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A
l though few people would deny there are
obvious sexual differences between men
and women, there is a great deal of dis-
agreement concerning the meaning of
those differences with regard to sexually

~!~,~.."~: predetermined roles and behavior pat-
terns. Certainly natural biological characteristics
attend the birth of every child, male or female.
But the gender traits that develop subsequent to
birth are heavily influenced by the child’s envir-
onment (social circumstances and culture). Were
this not so, we would not find such a vast variety
of gender roles as we compare other societies
with ours.

The teenage years are a crucial time in estab-
lishing role identity. Messages received during
this period, both overt and implied, have a signifi-
cant impact on self-awareness and developing
gender-role patterns that persist into the adult

years. Teens look to the example of parents and
friends, as well as respond to more obvious dis-
cussion, teaching, and advice from these and
other sources. Latter-day Saint teenagers also
receive input from Church-sponsored activities
and lessons specifically designed to influence
their search for identity and awareness.

What do LDS teenagers learn from Church
instruction that will influence those crucial pro-
cesses? A partial answer to this question may be
found by examining the lesson manuals used to
teach the priests (young men, ages sixteen to
seventeen) and the Laurels (young women "of
corresponding ages") in the Aaronic Priesthood-
Young Women program. The teenagers are
taught separately in this program, in contrast to
their Sunday School classes, where they meet
together. Therefore, it is instructive to examine
the lessons for both groups, comparing and con-
trasting them with regard to course objectives,
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lesson topics and content, and manner of
presentation.

The objective of Laurel Course B is set out at the
beginning of the manual:

By studying the lessons contained in this manual, each
young woman should better understand her relationship to
her Heavenly Father and the Savior, herself, her family,
and others. She should learn to honor the priesthood and
tllose who bear it. She should also learn more about living
the principles and laws of the gospel, particularly with
regard to dating, the temple covenants, and eternal mar-
riage. (Laurel Course B [1977], p. 1.)

Motherhood and marriage receive the major
emphasis in this course of study. Of the twenty-
four lessons outlined, seven deal directly with a
young woman’s preparation to become a wife
and mother. Lessons such as."Power of Crea-
tiion," "Motherhood: A Divine Calling," and
"iPreparing for Motherhood" seek to help the
girls to "develop greater respect for ... the
power of creation," to show "that motherhood is
t]he noblest of all [their] callings," and to prepare
them "to teach [their] children the gospel" (pp.
31, 47, 52). In spite of this emphasis on prepara-
tion for motherhood in these lessons, the man-
ual nowhere discusses the role and responsibili-
ties of fatherhood.

Lessons not directly pertaining to marriage
and motherhood nevertheless have direct bear-
ing on the topic of relations between the sexes.
Three lessons in the Laurel manual deal with the
priesthood, its duties, obligations, and powers.
Presumably, young women who have a clear
understanding of the responsibilities of the
priesthood can assist men in being worthy of
their callings. This idea is clearly spelled out in
lesson 1.5, "Women and Priesthood Bearers."
Here the relation of women to men is defined as
saIpportive. In a chalkboard discussion, the lesson
leader is to ask the girls what they can do "to
actively support a young man who holds the
priesthood." Suggested responses include this
list:

1. Concentrate on his good points.
2.Supply ideas.
3. Treat him as you want him to become.
4.Have a listening ear.
5. Be honest in your praise.
6. Support him in projects and callings.
7. Be a counselor, when asked.
8.Do what is delegated to you.
9.Sustain him with your prayers.

The following "true story" is also included in the
lesson:

Lynne had been called as Laurel class president in
January to replace a girl who had moved. It seemed to her
that the priests left most of the work for the Laurels. Lynne
became frustrated and impatient. She had to phone the
young men and remind them of almost everything so she felt

like a nag. She disliked being pushy in getting them to help,
but she was afraid if she didn’t call them, nothing would get
done. Her adviser suggested that she change her attitude.
She suggested that Lynne first improve herself and develop a
positive attitude about her responsibilities and her relation-
ship to the young men who hold the priesthood.

