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THE PRIESTHOOD: 
MEN'S LAST, BEST HOPE 

Priesthood is all about: helping men overcome the 
obstacles, strewn before them by birth or culture, 
to intimacy, service, and nurturance; helping them 

become like Christ. 

T ONE TIME in my life, I felt that 
our church's position of denylng 
women the priesthood was simply a 

sexist tradition carried down by our forefa- 
thers and mistakenly and improperly 
adopted into the restored church of Christ. 
Apologetic talk about how the priesthood 
was a compensation to men for womenk in- 
herently superior spirituality did little to alle- 
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viate my concerns. I suspected the practice 
was designed to put women up on pedestals, 
where men could worship qualities women 
never could live up to, with the result being 
women's perpetual guilt and men's self-con- 
tentment. Furthermore, if women are inher- 
ently more spiritual than men, then 
Heavenly Father's most precious creation, 
human life, is half defective. 

Over the past few years, however, my 
opinion has changed. I don't claim to know 
why men exclusively are ordained to the 
priesthood. My thoughts here are tentative. 
Living with my wife and children will surely 

bring additional insights, and I will yield to 
any correction from my ecclesiastical leaders 
in this area. I possess no divinely proclaimed 
answers, only informed opinions. 
Nevertheless, I now see priesthood as a di- 
vine tutelage to help men overcome their 
unique roadblocks to becoming Christ-like. 

It is all too easy for our notion of priest- 
hood to get warped; too often we see the 
priesthood as a sort of status system, a merely 
bureaucratic structure. We define it as the au- 
thority to act in God's name. Yet, at its very 
core, priesthood is about nurturing, blessing, 
and service. Priesthood is indeed the au- 
thority to act in behalf of God, but only in- 
sofar as it is used to nurture, bless, and serve 
God's children. Christ taught us that the true 
priest is the servant of all. It is consistent with 
this teaching that priesthood holders cannot 
bless themselves, only others. 

Doctrine and Covenants 121 reminds us 
that a man who tries to use the priesthood for 
a power trip has no priesthood. The priest- 
hood can be exercised only with gentleness, 
meekness, and love unfeigned. As Hugh 
Nibley states, men possess these essential 
qualities: "Very few men on earth, including 
those in the Church, are really qualified. In 
terms of prestige, status, influence, pleasure, 
privilege, 'power, and authority, and riches' 
(3 Ne. 6:37), the priesthood has absolutely 
nothing to offer." Accordingly, he argues, 
"This leaves a few humble, unpretentious, 
and unworldly people as the sole holders of a 

1 valid priesthdod.nAs he sums it up, "The 
world laughs at it, the Latter-day Saints abuse 
or ignore it, those who take it seriously do so 
in 'fear and trembling."" 

1 The ~riesthood,- therefore, exists only 
when exercised properly Significantly, thls 
requires men to adopt qualities we com- 
monly associate with women: nurturing, pa- 
tience, tractability, openness, empathy, and 
compassionate service. Patriarchal domina- 
tion in the Church arises not because men 
hold the priesthood but because certain men 
abuse the priesthood. When men really 
follow the counsel of section 121, women 
find themselves being served and loved by 
men who are absolutely open to the kind of 
association women tend to value most-lis- 
tening, caring friends who are confident 
enough not to feel threatened by womenk 
ideas, opinions, and advice; friends willing to 
express weaknesses and vulnerabilities. 

While there is, as Marie Cornwall has 
documented, both an institutional and fa- 
milial role to the priesthood, I believe too 
many of the Church's bureaucratic functions 
have been assumed to be the sole province of 
the priesthood. This causes much of the re- 
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In a day when single parent-mostly fatherless-families are becoming 
increasingly common, the priesthood helps Mormon men feel an irreplaceable 

connectedness with their families, placing them as 'head, ' or, perhaps 

more appropriately, 'primary servant. '" 

sentment that women harbor against their 
brothers in the Church. Women are aware of 
many logstical problems (e.g., in building 
design or meeting schedules), but have no 
voice in fixing them. Just because women 
don't hold the priesthood doesn't mean they 
should have no voice in the Church, and not 
having their influence leaves us all the 
poorer2 

Still, despite the priesthoodk cultural mis- 
applications, the great men I have admired 
most in the Church are great as a direct re- 
sult, I believe, of the fact that they hold the 
priesthood. I am convinced that the priest- 
hood has provoked them to service where 
otherwise they might not be involved inti- 
mately in others' lives. In my own life, I have 
witnessed how priesthood callings- 
whether service, teaching, or leadership posi- 
tions-have given me opportunities for 
greater love, understanding, empathy, and 
concern, both for those I've been assigned to 
serve and for people in general. I am better 
because of the priesthood. 

