
********************
BY COMMON CONSENT********************
Vol. 12, No.4 September 2006

IT’S CONFERENCE TIME
Once again, it’s time for the faithful to gather--at the ConferenceCenter, in front

of their televisions, and at the Salt Lake Public Library for the semi-annual
conference critique. JaniceAllredwill, as usual,moderate the discussion of trends,
doctrinal innovations,and particularemphases in ConferenceRoomA of the Library
mall (reached by the elevator or the main staircase in the mall, notwithin the library
proper).Wewill meetfrom6:30 to 8:30 pm .Everyone’sopinionswelcome-~informed
opinions get priority.

Hereare some highlights from the April confer‑
ence critique.

The health of a ninety-five-year-old Church
president, particularly after cancer surgery and
especially since he was on the schedule to speak
Saturday morning (but didn't), started the discus‑
sion rolling at the semi-annual conference critique
for April 2006. Spencer W. Kimball started the
tradition during his presidency of giving an opening
("state of the Church") address, a major address
during a general session and at priesthood meet‑
ing, and also giving a few closing remarks of
exhortation and blessing. President Hinckley has
followed this model without variation up until this
conference when, in addition to not opening the
conference, he conducted no sessions, and gave
only acouple of minutes of obviously spontaneous
closing remarks.

He appeared vigorous, waving his trademark
cane as often as he leaned on it, and speaking
articulately and energetically during his three
remaining addresses. Although admitting to "resid‑
ual" problems lingering from his January surgery,
he specifically said that he was not giving an
obituary and looked forward to addressing the
October general conference.

The conference critique group spent consider‑
able timediscussing his"headliner" denunciation of

racismand racial hatred.Were his remarksprompt‑
ed by the explosion of illegal immigrant activism
currently in the news?Was it the recent complaints
about racism at Timp High in Orem. Utah, about
which faculty seemed quite lackadaisical? Was it
triggered by the firing of Darron Smith, a black
faculty member at BYU, for his persistent attention
to continuing Mormon racism? Were the remarks
even aimed at Darron as manifesting anti-white
racism?

Anattendee at the priesthood session, which is
not publicly broadcast, said, "There was no context
at all for President Hinckley's talk. He didn't say
why he was talking about it, but he did mention
being present for the 1978 revelation granting
priesthood to worthy black men, which seemed to
give it a black-and-white, rather than immigration,
focus." This same participant also commented with
a laugh that Hinckley’s mention of the revelation
was "typical"-no details about the experience itself,
but "it happened, I was there, that settles it."

President Hinckley's second major topic at
priesthood meeting was apparently a response to
a letter from anoverburdened wifewhose husband
had refused to get ajob, leaving her to support him
and the family. Hinckley vigorously denounced
such male attitudes, although the context made it
clear that hewas talking about menwho refused to



work, notthose whowere disabled or unable to find
work, The group wondered how big a problem this
was really, but it seemed relevant in terms of
broader official Church concerns about gender
roles,

A minor theme was President Hinckley's
deploring of war and the destruction it causes but,
as one participant observes, "He denounces the
effects but doesn’t address the root causes. He
could exclude the doctrinal excuses that create
scenarios ofacceptability, but hedoesn’t"‐-not only
about war but also about racism and gender roles.

Speaking in the general session Sunday
morning, PresidentHinckleygaveanuncharacteris‑
tically personal talk, which was received with
sympathetic laughter and appreciation by the
audience. Hismusingsoverhis long-termandclose
association with other General Authorities "may
have confused some listeners who didn't realize
that he was hobnobbing with them because he'd
been working for the Church since right after his
mission Hewas acounselor in astake presidency,
but even in the 1940s, stake presidencies didn’t
have that kind of access, He's had almost seventy
years of experience atChurch headquarters, which
gives him a phenomenal institutional memory,"
pointed outone participant. "That’s unique. Nobody
before has ever had that kind of experience."

President Hinckley’s mention of his medical
condition was also unique, Past presidents have
notdiscussed,howevergenerally, theirhealth, And
even when they are unable to attend conference,
whether speaking or not, the public explanation is
that they are resting. bydoctor's orders, andwatch‑
ing the sessions on TV.

Another participant mentioned the "between‑
sessions" specials prepared by Church Public
Communications and/or KSL‐TV. One of these,
which showed PresidentHinckley'stravels,focused
on less-formalsettings: President Hinckleygreeting
young people in native dress and watching their
dances with obvious appreciation, smiling and
patting children who presented him with flowers,
walking through anobviously poverty-strickenarea
(Soweto in South Africa?) "He just seemed a lot
more real than he does when he’s standing at the
pulpit."

Another "tweener" was the Church‘s provision,
through health service missionaries taking regular
trips from their Idaho home, of training for health‑
care providers in Latin America to resuscitate
infants bornWith breathing problems This aspectof
humanitarian service strongly reinforced Bishop H.

David Burton's report on the impressive range,
quickness of response, and overtly non-denomina‑
tional nature of Church relief. Footage showed aid
being distributed by Muslim relief agencies, and
one segment was a truck being driven by "Sister
Bertha," a pleasant change, according to an email
sent in, from the somewhat patronizing reference to
"not»so»nimble fingers of our elderly sisters" who
made quilts for relief.

The Voung Women‘s broadcast (with its obvi.
ously well‐prepared but "zombie" choir of immobile
girls in pastels) received a little attention, An email‑
ed response complained about "the breathy, so»‑
sweet intonations ofwomen likeAnne Pingree. Her
message wasn’t bad, but my annoyance at her
ever-so‐feminine presentation made it difficult to
listen,"

One (female) participant was rankled by the
visible presence of men "presiding" at thewomen’s
conference, although a (male) participant pointed
out thateven PresidentHinckley‘scounselors make
it clear that Hinckley always presides "‘and has
asked me, Brother Monson, to conduct.’ i t s not
gender. lt’s hierarchy."