Lynne accepted the counsel and with a prayerful heart
went to work to determine what her responsibilities were in
each assignment and how sl~e could carry them out quickly
and effectively. She then took the attitude that the young
men would accomplish their responsibilities just as quickly
and efficiently.

Her positive approach and attitude worked. The fellows
responded because she treated them as responsible priesthood
holders. Once they knew the young women were depending
on them and would support and encourage them, they led
out. They began doing their full share of the work. Instead
of nagging or pushing, Lynne began to be led by the
priesthood. It was a wonderful feelin!! (P. 66, emphasis
added.)

The third general area of emphasis in this
series of lessons is gospel principles. Although
overtly doctrinal in content, the lessons subtly
imply appropriate gospel-related roles for
women. The first lesson in the manual, for
example, stresses a "Personal Relationhip with
the Savior." Even the statement of objective
implies a passive, receptive role, rather than an
active, seeking one: "Each young woman will
strive for a deeper understanding of how she is
affected by the life and mission of Jesus Christ" (p.
7, emphasis added). The lesson content con-
siders Christ’s patterns for living, pointing out
several"characteristics of the Savior... that can
teach us the things we ought to do" (p. 8). Of the
wide variety of traits that could conceivably be
discussed, the lesson stresses these, many of
which are considered traditionally "feminine"
behaviors: "Had firm priorities; resisted temp-
tations; studied the scriptures and quoted from
them often; understood right from wrong; put
his mission above personal gratification ....
loved to help people ....spent time with little
children, blessed them ....took time for fervent
prayer .... [showed] concern for his mother,
even when he was suffering."

Other lessons on gospel principles imply a
broader area of spiritual concern than the con-
tent ultimately delivers. Although "’The Word of
Christ" has as its lesson objective to help "each
young woman determine how the word of God
can be used as a standard in coping with the
world" (p. 77), the bulk of the lesson focuses on
birth control, abortion, marriage, parenthood,
and divorce.

Social relations also receive strong lesson
emphasis. Lessons such as "Developing Your-
self," with the objective, "each young woman
will strive to become a more interesting person
by developing her talents" (p. 22), teach social
skills and behaviors. Yet even here, the empha-
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tial to a their
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God.

sis is subtly directed toward marriage. For ex-
ample, the lesson "Young Men: A Time for
Every Purpose" teaches the girls that good
courtship relations in this life are a preparation
for eternal courtship and warns, "If a young
woman"s day-to-day behavior is such that it
could cause differences with her mate, then her
marriage may have problems, if she does not
change’" (p. 36, emphasis added).

As the young women prepare themselves
socially and spiritually for marriage, what are
the young men learning? According to the Priests
Study Course B, "the purpose of this course of
study is to help each priest see himself as a son of
God, endowed with the priesthood, which, if
used worthily, will help him and others become
like the Heavenly Father" (Priests Study Course B
[1973], :introduction).

In support of this objective, the priests lessons
discuss similar principles to those taught the
Laurels, but with a substantially different em-
phasis. The preponderance of the young men’s
lessons deal with priesthood and priesthood
obligations such as missionary work and gene-
alogy. Other topics include general gospel prin-
ciples, social relations, and marriage and rela-
tions with women. Nineteen of the forty lessons
deal directly with preparation to serve a mission
for the Church. Eight emphasize aspects of the
priesthood--its functions, responsibilities, and
powers. Typical lesson objectives include help-
ing the "’priest see the magnificence of receiving
all that the Father has, of becoming like him
through the priesthood," and helping "the priests
realize that their ultimate goal is exaltation,
which is impossible without the priesthood" (pp.
29,67).