While some husbands have mistaken 
priesthood for power, the Brethren have con- 
tinually admonished priesthood holders to 
listen to and work together with their wives. 
The late Church President Howard W 
Hunter warned that, "For a man to operate 
independent of or without regard to the feel- 
ings i n d  counsel of his wife i i  governing the 
family is to exercise unrighteous d~minion."~ 
In One Flesh, One Heart, Carlfred Broderick 
describes the admonition he received from 
Apostle Boyd K. Packer upon being called as 
a new stake president. Elder Packer gently 
cautioned him not to treat his wife the same 
way he treats the stake. Brother Broderick 
was "mildly offended at this counsel, and 
protested, "I wasn't planning on treating ei- 
ther the stake or my wife badly" Elder Packer 
continued: 

I know, . . . but you need to treat 
them, well, differently In the stake 
when a decision is to be made, you 
will seek the opinion of your coun- 
selors and other concerned indi- 
viduals. Then you will prayerfully 
reach a decision on the matter, and 
they will all rally round and sup- 
port you because you are the presi- 
dent and you have the mantle of 

authority In your family when 
there is a decision to be made that 
affects everyone, you and your wife 
together will seek whatever counsel 
you might need, and together you 
will prayerfully come to a unified 
decision. If you ever pull priest- 
hood rank on her you will have 
failed in your leadership.4 

My mamage has helped me to become 
aware of the reasons women sometimes re- 
sent priesthood holders, but my being a fa- 
ther has helped me understand why I need 
that priesthood and how it should be used. 
Perhaps there is something true in Balzack 
line in Pere Goriot: "when I was a father, I un- 
derstood God." At any rate, the experience of 
blessing and administering to my children 
has greatly affected me. Not until I held my 
newborn son before my ward family to give 
him a name and blessing did I realize that 
that moment was the first instance since con- 
ception that I was uniquely needed in his life. 
I had watched as my wife provided my son's 
first nourishment and marvelled at the tight 
bond that formed instantly between them- 
even before his first day While I was closely 

involved in my son's first days on earth- 
taking my turn at changing, holding, and 
caring for him-I was constantly aware that 
his mother could do for him everything that I 
could do, and things I couldn't. I felt a little 
redundant and mildly jealous of their rela- 

But as I held him in that sacred priest- 
hood circle, I knew for the first time that I 
was doing something that only his father 
could do. This didn't i v e  me a power trip or 
make me feel highly esteemed by my fellow 
men; instead, I felt a sudden, deep bond with 
this child. Perhaps it was not as strong as the 
bond created by childbirth and nursing, 
which my wife felt, but I knew then and 
there that I would do absolutely anything for 
that child, my child. 

The priesthood gives a man the critical 
opportunity to feel needed by hls family-to 
feel that he is essential. that he alone can Dro- 
vide his unique love, guidance, and blessings 
through righteously exercising the priest- 
hood. Priesthood can make a man a dis- 
tinctly male parent-not an emasculated 
"Mr. Mom," but a Mr. Dad, who is both male 
and emotionally committed to his family In a 
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day when single parent-mostly father- 
less-families are becoming increasingly 
common, the priesthood helps Mormon men 
feel an irreplaceable connectedness with 
their families, placing them as "head," or, 
perhaps more appropriately, "primary ser- 
vant." And, consequently, placing them 
under greater condemnation for abrogation. 

That said, I remain unconvinced that one 
sex is inherently more spiritual, loving, or 
caring than the other. There are just as many 
spiritual men as women. This is not to say, 
however, that I don't recognize a difference. 
In fact, biological difference makes women 
more prone to nurturing and intimacy- 
qualities attributed to Jesus Christ. Even be- 
fore her baby is born, a mother is thrust into 
an immediate intimate relationship with her 
child. Fathers have to be worked into chil- 
dren's lives later5 

This situation has undoubtedly always 
been a challenge; however, structural 
changes in our society have added further 
wedges between men and nurture, their fam- 
ilies, and their spouses. In agrarian societies, 
fathers lived and worked at home. Ideally, 

these fathers worked and played side by side 
with their wives and children and provided 
the children with a constant fatherly role 
model. Home was also, as Wendell Berry 
puts it, "a circumstance that required, digni- 
fied, and rewarded the enactment of mutual 
dependence" between husband and wife.6 In 
this setting, men were also intimately in- 
volved with nurturing; farming is nurturing 
work. A good farmer is at once "husband and 
husbandman, the begetter and conserver of 
the ear th  bounty, but he is also midwife and 
motherer. He is a nurturer of life."' In 
agrarian society, the sex "roles" of nurturer 
and provider were not as solidly fixed, and 
the man, as well as the woman, had a do- 
mestic bond to the household. 

