’s not there. It’s just Heavenly Father and
Jesus.”

This same lopsided picture appeared in Elder
Bednar’s claim, in discussing sexual morality, that
Heavenly Father and Jesus “are creators and have
entrusted each of uswith aportionof Their creative
power.” Stressed one participant, “Since we’re
talking about human procreation, someone is really
missing from this picture.” Elder Christoffel Gold‑
en’s theological analysis of the Mormon belief in
God the Father and Jesus Christ as separate beings
acknowledged that everyone is the “spirit child” of
“heavenly parents,” but added that “the doctrine of
the Father and the Son is the doctrine of the eternal
family.” Oneparticipantaskedrhetorically: “Arewe
supposedto concludethat families consist of fathers
and sons? No mothers? no daughters? no sisters?”

“What would it hurt,” proposed another, “to
modify the YoungWomen’s theme to say: ‘We are
daughters of Heavenly Parents who love us and we
lovethem’”? (It is currently phrased: “. . . daughters
of Heavenly Father who loves us and we love
H im ” ) In fact, five speakers referred to “heavenly
parents” (EldersPacker,Ballard,Bednar,Oaks, and

Golden).
Although a couple of talks were addressed to

the hypothetical nonmembers who were listening
(“Elder Oaks was talking to a nonexistent audi‑
ence”) L. Tom Perry’s address had a particularly
dated sound as he ran through a list of the Ten
Commandments that were currently being disre‑
garded on awide scale. “ I t was aclassic 19503talk
about the evils of the world,” characterized one.
Another participant pointed out that Elder Perry’s
attack on “secularism” seemed especially ill-in‑
formed. “Without secularism,Mormonmissionar‑
ies wouldn’t be in half the countries that featured
in the numbers they were boasting about.”

Although a predictable topic was encourage‑
ment to domissionarywork, even asteenagers, the
extraordinary response to dropping the age an‑
nounced at the last conference generated some
interestingstatistics. The Church’s press releaseof
March 27, according to one of the most alert
Churchwatchers, showed 64,373 missionaries; but
President Monson stated that, asof April 4, there
were 65,634, thus showing an increase of 1,261 in
about a week. One woman reported that an
eighteen-year-old in herward had receivedhis call
“almost immediately”afterhesubmittedhispapers
but would not report to the MTC until mid‐July.
Did it reflect a public relations effort to have an
extraordinary number by general conference to
show an enthusiastic response to the age change?

The statistical report for 2012,asof December
31,2012,reported58,990 fulltimemissionariesand
22,961 Church service missionaries. President
Monson also reported that more than 20,000
missionaries had received calls but had not yet
entered a Missionary Training Center and that
6,000 more were somewhere in the process of
interviews with bishops and stake presidents.

“ I twas alsovery noteworthythat sinceJanuary
1, 2013, missionaries called consisted of 57%
elders, 36% sisters, and 7% senior couples,” com‑
mented this observer. “This is abigjump in sisters
called, and it reminds me of some anecdotal evi‑
dence that sisters are responsible for avery dispro‑
portionate numberof converts. Onone of myblogs
a poster said that in his mission sisters were only
10% of the missionary force but responsible for
almost halfof the baptisms.” In any case, the sheer
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