Both series of lessons emphasize p, reparations
for adult life. But in contrast to the somewhat
inwardly focused girls’ lessons, with their em-
phasis on developing a pleasing temperament
and personality which will make them success-
ful wives, the boys’ lessons are more outward
looking. Lesson 34, for example, is entitled "l
Can Help My Family Gain Exaltation by Striving
to Bring Love, Understanding, and Order into
My Home." A series of four lessons on choosing
a vocation or profession "teaches that a priest’s
primary goal in his occupation is to serve his
fellowman and thus extend Christ’s Kingdom
on earth" (p. 155).

Other young men’s lessons have a more doc-
trinal emphasis. An outstanding feature of this
group of lessons is its insistence on the boy’s
individual, personal responsibility for his salva-
tion. "’In Order to Successfully Complete My
Life’s Mission, I Must Realize That, As a Free
Agent, I Will Be Held Responsible for My
Actions," asserts lesson 17. Action is empha-
sized as\a result of understanding. "I Must
Commit Myself to Christ ~nd to the Living of
His Gospel If I Am to Develop a Personal Rela-

tionship with God," states another title. Six
lessons are devoted to gaining an understanding
of Christ. "The priest must seek a personal rela-
tionship with God if he is to become like him,"’
states one objective (p. 7). "The facets of the
Christlike life" considered in that lesson include
"courage, joy, love, and adventure." "Other
facets of his personality are faith, beauty, charity,
sacrifice, loyalty, self-regard, justice, service"’
states the lesson, although these ideas are not
developed (pp. 8, 9).

Most interesting to examine are the lessons
concerning gender identity, marriage, and rela-
tions with women. The objective of lesson 35,
entitled "I Must Understand the Proper Role of
Manhood If I Am to Magnify My Priesthood and
Help Others Become Like God," is "to help each
priest understand what true Christian manhood
is and show him that this manhood is basic to his
priesthood" (p. 147). Marria~ge, rather than being
treated as an end, as it is in the Laurel manual, is
discussed in three lessons .as a priesthood ordi-
nance which is essential to men, enabling them
to become God. In contrast to one fourth of the
Laurel lessons which stress motherhood, none
of the lessons in the priests manual discuss
fatherhood.

One lesson of the forty is devoted to women.
This lesson’s objective is "to help the priest
understand the part women play in his life and
how he can honor them" (p. 151). It is worth-
while to examine this lesson closely, since it is
the only lesson on women and since, by implica-
tion, it defines the calling and responsibilities of
women.

The lesson’s first major’ point is "A Priest’s
Mother Stands at the Center of His Life." The
manual suggests the instructor "Emphasize in
the discussion that it is a priest’s mother who
washes and irons the clothes, cooks the food,
keeps the house clean, nurses the sick, and does
much to establish the quality of the home. She
also encourages him on to high accomplish-
ments, is willing to overlook his faults and fai!.-
ings and is usually the last to give up hope for
him if he goes astray." He is then to ask the
young men to ’"share some of the experiences
from your relationship with your mother th~tt
illustrate the above qualities of motherhood."
(P. 152.)

The notes to the adviser at the beginning of
this lesson warn, "While it may be natural for a
priest to show ..some embarrassment in talking
about the goodness and the sacrifices of his
mother, he should recognize the important
she plays in his life" (p. 151). It is interesting to
speculate why a young man should be embar-
rassed to discuss the sacrifice of his mother.
Could it mean that up to this point his Church
instruction has not discussed this topic fre-
quently and therefore the young man is sensi-
tive to it?
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The lesson’s next point is that "The Example
of the Savior Requires a Priest to Honor
Women." The instructor is to ask, "What caused
the Savior to extend such respect to women in
such an age as his?" Then he is to"let the priests
think deeply about this [and] help them arrive at
the~conviction that this was part of his program
to bring to pass the immortality and eternal life
of man."

Following these assumptions, the lesson
asserts, "A Priest Should Particularly Honor the
Young Women He Dates." The lesson leader is
to "point out that a priest’s attitude toward the
young women he dates will probably reflect his
attitude toward women in general. Either he
regards them as daughters of God and potential
wives and mothers, or he regards them simply as
something for his own pleasure and physical
gratification" (p. 152). The possibility of regard-
ing them as other members of the human race is
n~ot mentioned.

