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n need a pldtform where

they can safely — and freely — speak their minds

Social media fills some
of that role, but those
outlets carry risks
from haters.

early three months later, the
speech by general Relief So-
y first counselor J. Anette
Dennis about the power and
authority of Latter-day Saint
women in the church contin-
ues to create a stir.

In the immediate aftermath, thou-
sands upon thousands of members,
mostly women, commented on the
Instagram post by The Church of
Jesus of Latter-day Saints about the
sermon, prompting Dennis herself
to respond and thank the masses for
reaching out.

Never be-
fore have I wit-
nessed so many
Latter-day Saint
women speak
with one anoth-
er and to their
general leaders

about how the
church impacts
their live:

Indeed, siuain-
stream Lat-
ter-day Saint women are more typ-
ically noted and praised for their
silence on issues pertaining to wom-
en’s status in the church. Wom-
en who desire change are often dis-
missed as a disgruntled minority
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argues

Finding aforum
online

Like many women, I turned to
conversations on social media be-
cause I had no other effective way to
express my opinions to men with au-

, ey Whik
ges

whose yearnings are inappropri-
ate or entitled. For example, then-
church President Gordon B.
Hinckley ted
Larry Kin " that
n were not “com-
plaining” about lacking
the priesthood. In this in-
stance, Hinckley fell into
the worn pattern of dele-
gitimizing female desire
by framing it in the lan-
guage of complaint. His
assumption about women,
however, was based part-
ly on lack of information,
because Latter-day Saint
women have no effective
way to directly communi-
cate with their leaders.

We cannot truly know what Lat-
ter-day Saint women think about
most issues pertaining to the church
s long as many risk being potentially
threatened with harassment, church
discipline, loss of welfare assistance,
breakups of the marriages on which
they financially depend, or ridicule
when they speak up or step out of

en creates a stir.

thority
bers are encouraged to work through
their bishops ar stake pres-
idents, they have no way of
being heard through offi-
cial channels should any
leader in the chain of com-
mand disagree with their
concerns. Too often, local
lay leaders are part of the
problem. This structure is
particularly ineffective for
making visible women's
concerns, because the lead-
ers with the power to enact
most reforms are men.
The internet, by contrast,
can potentially amplify all
voices. It remains, how-
ever, an unrepresentative and im-
perfect nism for meaningful
discussion partly because of the hos
tility directed toward women brave
to share their concerns on-
line. Some of this hostility takes the
form of the routine dismissal that
male and female members too often
inflict on one another: Women tell-
ing other women that their concerns

line. In such a context, expressing  are not valid because they feel equal.
opinions and desires is acalculated  Women being labeled as “complain-
d often cl phobi isein  ers” for mi TS or suggest-
adhering to and pushing thebound-  ing reforms. Men questioning wheth-
aries of ionunder  era * in
the gaze of male authority. fiact, occurred.
Increasingly, however, hostility
on social media has moved beyond

Latter-day Saints can
be better peacemakers
— and here’s how to do
it, author says in book

By TAMARRA KEMSLEY

David Ostler is tired of fighting.

Friends, family, strangers — Os-
tler has angued with them all over
one issue or another in recent years,
and to what end? It's not as though
the debates have been pro-

contentious issues.”

It's a tall order and one he explores
in detail in his new book. “Healing
Our Divides: Answering the Savior's
Call to Be Peacemakers.” The practi-
cal guide is stuffed with tips (Celim
inate political labels that demean™)
and tools meant to empower read

ers who, like him, arent sat-

ductive,and theircostshave R isfied with simply talking

been steep. about sports and the weath-
“I've had conversations er for the rest of their lives

with peopie who are really The Sait Lake Tribune

good people who dont see spoke with him about what

the world the way 1 do,” the he learned through the pro-

retired business executive cess and what peacemak-

said. “And we end up alien- ing means to him. (The fol-

ated from each other™ David Ostler  lowing has been edited for
A former bishop (lay lead-  » “Needed to  length and dlarity).

erof a congregation), stake  engage in

president (lay regional lead-  positive ways”  What was your

€0 and mission president for motivation for writing

The Church of Jesus Christof Lat- 00 book?

ter-day Saints, Osther was tempted

1o give up on meaningful dialogue 1 see this growing problem in the

with people he disagreed with world, which is we have a hard time
But the author of “Bridges: Min-  dealing with people who have differ.

istering to Those Who Question™  ent beliefi They become our enemies.

coulkdnt stomach the ideaof simply W don't know how to talk with them.

not talking about hot-button topics ~ We view them as s,

ever again. Doing so, he said, “yields The level of political polarization

the ground™ on important issues

with real impact on peopie’s lives
1feit.” he said, “like | needed to

be able to engage i positive ways on
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has never been this high in my life
time. The ability to tolerate viokence
as a legitimate way to achieve one's
political objectives

routine and impor di

white lism and political vio-

to harassment targeted at indivichuals,
leaving many feeling unsafe. Some-

RICK EGAN

speak. Within the church, that might
mean a forum in which members can

times, for example,
anonymous voices, some of whom as-
sert to be acting with priesthood au-
thority, that they will be struck down
by God. In a society in which gen-
dered and gun violence is constant-
ly in the news, this harassment leads
toa pervasive feeling of anxiety as to
ifand when harassment might cross
the line into something more. As al-
lusions to violence have become rou-
tine in the political sphere, it has be-
come more difficult to distinguish
serious threats to safety from rhe-
torical bluster.

