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PREPPING F O R GENERAL CONFERENCE
Seldom has any run-up to general conference
provided such a toothsome array of possible
topics,giventhe anonymously authoredseries of
clarifying "essays" on topics ranging from race
to the historicity of the Book of Mormon,
President Uchtdorf‘s strong endorsement of
historical transparency, and whether women
requesting access to priesthood meetingwil l be
physically barred outside the gates on April 5.
And that's not even counting Elder Oaks's
creative re-definition of the "free exercise" of
religionclause or Elder Tad Callister’s "you get
the man you dress for” modesty discourse, both
of which were delivered at BYU-Idaho. (And
why has BYU-I suddenly become the venue for
What amounts to major policy statements?)

Wind«testing observers have hypothesized
thatcrackingthedooropenonthese traditionally
ignored topics could open the door still further
to stress "we havenothingto fear from the truth"
or slamming it shut in what has ofien been the
Church's traditional reaction to bad news: deny
the message, punish the messenger, and crack
down on "transparency." And how to appraise
the fact that, for the first time, the ReliefSociety
session will include any female age eight or
oven What promptedthis change? And how will
it affect subjects and delivery? Will any of these
topics make it into actual conference talks? And
what will it mean if they do (or don't)?

Conference Critiquers wil l gather Monday,

April 7, at 6:30 p m . in Conference RoomA of
the SaltLakeMainLibrary,210 East400 South
to explore these and other topics.

Moderating the discussion wil l beJennifer
Bowen, a long-time conference observer and
skilled moderator. She was born in Germany,
while her father worked for the Boy Scouts.
The family returned to the States when she was
two. She grew up in St. George, Utah, and, at
age eighteen,joined the army for two years as
a Chaplain‘s Assistant. She spent one year in
Seoul, South Korea, and seven months in
Louisiana. She was honorably discharged asa
Specialist. After herenlistmentended,Jennifer
came to Salt Lake City to attend Westminster
College. She graduated in 2009 with a B A . in
English, and a minor in performing music
(flute). She then earned a master's of library
science degree with Emporia State University.
She has worked for the Sprague Branch of the
city library for the past six and a half years.
She enjoys reading, listening to music, and
cross-stitching.

WAS IT O N LY SIX MONTHS AGO?
The semi-annual Conference Critique of

October2013 discussedanexplosivesurplus of
stimulatingtopics while moderatorPaulTinker
attempted,with remarkablesuccess,to organize
the comments around into three topics (1)
observations on themes, trends, and the general



environment in which conference occurred this
fall; (2) interesting statistics; and (3) specific
talks.
No one was surprised that missionary

work received sustained and enthusiastic
attention. It has been a conference staple
since at least the days of PresidentDavidO.
McKay, but this season's catalogue of
missionary talks seemed to concentrate on
the new buzz-phrase of "hastening the
work." One attendee reported that lowering
the age obviously must have caused
dislocation in wards and families-mot only
in timing but also in financial resources.
There was no mention over the podium of
these possible complications. Another
attendee pointed out that the steady
encouragementof membersto findinterested
nonmembers and arrange for them to meet
the missionaries "never included stories by
General Authorities about how they invited
nonmembers into their homes." Most
attendees remember the classic stories of a
couple of decades ago that began "I was
sitting onaplane next to..." But it hadbeen
a long time since anyone had heard such a
story.

Anotherseeminglynewdevelopment
for this conference--at least, observers had
not noticed it earlier--was that General
Authority wives were arranged in order so
that, at the end of each session, they joined
their husbandsandexitedhand in handstage
right. (President Monsonwas accompanied
by a security man and his daughter, Ann
Dibb.) Most of the General Authorities
waved to the congregation, but the only
wiveswhoalsowavedwereHarrietUchtdorf
and Patricia Holland, although camera
cutaways may have prevented a more
thorough catalogue.
Outside the building were many

