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TO TALK OF ALl_ THY TRUTHS

By Elbert Eugene Peck

LST SUMMER, MY quorum president
by assignment exhorted the elders to attend
the temple more often. The stake president
had just discovered that a quarter of the stake’s
endowments had been done by one sister.
This made everyone else’s combined statis-
tics even more pitiful, which had already
embarrassingly dropped after a prohibition on
assigned quotas. He reported that a counselor
in the stake presidency lamented, "The
problem is that people go to the temple for
social reasons-to be with friends and for
weddings. They need to have an increased
sense of duty."

I see the problem as just the reverse: As
with other aspects of Church service, we’ve
turned the sociality of temple work into a
lonely individual duty, although, ironically,
the very work has an inherent social pur-
pose- the bonding of generations. President
McKay often affirmed that we are social beings;
our lives and identities are alloyed with
others’. Mormonism is especially a social the-
ology and religion; Zion, salvation, and the
celestial kingdom are all labors of community.
We need to find ways to enhance the social-
ity in our temple worship and work so that
"love and need are one."

Unfortunately, a similar situation exists in
our Church classrooms: although we’re in a
group setting, it is not very social and it is very
often an unpleasant duty to sit through an
hour monologue-let alone three-even if it
is punctuated by participatory scripture read-
ings and occasional ready-made questions.
Lectures work well for disseminating new
information and addressing large groups, but
in classes, when the purpose is to motivate
and remind, discussions are better. This was
emphasized in a January 1989 Ensign inter-
view with Elders Joseph Wirthlin and Gene
Cook where they encouraged Gospd Doctrine
classes to avoid being directed "to and by the
teacher" but for teachers to orchestrate the

sharing of the knowledge and experience of
all class members.

In my experience, a vigorous discussion
can instill a lesson’s object better than a more
formal presentation. With a few carefully
chosen key discussion questions, an
experienced class will make the same points
the manual and a well-prepared teacher
would make (although not necessarily in a
logical sequence, but an hour after class does
that matter?). This is because most people’s
minds act on an "on the other hand" princi-
ple, naturally bnnging up the other side of any
comment and, even if that weren’t true, the
usual diversity in personalities guarantees that
all major points (especially Correlation’s) will
be made.

In addition, since discussions have a
higher level of entertainment the material
sinks in deeper. In an open discussion where
class members respond to each other and the
teacher plays Phil Donahue, moderating the
pin-ball action comments, even the silent
individual pays more attention as he or she
follows the dynamic play, mentally respond-
ing to each diverse comment, with a "Yes,
but .... " Hence, their internal consideration
of the subject is more rigorous than when they
passively listen to one speaker.

Finally, since ward members in the late
twentieth-century Church spend less time
together than previously, we must re-structure
our programs to simultaneously teach and
build community. When we discuss, hearts
and minds meet; we even learn the names of
class members.

Since there aren’t established group habits
in Church meetings that make classroom dis-
cussion natural (except perhaps for the free-
wheeling high priests), it is often difficult for
teachers to engage their class in good discus-
sions. We are only trained to give and listen
to talks, not only in sacrament meeting, but
in Sunday School, priesthood, and Relief Soci-

ety meetings; even our home or visiting teach-
ing "visit" is often a packaged "message" we
patiently present or endure. In Gospel Doc-
trine classes we automatically respond to
questions with helpful answers that allow the
lesson to proceed on its predetermined
course; the pondering individual whose com-
ment or question requires at least a pause if
not a detour in the lesson’s procession is tact-
fully deflected by the teacher or intimidated
by class neighbors. It is easy to understand
how members with that bent can come to feel
that their contribution is not valued by their
community.

I used to think that Latter-day Saints didn’t
possess discussion skills and needed to be
taught them. Of course, we do have them and
use them in conversations every day, even at
Church-only in the foyer and the "hallway
Sunday School classes." With persistence, they
become natural in classes, too, and when a
topic is opened up to discussion, personal-
ities blossom and minds tick.

Leading a discussion does not mean the
teacher abdicates. He or she must know the
subject to identify the major discussion areas,
cream careful questions that prompt the group
to seriously confront the issues, and to con-
fidently navigate the unpredictable flow of
conversation (with well placed scriptures,
quotes, and questions), mentally checking to
see that the few major points are made. (Over-
planned "discussions" where a teacher merely
tries to make class members guess precon-
ceived points are coercive and counterproduc-
tive.) Sometimes to have an informed,
responsible discussion, a foundation of facts
and knowledge must be established using, for
example, assigned outside readings, a scrip-
ture passage or other text, a case study, role
play, or lecture. As Elder Wirthlin suggests,
a good way to cultivate the Spirit is by invit-
ing class members to share personal
experiences related to a discussion topic
(which is a subtle, different, and better way
of asking for a testimony).

Obviously, discussions don’t work for all
lessons-there is information we need and
don’t possess such as genealogy-and a diet
sca_.--~.y of them neglects other functions of
Church meetings (ritual, counsel, testimony,
prophecy). Discussions do work well for fun-
damental gospel principles such as prayer,
repentance, faith, for motivation on Church
responsibilities such as temple attendance and
tithing, and for deliberation on quorum or
Relief Society business.

In any event, when Saints gather together
to talk about the gospel, it should be a sweet
work. ~
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