Speaking about gender in con-
nection with the church is particu-
farly likely to elicit misogynistic and
threateningcomments. The Salt Lake
Tribune has reported on the #DezNat
(Deseret Nation) movement, which
is unaffiliated with the church but
secks to defend its often anonymous
participants’ interpretations of Lat-
ter-day Saint practices. Rescarchers
Amy Chapman of Teachers College
at Columbia University, and Spen-
cer Greenhalgh of the University of
Kentucky studied the movement and
found that “many of the posts were
aimed at gender and women's issues”
Greenhalgh told The Tribune, “A lot
of conversations and ints I've
heard about DezNat focus on ques-
tions of politics and race, but it was
clear to us] that gender and sexuali-
ty were also major themes in DezNat
postings. That's especially import-
ant because, while the church has
encouraged members to take steps
against racism and has condemned

oftheag-  privatelyp feedback directly to
genderand sexu-  general church leaders, Within the
ality that we saw in our posts. online communities adjacent to the

Chilling effect

It is unsurprising that women
are often the targets of such posts
within a religious culture that gives
them less formal governing author-
ity. While the church has disassoci-
ated itself from online extremism
and encouraged civility, it has disci-
plined members for speak-
ing about the question of

cation of Ordain Women
co-founder Kate Kelly cast
achill across members’ ef-
forts to understand wom-
en's relationship to the

Kate Kelly

church, it might mean agreement to
adhere to community norms, mod-
eration of comments engaged in ex-
plicitly violent speech or harassment
targeting individuals, and rejecting
incentives to create harmful clickbait.
Members would do well to listen to
church Presicent Russell M. Nelson's
calls for greater civility and stop en-
#aging in rhetoric that perpetuates
hate and dismisses people.
How we share the gospel
is as important as the con-
tents of our message.

And, yet, it seems prob-
able that these conditions
will not substantially im-
prove in the foreseeable
future. For those of us who
sometimes feel scared to
speak due to patriarchal

It is disingenuous to structure and harassment,
point to women'’s silence  » Excommuni- it is important to ponder
as evidence that they do  cation further whether we are overesti-
not desire the priesthood  douded wom- mating the cost of a scold-
while also threateningto  en's relationship  ing by a local leader or an
oust those whoadvocate for — with priesthood.  encounter with a troll and
their ordination. In sucha w imating the cost of

context, women may pe told that they
ip if they

our silence, particulardy if it contrib-
ily, friends.

might lose their b
do not conform to the proper script.
Latter-day Saint women know that
they are susceptibie to being labeled
as apostate or reported to church
leaders by members who seek to po-
lice their sincere questions,

A community that cares about
women needs to provide platforms
in which they can safely and freely

ILLUSTRATION B CHRISTOPHER CHERRINGTON

States is as high today as it was in
Northern Ireland in the 705, We're
on the cusp of possible bad futures.
And then 1 worry about the gener-
ation that we're raising in this envi-
ronment of polarization and conflict
Tworry about what it does for them

What is peacemaking? And
what is it not?

Peacemaking is being able to
n today’s difficult issues in a
doesn't create alienation or
separation. It doesnt mean that we
avoid conflict. It doesn’t mean we
avoid topics that might be controver
sial. but that we approach them with
espect and dignity and in a way that
allows for differences.

When Jesus said blessed are the
think, in his
context, he was trying to cre-
ate agroup of penple who could coop-

peacemnaking as a way of individnal
righteousness, not as a way to solve
the problems of the world

It’s the way we affirm our disciple-
ship, by doing the hard work inside
our own hearts to understand why

we become what Jesus wants us to be.

¥ en-
erations leaving the church because
they feel alone in their concerns and
see no hope for change.

Natalie Brown is a Latter-day Saint
based in Colorada, She is writing in her
personal capacity. Her views do not
necessarily reflect thase of the church
ar her employer.

and that causes us to be different,
and that difference is an essential
element of who we are as a person.

And then there are some cultur-
al things that should help us with
peacemaking We send missionaries
out into all other parts of the world,
and they just don't see those labels
we use to polarize ourselves when
they're out talking to people about
eternal things.

What are some of the
stumbling blocks Latter-day
Saints face as a people when
it comes to peacemaking?

We suffer a bit from certainty bias.
We feel very enlightened about spir-
itual things, and we might transfer
that feeling to other issues, particu-
larly political issues. When we talk
about having a unique truth in the
church. that can create a level of su-
periority that means we're maybe
less willing to honor the way other
peophe forl

Is there a particularly Latter- someone who would deny
day Saint approach or way to the rights and dignity of the
think about =]

We understand our divine par-
entage. We're all family. None of us
are lesser th nyone. We literally
bind ourselves together as humani
tywhen we are baptized. And, at least

community that 1 liv
Our divine potent
There's divinity withi
that includes the person
hat party or has
belief or ot

1 could never find any common
ground with someone who wanted to
roll the cock back on women's rights,
civil rights and people who want to
deprive manginalized groups of pow-
er. That's a conflict that I can’t avoid.
live in that conflict in

+ way that s grounded in the prin-
cipies of peacemaking. That means
not sweeping our differences under
the rug but believing people are sin-
cere, that something in their experi-
ences has brought them to the posi-
tions they hold and that the spark of

divinity is within them.




