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The Relief Society General Presidency at General Conference in April 2024 — J. Anette Dennis, left, President Camille N. Johnson and Kristin M. Yee.

‘We consult, but we don’t lead’

Top women’s leaders are “outsiders”
in the Latter—day Saint hierarchy

Female ordination may
be the only way to erase
the gender gap. writer
says, but even that doesn't
guarantee equality.

By PEGGY FLETCHER STACK and
DAVID NOYCE

tcame s a surprise to Latter-day

Saint feminist April Young-Ben

nett that the faith’s top women's

s don't meet separately with

The Church of Jesus Christ of Lat

ter-day Saints’ governing First

Presidency wsthe “liai

son” like th

Instead. 3 d “execu

tive councils.” with two apostles and
up o 10 other mer

1 wish I were

ocked,”

riter

th Exponent

April Young-
Bennett

it's not such a st
hear them lacki
cess alot

For m
Young-Be
with the (O Ao
has seen the eu
Latter-din S

Here are
length and ol
interview «
bune’s “Morn
in which Y
es the lack of wome
prestige and whethe
be enhanced shaor
male ordination

What do you thirk of the
top women's leaders being
on these executive councils?

1t's absolutely vital that women

them in for feedback.
Iy not a great way for wor
ticipate, because women are not in-
volved in the brainstorming process
that at the beginning So
their ideas might not even be con-
sidered. And they're not involved
mdrdtmmlﬂnﬂd“ process that
happens in the. Vomen need to
be there, at the table, the entire time.
So it's important they be on these
councils. That said, there's really no
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These six women were the first to be appointed as

intemational area organization advisers for
dodkwise from top left, Traci De Marco from the United Kingdom: julia Wondra from Austria; Ghislaine

Ghislaine Simonet from
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There's no doctrinal reason why
imit conference talks

to these nine women [general pres-
idencies of the

women's Relief
) Women for teenage
girls and children’s Primary]. That
is a tradition that has gone on for
ages. There is nothing in the scrip-
tures that thes2 are the only
women who are eligible to talk in
conference. Actually, we have ex-
amples from the past where wom-
en who did not fit into those nine
callings were
would Jove s
tion, where there’s simply more
women in Jeadership overall._. It's
E at we now have Sev-
enties more involved, because now
that we have such abroader group of
men who have this authority within
the church, we can see more demo-
graphic perspectives, people from
different countries, different rac-
es, different ethnicities. We should
have an equal number of women
who are in these advanced callings
in the church participating in coun-
cils and giving talks in General Con-
ference.

When women were acided to
the executive counds in 2015,
what did that mean to you?

1 was pleased to see them there
and for the symbolism of what that
meant that these decisions aren’t
Jjust for men. It was a step up. But
the way they've set it up, they don't
have a ot of power an these coun-
cils. They're outranked by every
ather person sitting there because

ence in Aprl 2024. She was one of
‘e women 1o give 3 sermon at
the two-day gathering compared to
29 men who offered talks.

they don't hold priesthood office
and they're not considered “g
al authorities™ like the men in the
room. And so what are they if they
don't have authority?

Three years ago, the church
added nine women as area
organization advisers. Now
there are 93 but none in the
US. and Canada. What do

you think about it?

pleased whenever
WOmen Oomes into ¢

from women. That said
women, including those nine
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there'’s another way they re secking

really more like consult:
leaders. That's a big de:
it’s not that we don't value con: ~.ul-
tants, we do. But a consultant is not
really part of the organization. Con
sultants can't advance within the or-
1. They can't supervise or
»se who their employ-
ees are. And, even though they give
important recommenidations and
feedback, they don't make the deci
sions. They don't own the business.
And it's concerning when church is
a place where
where we consult, but we don't lead.
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1f you really want women to be
fully integrated into the leadership
of the church, those women need
to equally rank the men. I honestly
don't think that that will happen un-
til women are ordained and they're
incorporated into the same hierar-
chy that men are. Men in our church
need the experience of reporting to
a woman. It’s not just that we wom-
en need to have the opportunity to
report to women but also men. How

perience, called on to

Wi ever in terms of being ac
countable to b
about actions ke
women leaders

vomen are outsiders. .

the hierarchy and women are over
here as consultants, outsiders. Every
kind of step we gain, every unpmv&
ment that we have, is

risk. It could be taken away at lny
moment by our male leaders. If we
really want any progress we make
to be safe, be secure, we need rep-
resentatives of women who have
equal power to men who are there
and included in that decision-mak-
ing process. We can't just have our
ideas vetoed at any moment by any
male person.

Is ordaining women really
the only way to truly balance
the scales?

Ordination wouldn't do it on its
own. If they announced today, “Sur-
prise, we're ordaining women,” I'd
be like nd we'd have a big
r rty. It would not fix gender ineq-
uity in the church, because it's just
one necessary step. Without it, you
can't get ail the way there. If you
look at these councils, and every
male person in the room outranks
them, we're never going to have eq-
uity that way.

Definitely, to use an old mission-
ary term, trying to create equity
thout women's ordination is “less
effective.” I don't know if you read
that old white handbook we used to
have. But there are definitely things
you can do. I mean, just looking at
the (hm;_\ that we've talked about

K. In of saying these
are the nine eligible women, we can
expand that. You mentioned there's
already women in other countries,
unfortunately not in the United
States, who are working in high-lev-
¢l consulting callings. What if they
were actually on these councils?
What if they were given authority
to participate in those that would
be helpful? What if they were invit-
ed to speak in General Conference,
50 that we didn't just have to have
these nine women taking turns,
but we had as many women as men
taking turns on the stand and hav-
ing proportionate representation
there? That would definitely help.
So there’s definitely steps we can
take along the way.

efforts. What are your
thoughts on this?

Well, we don't know who they are.
So what does that mean when we
have a bunch of women who are
working and doing excellent work,
doing alot of work, but they're all ac-
countable only to men and never to
women? Well, that sets them up bet-
ter to be, well, essentially, spokes-
people for the brethren as opposed
to advocates for women.

1 would love for her to push back
when the brethren announce some-
thing that seems like it might not
be good for women. She doesn't
report to any women but 1 would
love her taking her 15 minutes of
fame, her short time when she is
out there, to actually speak on be-
half of women. For example, recent-
Iy, 1 assume it was the brethren who
chose garment wearing as an initia-
tive that they care about right now,
and they’ mnkmgzblg:hlwd),
garment wearing is an initiative that
has a much bigger effect on women
than it .lrnwn men. They've had
our female leaders acting as spokes-
people on their behalf talking about
this issue, and we can't tell whether
this is what they sincerely believe or
if this is what they are instructed to
say because they’re accountable to
these male leaders,

In these councils, where they're
vastly outnumbered, they're going

ve o be even louder than any

of those men in the room would
have to be. They're going to have
to be making their force known,
making their power known and re-
ally talking loudly. The good thing
is, even though women did not se-
Ject these women who are leaders,
they’re wonderful people and pow-
erful personalities [with] alot of po-
tential. Even within the system we
have... they have the potential to
make themselves heard. I would
love to see them do that.
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