indicationsthat thegeneralenvironmentwas
moving toward more inclusion: Building

Bridges,Wear Pants to Church, and abloc
of Affirmation representatives attending
Music and the Spoken Word who were
"overlooked in the openingannouncements
of visiting celebrities. After one of them
pitchedafit," in the ecclesiastical language
of the observer in question, "to the Public
Affairs representatives, their presence was
awkwardlyandapologeticallyannouncedat
the end of the broadcast, althoughnotwith
the identifier, customary with the other
groupsthatwouldhaveaddedAffirmation's
subtitle asserving GLBT members.
The most electrifying "environmental

impact" group was the Ordain Women
event, in which several attendees had
participated. It had been carefully
organized, not as a protest but as a
respectful request for tickets to the
priesthood session. Organizers were
prepared for several contingencies since
they couldn't predict the Church‘s reaction;
butbetween 170menandwomen gathered,
sang, listened to instructions about being
courteous andorderly,andjoinedthemarch
to the overflow session in the Tabernacle,
manyof themcarryingcardswiththenames
of men and women who wanted to be
present but could not. "Proxy work!"
exclaimedone participant.
There were occasional hecklers‐all of them

men--but several women reported having
conversations with men as they waited in line.
These men seemed genuinely curious about
know what was happeningand why. Afier the
visually compelling image of women waiting
patiently on the sideline while men and boys
entered the tabernacle with standby tickets
without even a pause, the women, still in an
orderly line, approached the usher one by one
andasked for admittance,only to berefusedby
a polite and smiling Doug Anderson, an
employee of LDS Public Affairs, who was
heardto say after the lineclosedthat he'dnever
had to do anything so "uncomfortable."



Lorie Winder, one of the Ordain Women
founders, reported that the women honestly
thought they would be admitted to the
tabernacle, where the meeting was being
broadcast on television. But the visibility of the
women and the individual rejections, person by
person,meantthat “strategically it couldn't have
been better." The Church could not control or
ignorewhat was happening.
"It was more emotional than many women

expected,"commentedanotherparticipant.Some
womenwept astheywere turnedaway." "Katie,"
who posted on Young Mormon Feminists,
discovered that she began sobbing
uncentrollably when she was turned away. She
found an isolated spot next to the Tabernacle
wallandstruggledto regaincontrol.Through the
window, a man looked at her, his expression
communicating what she interpreted as
compassion and an attempt to comfort her. He
was African American.
It is possible that women's issues were this

conference's hot-button question, resulting in
what several participants sensed as
defensiveness about the topic. On the positive
side,one observer pointedout that someGeneral
Authorities quoted some contemporary women
leaders andauxiliary presidents,the first timehe
hadnoticed such a pattern. There has longbeen
a conspicuous trend of General Authorities
quotingeachotherandpastGeneralAuthorities,
but the reverse has not been true. The closest
approach has been anonymous (a concerned
visiting teacher) or semi-anonymous women's
stories (PresidentMonson's improbable story of
Tiffany. saved by a loaf of homemade bread
deliveredatgreat inconvenienceby awomanshe
barely knew), and family stories ("my wife
Kathy, "Grandmother Swenson"). A related
trend is the virtual absence in the addresses by
women leaders of stories about their husbands.
The patterns seems well-established, however,
that twowomen auxiliary leaderswill speak per
conference, reinforced since April 2013
conference by two women who now give
prayersr

Another popular theme was the persistent

hostility of "the Adversary" and alarmist
warnings about the evils of the world. "The
approach is always that we're going to hell in a
handbasket, but the actual evils are limited in
scope to what we might call First World
concerns,“ commented oneobserver. "It'smore
restricted than that," interjected another. "I'd
say they're Wasatch Bench concems‐-moral
issues like lying, stealing, but especially sex.
Nothing about poverty, environmentalism,
government gridlock, gun control..."

No onewas surprised that payingtithinggot
many references including an entire talk by
Elder David A. Bednar. His main point#that
the blessing may be subtle “increased
resilience“ ratherthan improvedfinances‐Was
puzzling “ I f the blessings are so subtle,”
queriedoneparticipant,“howareyousupposed
to figure out that it comes from payingtithing?
It just sounded to melike amore complicated
and general way of saying ‘Give us more
money!"