The industrial revolution forced fathers to 
leave home to work. And as men were up- 
rooted from household and land, nurturing 
came to be the exclusive province of women. 
This, Berry argues, "served to signify to both 
sexes that neither nurture nor womanhood 
was very important," since the economic re- 
wards for work now came solely for work 
done outside the home.' And while the 

woman's role was degraded, so too was the 
man's. His was reduced to the essential but 
impersonal role of providing money The 
bonds between husband and wife, father and 
family, men and the land were diminished. 
Home, states Berry, "was no longer a condi- 
tion, but only a place." We still suffer from 
that dismption. 

But after the industrial revolution, men at 
least were still needed by their families if only 
to provide a bankroll. In our post-industrial 
society, with women voluntarily and neces- 
sarily in the paid work force, fathers are vic- 
tims of what William Raspberry terms the 
"Superfluous Father Syndromew-they 
simply aren't needed. Technology guarantees 
that a woman can do virtually anything a 
man can do. Yet, only recently have we come 
to realize the social cost of fatherless families. 
Fifteen million U.S. children-one-quarter 
of the population under eighteen-are 
growing up without fathers. Of these, over 
five million are fatherless because of divorce. 

The cost of fatherless families is great. The 
loss of a father's financial contribution and 
the loss of another adult to supervise chil- 
dren and do household work is substantial. 
Further, many researchers have noted a link 
between fatherless households and the social 
epidemics of crime, drugs, violence, poverty, 
mental illness, the decline in educational at- 
tainment, teenage pregnancy, and second- 
generation d i v ~ r c e . ~  

Consciously or not, fathers who leave 
home send children the clear message that 
adult male approval is permanently with- 
drawn, that the child has failed to keep the 
father's interest. In over 90 percent of all U.S. 
divorces, custody is awarded to the mother. 
For almost two-thirds of these children, 
within ten years after divorce, the father will 
be entirely absent from their lives.1° In one 
recent study, a number of Hispanic elemen- 
tary schoolboys who had exhibited violent 
behavior problems were compared with a 
matched control group. A significant factor 
contributing to violence, the researchers 
found, was absent or inept fathers. The vio- 
lent boys were "significantly more likely" not 
to live with their fathers, to have fathers who 
never show them affection, or to have fathers 
who discipline by spanking." Clearly, the fa- 
ther's presence is crucial. But notice that it is 
not just the presence of the father that mat- 
ters, but the presence of a specific kind of fa- 
ther: not the father as disciplinarian or "ruler 
of the house"; rather, the father as nurturer, 
encourager, and friend. 

Significantly, the priesthood fosters this 
very type of behavior in Mormon men. Men 
who do not hold the priesthood can develop 

PAGE 12 

- - -- 

MARCH 1998 



S U N S T O N E  

II 

Marriage, 1 believe, provides a school wherein both men and women 

can grow to become more Christ-like by noticing, praising, and 

cultivating the vision of Christ they find in their spouse. " 

similar qualities, but scriptural injunction, 
weekly instruction, and constant cultural re- 
minders can have a real impact on men who 
care enough to listen, obey, and then serve 
their families with love, righteousness, and 
humility Priesthood is one of the main in- 
centives Mormon men have to be committed 
to family life and committed in the most nur- 
turing ways. 

Despite statistics showing single-parent 
families increasing among all faiths, in- 
cluding Latter-day Saints, the incidence of 
unwed mothers and divorce among active 
Latter-day Saints is relatively low, especially 
among the most active members.'* Mormon 
families who take their religous faith seri- 
ously also take seriously, therefore, former 
Church President Harold B. Lee's admonition 
that the most important work for both 
women and men takes place within the walls 
of our homes. And these same fathers and 
mothers seem to have learned former Church 
President David 0 .  McKay's counsel that no 
success can compensate for failure in the 
home. As Eugene England has stated, "The 
lesson to be taken from all this is not that 
women need more devotion to their careers 
in order to be equal with men but that men 
need less devotion to their careers."13 This is 
exactly what the priesthood, when exercised 
righteously, forces men to do. 

