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Latter-day Saints counseled to strive for unity
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SALT LAKE CITY (AP) — Mormons should strive for unity at home, in the church and with those whose backgrounds and opinions differ from Latter-day Saints, a senior church leader said Sunday.

Henry B. Eyring, the senior counselor in the First Presidency of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, said the divisions that come with increased conflict between people around the world could "infect" Mormons.

Eyring, who spoke on the second day of the faith's semiannual General Conference, said the path to unity is through faith, humility, prayer and service to God. Eyring also said Mormons can be peacemakers in times of conflict by looking for common ground.

"The great peacemakers, the restorer of unity, is one who finds a way to help people see that shared truth," he said.

But the call for unity comes at a time when the church is backing a California ballot initiative to ban gay marriage in that state's constitution.

Not all Mormons have sided with church leaders on the issue, leaving many without a comfortable place in the church, said Laura Compton, a lifetime Mormon who lives in Cupertino, Calif.

"The Proposition 8 rhetoric is very divisive and it is hurting congregations," said Compton, a contributor to Mormonsformarriage.com, one of handful of Mormon-driven sites that supports marriage equality. "That gulf gets wider every week."

In June, a letter from church President Thomas S. Monson called upon California members to give their time and money to pass the ballot initiative. Many faithful Latter-day Saints have responded, volunteering to walk voting precincts with opinion surveys, making phone calls and distributing yard signs.

Mormons are also generous contributors to the Proposition 8 campaign. According to the Web site Mormonsfor8.com, which tracks individual contributors of $1,000 or more, 42 percent of donors are members of the Mormon church. As of Oct. 4, site managers said Mormons have generated $8 million of the $19.3 million collected by the campaign.

Contribution data is drawn from the California secretary of state's campaign finance filings and information about church members is gathered from site visitors who either self-identify or identify their friends, family and fellow congregants.

Officially, the Mormon church is politically neutral and does not endorse individual candidates or political parties. The church does, however, weigh in on issues it considers morally important and has actively fought marriage equality legislation across the U.S. since the 1990s.

No specific messages about Proposition 8 were made during the two-day Salt Lake City conference, although one senior leader noted that traditional marriage is under attack and a second said "marriage between a man and a woman is sacred and it is ordained of God."

The messages echo what's being preached from the pulpit in California and Compton said there's not much room for dialogue. In her own congregation, Compton said members who are undecided or who disagree are either silent, or absent from the pews.

"They're voting with their feet," said the mother of two.

Compton said Eyring's call for unity was "a beautiful message that we really needed to hear."

"I hope people really listen to that," she added. "If we're just going to keep fighting... how is that pleasing to God?"

Mormons gather twice yearly — in April and October — to hear from senior church leaders. The event draws more than 100,000 to the faith's downtown Salt Lake City conference center and is broadcast live to millions more by satellite and over the Internet.

On Saturday, Monson announced the faith would build five new temples worldwide, one of them in Rome, home of the Roman Catholic Church.

Leaders also cautioned Latter-day Saints to live frugally during the current economic upheaval. Monson and others said members should avoid debt and help provide for others.

___

On the Net:

www.lds.org

www.mormonsformarriage.com

www.mormonsfor8.com

AP Mobile News Network. © 2008 The Associated Press. All Rights Reserved.