When it came to the second focus of the
critique~statistics‐two of the few reportedat
this conference were that “hasteningthework”
had increased the number of missionaries to
80,000 and that members (nodifferentiation of
active from inactive) had topped 15 million.
Commented one math-doer, " i fwe take the 15
millionmembers and conservatively define 2‑
3% as the 18-217year-old singles, there could
be 450,000 missionaries, not 80,0001 That
raises the question of how many eligible
members are actually going.“

Ray Felsted, statistician supreme, reported
that member growth in the United States was
holding at 1%, but that the growth in stakes is
2.25%, almost certainly because stakes are
comprising fewer wards-~"eight or nine instead
of twelve or thirteen." Membership in South
America is dropping, particularly in Chile and
Argentina, "butBrazil ismakingupfor it, soon
average SouthAmerican growth is stable." He
appraised unit growth as a more accurate
measure of real growth. As of June 30, 2013,
theUnitedStates count forwards andbranches
was 13,791 plus 15,246 outside the United
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Quentin Cool: was another who insiseed on
dumld'sevilsuhlstirneeitinglerentiahnnt
W the stamina improvements in retiring
violent criroea, providing clean water. and
greatly decreasing the mortality one among
children through inoculationagainst childhood
disuse!» He also need the "seare' rhetoric of
when! practices that would violue religious
conscience. such as forcing physicians to
performabortiomor lose theirjobs.

Eldu'AdrianOchoaalso invoicedtheevilsof
the world I. put in the same s m i t e 'fihh.
accuser: of the prophets. and anything that
causesyou toquestionyour faith."assertingthat
both Jesus and Joseph Smith were "killed by
false m e ”

This m w a ‘ m urunindedoua
partlclpantoflIearingaYoung’Women‘sgeneral
presidentaddressaconferenceof youngwmen
'aIEurope.She warned them that "bad language
and R-raeed movies' were the M dame"
dIeywoaIdaneMpuficip-nwasmmedby
the “cluelessnea' thus revealed of real and
present danger: like the sex tI-aflicking in its
various forms. honor killings. and exclusion
mm

Anotheraddreas that participants handboth
dishearteningaidalsrmingwasthe "legalhriel"
inwhich Elder DalllIt H.Oaks mode it clear in
“ m M m i - u y r i g h t s m s t i l l a n n i o r
po‘mt on the agent. Oaks did not locationhis
favorite tepid-the alleged erosion of religious
freedomonwhlehhehssspokeninmany
national venues. Elder Oaks defined having
childrenasa'aaereddmfandexpreaaed
eonecmabz-udeclinesintour-tag:andb i t ! “ ‑
thaI ‘threaten the survival ofcultures' in the

MormonAllianoe
I519RohemStIeet
SalthkeCity 84115

United Ststes and Europe. Most participants.
speaking from an environmental perspective.
found aI l a - upopul‘ion youth race tohea
positive aspect and e higher median rate for
marriage helpful in reducing divorce and
poverty.

In an ironic moment.ElderNelsonqueried:
'Whydon'tadultssing‘lAmeChildofGod'?‘
Outside the tabernacle. excluded from the
priesthood session. the men and women
participating in "Ordain Women' did. in fact,
sin; that Pei-my snap before rennin;tothe

Elder Holland's tall: was inspirational to out
listeners as he spoke about"meioa depressive
disorder" His candid. personal contusion of
m a i n ; from such depression I a difl'acui
period ofhis life and his urging ntemhersto
seek not only spiritual support but help from
competent professionals were m e r e l y
meloonnfiowashiseotmeltotahothersteps
of per-uni discipline. such as to 'fa' lfl'fly
pursue devotional practices” and "believe in
miracles” but “ i f the bitter cup does not pass.
d i n k l t a n d h e r t r o m . " l l e s p e e i fl e a l l y
enema-geld: 'Whatever your stroule. do not
vote against the precionnessoflife by ending
iL“ Healaomgedcsregiversnottodestroytheir
own health in tryingtocaret‘oralovedonea
message that motored the traditional,
snail-unlined praise ofwcnen byPresident
Manson in the Relief Society session “Who
haveagingparents who require the lovingcare
only you can give."
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