Priesthood both binds men to their fami- 
lies and encourages them to care for their 
families. England says that "priesthood and 
child-bearing are alike in providing, if we let 
them, similar opportunities to learn 
charity-by being called to love and serve 
un~onditionally"'~ This line of thought may 
seem to some as an attempt to justify the sim- 
plistic (and, to childless women, demeaning) 
cliche that priesthood is the complement of 
motherhood, which is not the case. But the 
two experiences are similar; both foster com- 
mitment to the family, and both teach nur- 
turing and charity As Mormon sociologist 
Marie Cornwall has- argued, the priesthood 
"establishes a relationship between father 
and child through the order of law, while 
motherhood establishes a relationship be- 
tween mother and child through the order of 
nature."15 

Yet to argue that women don't expressly 
need the priesthood is not to say that there 
needn't be a specific social structure to foster 

growth in women the way that priesthood 
fosters growth in men. The Relief Society 
does this to some extent, but I suspect that 
for many women there is more of the poten- 
tial than actual. Furthermore, since women 
are different from men, women need to learn 
lessons that are different from those the 
priesthood teaches men. Men need to learn 
the nurturing and commitment priesthood 
demands.  id from glancing through the 
self-help sections of many bookstores, I have 
come to suspect that what women want to 
learn is self-confidence and assertiveness. 

While many of the differences between 
men and women are biologcal, these biolog- 
ical differences are further emphasized by 
culture. From Simone de Beauvoir to 
Deborah Tannen. feminists have shown that 
many of the differences between the sexes are 
culturally reinforced. Eternal mamage is all 
about: overcoming cultural dictates while re- 
maining true to our biologcal selves. Two 
people with different bodies and different 
cultural experiences are sealed together for 
the express purpose of learning each other's 
perspective. And this in turn makes them 
godlike-they come to possess, both indi- 
vidually and collectively, more of God's all- 
encompassing qualities. 

Interestingly, the words "whole," 
"healthy," and "holy" come from the same 
Old English root. Suzanne Lundquist notes 
that "The notion of imperfection literally 
means to be 'incomplete' or '~nfinished.""~ 
Thus we see the profound beauty of Christ's 
announcement: "I Am." He is complete, per- 
fect, whole, and holy And Christ's command 
to us is to become like him (3 Ne. 12:48). As 
Lundquist points out, "Identity becomes sure 
. . . only when [a person] clearly understands 
the laws of the gospel, the law of sacrifice, the 
law of chastity, and the law of consecration" 
through study and application of these laws 
in one's life." 

I propose that we are incomplete until we 
come to seek for, understand, and emulate 
the Christ-like qualities we find in our 
spouses and members of the opposite sex. 
Many of the qualities our culture associates 
most with Christ-mercy, kindness, toler- 
ance, patience, etc.-are qualities that we 
tend to categorize, whether fairly or not, as 
feminine. Yet the Bible also shows Christ to 
have (again, perhaps stereotypically) male 

qualities-strength, assertiveness, power, 
self-control, and, ultimately, the ability to 
proclaim his own importance-his divine 
calling-in the face of his enemies. I am not 
arguing that Christ is genderless; rather, as he 
grew in stature and wisdom, he acquired all 
that is virtuous. Mamage, I believe, provides 
a school wherein both men and women can 
grow to become more Christ-like by 
noticing, praising, and cultivating the vision 
of Christ they find in their spouse. 

I believe that the confemng of priesthood 
on men is an essential and divinely inspired 
component of celestial mamage. It gently 
pushes men into acts of compassionate ser- 
vice and provides them with a feeling of con- 
nectedness with their families without ever 
"feminizing" them or insisting they are "less 
than men" for being more than "natural 
man." Priesthood compensates for the bio- 
logical and societal conditions that otherwise 
hold men back from attaining essential 
Christ-like qualities. 

Through association with the opposites of 
maleness and femaleness in the covenants of 
eternal marriage, a couple can become like 
God. A priesthood we have yet to understand 
is shared by our Heavenly Parents in the pow- 
erful partnership of husband and wife. As 
Eugene England states, "We believe that God 
is neither a lonely male, nor a lonely fe- 
male-but rather an eternal partnership of 
equal opposites, one male and one female 
who have become capable of the perfect cre- 
ative unity that we begn to build in our 
painful, struggling, exasperating, joyful mar- 
riages in this life."18 