An email respondent had found mixed mes‑
sages in the Young Women’s broadcast. "Susan
Tanner began by telling young women that getting
recognition at school forgood grades and extracur‑
ricular achievementwas something they'djustneed
to grow out of once they were doing their ‘real‘ work
of selflessly serving others in the home(nomention
of jobs, no mention of college)." One participant
Commented, at this point, that "Sister Tanner was
just giving a realistic, rather than an idealized
picture of motherhood. That actually is what hap‑
pens to a large extent."

Julie Beck three times mentioned "Heavenly
Parents" and stressed relying on your patriarchal
blessing to become all that you can be. She used
herself as an example of being told by her coun‑
selor in high school that her test scores showed
she‘d be better off not going to college a-but since
her blessing said college, she went to college and
earned a degree.

Whatever points Sister Beck hadgained in this
talk, however, were generally voted as lost by her
general session address in which she carefully
constructed a picture of males and females being
"equally blessed" by the priesthood without ac»
knowledging the "underlying enormity of the
inequality"--that men both receive and give bless»
ings, while women are always receivers, always
passive. They never get to "grow up and give



back."
"Everything she said was true," summarized

anotherdissatisfied participant, "butwhat she didn‘t
say was more important." One participant pointed
out that, in fairness, Sister Beck balanced the
picture of her health»blessing-giv ing fatherwith her
mother who was, in vague and general terms,
"inspired" to find her correct medical treatment and
care for her during childhood illnesses. And ”she
didn‘t simperl"

The most mystifying of the addresses to the
young women was President Faust‘s. One email
respondent said: He did another "you can change
the world" talk but his two examples were a teen‑
ager at a bus stop with other teens who waved
every morning at a man driving to work rain or
shine (his headlights glinting off her braces), then
invited hisdaughter to Young Women, and now the
whole family is baptized and the parents are on a
mission. "That was his ‘be a good example’ exam‑
ple, but he neglected to mention that waving at
passing men from a bus stop usually attracts either
rapists or guys who think they‘ve found the neigh‑
borhood nookie, who hires by the hour."

The other example was "dare to be different
from the other girls" and "follow the Spirit," exempli‑
fied by Joan of Arc. President Faust did mention
"standing on the spot where she was burned alive
at the stake, but he didn‘t mention that it was the
church who did it to her, or her own people who
made no effort to rescue her."

Another email respondent had identified the
same irony: "So there you go, young ladies: Ques‑
tion the establishment, raise hell, question the
gender paradigm, put on some pants, and before
you know it you’ll be burning at the stake (center)."

Noting a generally more successful range of
talks, one participant mentioned her theory that
"they've got better speech writers." Two of those in
attendance knew of such speechwriters. One was
a Church employee who had been assigned to
write talks for the now-emeritus Elder Poelman.
Another had a friend whose husband wrote (or had
written) speeches for two General Authorities.
Another participant said that President Benson‘s
landmark talk on pride. which uncharacteristically
quoted C. S, Lewis, had been written by his son,
Reed Benson, whose wife, May. had been reading
Lewis.

Another participant wondered if the speakers
were receiving teleprompter coaching, since sev‑
eral suffered from "stilted delivery" and ”unnatural
facial expressions that changed, as if on cue, but it

didn’t gowith what they were saying." Elder Nelson
and Elder Scott were mentioned in this last cate»
gory.

Some participants noted what seemed to be a
heavy emphasis on, in Elder Packers terms, the
"wicked, wicked world," the "rhetoric of doom," and
the emphasis on "the fortress self."While acknowl‑
edging that these rhetorical strategies date back to
the Old Testament ("chosen people") and the New
Testament ("only the righteous will be saved when
Christ comes again"), therewas general agreement
that externalizing evils means "we can avoid con‑
fronting howwe are complicit in the evils of world"
and that it also means we should "flee rather than
fix."

A considerable discussion was sparked by the
reference of three speakers to "gender confusion."
On the one hand, this term, first used in 1993 by
Elder Oaks in an Ensign article "is code for homo‑
sexuality, transgender, and sex change," but it's
also part of a larger issue of gender roles. One
participant noted with considerable irony that i t s
religious far-right groups that use the term most
frequently (166,000 hits on a Google search of the
term). A"particularly silly" manifestation is boycotts
of Mattel toys because Barbie‘s identity has been
revised toward less traditional roles.

In Mormon terms, participants saw the same
thinking atwork in Elder Nelson's "narrow model of
marriage," and his subtle but effective insistence
that "Mormonism defines marriage and the family."
Another noted that his definition of marriage "be‑
tween one man and one woman" went further even
than the language in the Proclamation on the Fam‑
ily" while another noted that this definition ”totally
erased Mormonism‘s nineteenth-century history"
As an example of the narrow focus on "our" kind of
marriage. one participant mentioned the threat to
Buckley Jeppson’s membership by his stake presi‑
dent when hemarried his partner, Mike Kessler, in
Canada.

Highly praised (except for his mention of
"gender confusion" as acondition that can becured
by the atonement) was Elder Jeffrey R. Holland’s
passionate plea for members to develop a first‑
hand relationship With the Savior and his acknowl»
edgment that some related to it primarily through
"programs and the experiences of others." His talk
was also praised for the acknowledgment that the
atonement notonly redeems from sin but also from
sorrows and losses. (Elder Nelson's talk receiveda
belated compliment at this point forhis encourage‑
ment to the repentant to stop beating yourself up for
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