Another point of contrast between the two
manuals is the rhetoric, both in matters of les-
s.on presentation and in details of diction and
style. The statements of objectives, for example,
differ markedly. In the priests manual, the
objectives emphasize achievement of goals.
Lesson I states, "We imitate the people we know
best and have a personal relationship with. God
wants the priest to be like him, and therefore
this personal relationship is necessary. How-
ever, before a priest can have such a relationship
with God, he must sincerely desire and work for
it." (P. 3.) Laurel objectives, on the other hand,
focus on receiving rather than initiating the
action. These objectives imply that the nature of
woman is essentially passive, that people and
principles influence her life. The lessons empha-
size the empathetic and coping skills necessary
for fulfilling such a passive role. For example,
Laurel lesson 1 states, "Each young woman will
sense the magnificence of the priesthood." The
objective of Laurel lesson 3 declares, "Each
young woman will determine how the word of
God can be used as a standard in coping with the
world." By contrast, a similar young men’s les-
son reads, "’Living the Gospel Helps Me Progress
toward Perfection."

Even more explicit is the contrast between the
lesson objectives which outline a person’s rela-
tionship with the Savior. As stated earlier, the
central idea of the young women’s lesson on this
topic is, "Each young woman will strive for a
deeper understanding of how she is affected by the
life and mission of Christ" (emphasis added),
while the young men’s lesson, entitled "Learn-
ing to Understand Jesus Will Help Me Become
Like the Father," asserts, "The priest must seek
a personal relationship with God if he is to
become like him." Thus, women are to understand
an~d be affected; men are to seek and to become.

Not only in matters of word choice, but also in

basic structure, the lessons differ. Almost all the
Laurel lessons establish their main points
through stories or object lessons which illus-
trate the desirable behavior being discussed. For
example, the lesson on Young Men is introduced
to the Laurels by asking a girl to frost an
uncooked cake, then when she has finished, ask-
ing another girl to frost a "nourishing" baked
cake. The activity illustrates the idea "a time to
every purpose." Priests lessons, on the other
hand, establish their main points by logical doc-
trinal support and scripture study.

Parallel lessons about the Holy Ghost further
illustrate this point. The young men’s lesson
centers around "scripture reading and marking"
and discussion, supplemented by statements
from latter-day Church leaders. The young
women’s lesson consists mainly of a lengthy
"account of how guidance from the Holy Spirit
saved several lives." The story is told about and
related by a man. A similar number of scriptures
support the lesson concept, but the girls are not
actively involved in locating them, nor are they
involved in any other kind of intellectual doctri-
nal activity. Rather they are invited to share
"moments in your lifemno matter how brief--
when you felt the influence of the Holy Ghost."

Thus the very structure and method of presen-
tation of the lessons reinforces implied roles--
the boys actively study and seek out scriptural
support for their ideas; the girls passively listen
to stories and share their experiences--no mat-
ter how brief--with each other. This is not to
discount the importance of shared personal
experiences as a teaching tool. But to use this
technique to the exclusion of other methods of
active participation is revealing and has behav-
ioral implications. Girls are taught by being
shown a behavior which they should imitate;
boys are encouraged to initiate appropriate
behavior.

The fundamental objective of each course of
study is the same: exaltation of each person. Yet
the prescribed methods for reaching that exalta-
tion are implicitly different. Exactly what female
exaltation is must be deduced by the Laurel, or
perhaps is deemed inconsequential, for it is
never discussed in the lesson manual. Instead,
the lessons prescribe roles of wife and mother
who will rely on the priesthood to guide them
into exaltation. Conversely, priests are encour-
aged not only to develop priesthood relation-
ships to family, but to quorum and community
as well. Their life’s mission is to serve mankind
and thus extend Christ’s kingdom. Their hope
for the future is to become like God.
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