D. Michael Quinn argues that through the 
ordinances of the temple, priesthood has ac- 
tually been conferred upon women since 
1843. As evidence, he points to the fact that 
women wear the garments and the robes of 
the priesthood, and he quotes Apostle James 
E. Talmage to buttress his argument.19 
However, Talmage made it perfectly clear 
that female ordination is not the purpose of 
the temple. "In the restored Church of Jesus 
Christ, the Holy Priesthood is conferred, as 
an individual bestowal, upon men only, and 
this in accordance with Divine requirement. 
It is not given to woman to exercise the au- 
thority of the Priesthood independently" In 
the temple, Talmage says, a woman "shares 
with man the blessings of the Priesthood; 
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nowhere does Talmage state that women are 
ordained to the priesthood.20 Ordination is 
an explicit ritual, an act of conferral that in- 
cludes various conditions in order to be con- 
sidered feli~itous.~' Donning the garments 
and robes of the priesthood is a display of a 
woman's worthiness, righteousness, and the 
priesthood blessings she shares with her hus- 
band, but the priesthood itself is transferred 
by the laying on of hands by one already in 
authority, who must use specific words in a 
specific context to a specific recipient of the 
ritual. This, so far, has not been sanctioned 
for women, no matter what other blessings 
(different from, perhaps more desirable than, 
men's) the temple bestows upon them.22 

Talmage did state that one day husband 
and wife will use their priesthood together: 

In the glorified state of the blessed 
hereafter, husband and wife will 
administer in their respective sta- 
tions, seeing and understanding 
alike, and co-operating to the full 

in the government of their family 
kingdom. . . . Then shall woman 
reign by Divine right, a queen in 
the resplendent realm of her glori- 
fied state, even as exalted man shall 
stand, priest and h n g  unto the 
Most High ~ o d . ~ ~  

Yet I do not believe we need or should wait 
for the hereafter to seek this universal vision. 
After twelve years of marriage, I have only 
begun to see from my wife's perspective. It is 
a perspective that has been sometimes quite 
painful, as I have come to realize sins and im- 
perfections of my own. But it has made me 
more whole, and it has helped me see my 
wife more completely It is a path that I antic- 
ipate will bring me many tears but also un- 
paralleled joys. 

In Hugh Nibley's Temple and Cosmos, ed- 
itor Michael Lyon illustrated the text with a 
drawing of a veil that was discovered in 1925 
hanging in an underground tomb in Asia. On 
this veil, a prince and princess embrace one 

"I  act on the belief that men are basically good. 77 

another on their wedding day The constella- 
tions of the stars are positioned around their 
heads, and both are clad in their sacred wed- 
ding robes. Above their heads, the man holds 
a square in his left hand and the woman, a 
compass in her right. Nibley discusses how 
scholars have interpreted the symbolic 
meanings of these two tools. "The square 
probably means 'rectitude,' uprightness," 
while the compass "means 'making equilib- 
rium, . . . evenly balanced mind,' or measure 
in all things."24 In these interpretations, it is 
apparent that the one tool emphasizes rules 
and order, the other balance and perspective. 
They are two different but not mutually ex- 
clusive modes of thought-one frequently 
associated with a male perspective, the other 
with a female perspective. Below the couple's 
aprons, their bodies are serpentine, entwined 
into one. The picture symbolically illustrates 
the powerful force of marriage. Husband and 
wife are to be one, united and equally yoked, 
coming to understand and accept the differ- 
ences between them and using those very 
differences to create a perfect whole. If we are 
not one, as couples, we are not God's, nor 
can we become gods. 

The Book of Mormon describes our re- 
turning into our Father's presence not as a 
typical "guy" greeting of a thump on the 
shoulder but as an embrace (2 Ne. 1:15). 
This reception sounds every bit as warm, 
inviting, and intimate as the one we antici- 
pate having with our Heavenly Mother. 
Ultimately, this is what priesthood is all 
about: helping men overcome the obstacles, 
strewn before them by birth or culture, to in- 
timacy, senrice, and nurturance; helping 
them become like Christ. Priesthood is men's 
last, best hope. P 
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THE NEED TO STAY IN 
We would gravitate 
toward the wood stove 
shaped like an elephant's torso 
Took four men to budge it, 
warm and convincing enough 
to redden the cheeks, 
gather human flesh around it. 

Childhood silences were heaped upon it, 
better than dry wood. 
Read books by its cast iron gut, 
orange flame spitting through the lid, 
its bounching shadow scrambling the words. 
Sometimes, the only conflict 
in those creaky plots: 
how cold it is outside, 
how hot in here. 

Did us a disserivce 
that roaring dinosaur- 
soothed, melted what did not 
need the attention. 
Imagine the first kiss at 
that steady a temberature, 
those Indian rubber-man muscles 
kowtowing to the crackle of wood 

Kept us inside, 
thawed the doors shut 
even as it melted them open. 
Warmed us out of 
frozen lakes that hungered 
for our weight and speed. 
Hissed, "So little is possible." 

Blood diluted to meditation 
strength, we were children made good 
by temperature. 

The fat fire lingers on. 
We assemble where it's safe. 
Water boils. 
Tea hisses in the vein. 
What doesn't block our way 
still blocks our way 
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