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The Weight of Priest hood

Ste phen Carter0

I WAS EIGHT YEARS OLD one March Sunday. The cha pel cur tains were
bright with the spring time sun, as if an gels were stand ing out side. The
church it self was new, built only a year or two be fore out in the mid dle of
some farm land. Cows were the clos est neigh bors. The brown bricks and
stoic wood pan el ing gave the build ing a solid feel—un like my stom ach,
which was clutch ing and jerk ing. One of my bud dies, Da vid, was sit ting on
a chair at the front of the cha pel, and large, suit-coated men had gath ered
around him. I was next in line.

 My whole ex tended fam ily had come to see me. Af ter all, I was one
of the first grand chil dren to go through a con fir ma tion. Later we’d all get
to gether at our house and eat sand wiches, but first, I had to take the hot
seat. I was a lit tle fright ened. But it was a fear that had never en tered my
heart be fore. I knew the me tal lic pang from the an tic i pa tion of a par ent’s
wrath. I un der stood the snatch of panic when older kids came af ter me.
But this was the first time I had the fear of God in me.

Is that what you call it? Fear? I can’t call it re spect or awe; those seem
pas sive nouns. I need some thing ac tive to de scribe the feel ing of com ing
up against the ma jor pow ers I had heard about all my life. Fear is when you 
are go ing to do some thing and you don’t know ex actly what will hap pen
as a con se quence. It’s when you won der if you are in over your head.
When you won der if you might lose some thing. Or be crushed by what
you are given.
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* * *

Weight. Yeah, there was a lot of weight to this whole pro cess. It had
started the day be fore that fate ful Sunday when I stuck my toe into the
bap tis mal font wa ter, warm as amniotic fluid. I felt the pull of the wa ter as
I walked down the stairs. The legs of my white jump suit flow ered out, and
air blew out of my col lar as the wa ter gained ground. By the time I had hit
the bot tom step, I was in al most up to my chest. It was a lit tle hard to
breathe. I had to hold my arms up to keep them clear of the wa ter. My dad
took my hands in the way we had prac ticed. I looked up at the mir ror that
hung over the wa ter. It was there to help the peo ple in the back see what
was go ing on. It gave them a bird’s-eye view. Kind of like how God was see -
ing me, I guess.

Dad held his arm to the square and said a short prayer. It told me
that I was be ing bap tized by some one who had au thor ity from God. Then
I went down. The idea, I was told, was to bend your knees and lean back.
Kind of like do ing the limbo. That way none of your hair sticks up, or your 
belly. You have to be to tally im mersed; oth er wise you have to do it again.
And as even an eight year old knew, a sec ond time is anti-cli mac tic. Un der
the wa ter, I heard the gab ble of bub bles and a rush ing sound. I felt com -
pletely alone. Then I thought, “I won der when I’ll come up again?” and
the world ex ploded around me. I was back with wa ter in my eyes and the
jump suit cling ing to my body. I could n’t see much at all. Not even all the
lit tle kids that had scooted to the font so they could see better. I stum bled
out of the font. Pure.

Well. That was it, I guessed. I was clean. No sins clung to me. It was a 
pleas ant feel ing for a sec ond or two, un til I started shiv er ing in my wet
clothes. My dad led me into the chang ing room where Da vid and his dad
were . . . well, chang ing. I had not an tic i pated this sit u a tion. The last time
I had been any where close to na ked in the church was two months be fore
when I had made my trial at tempt at us ing the stand ing uri nal, not re al iz -
ing that one did not have to pull down one’s pants in or der to use it,
though the peo ple wait ing in line may have un der stood that prin ci ple.
But that was be hind me now. I was clean. Ex cept for the fact that I had to
take off my jump suit and change into clean un der wear in front of three
other peo ple. I shot a fur tive glance at Da vid. He was watch ing me out of
the cor ner of his eye, suited and shiv er ing like me. I looked at my dad,
hop ing for a clue. Hmm. Da vid’s dad seemed to be do ing the same thing. I 
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had never seen so much hair in such un ex pected places. Per haps I could
study the tiles and make con ver sa tion un til ev ery one was done chang -
ing—ex cept that Dad was patting me on the back and telling me to get
moving.

Da vid and I locked eyes—just dar ing each other to look. I un zipped
mine. He un zipped his. As long as I watched him, I was sure he would n’t
do any thing funny. One arm. Steady. Down the torso. Hips. Oh my gosh.
Un der wear does n’t come on eas ily when you’re sop ping wet. But we made 
do.

Dang. Did this mean I had al ready com mit ted a sin? It was kind of
hard to tell. Da vid better just keep his mouth shut.

But here I was, Sunday, sit ting on a hard chair at the front of the cha -
pel in the cen ter of the cir cle of men. I was star ing at their belt buck les and 
smell ing their Old Spice. They went into bless ing stance: left hand on one 
an other’s backs, right hand on my head. The weight of the priest hood was 
upon me. My dad started pray ing, tell ing me to re ceive the Holy Ghost. I
waited. Noth ing pal pa ble—ex cept the weight. There must have been ten
right hands on my head, all charged with the priest hood of God, and a few 
pounds each. He said more, but I did n’t quite catch it all. Then the prayer
ended, and the sec ond, un es sen tial, but tra di tional or di nance started: the 
shak ing of hands. Why did we feel com pelled to do this? Well, first, all
Mor mons do it af ter a bless ing. Kind of a thank-you ges ture. The bless ing
just does n’t feel fin ished oth er wise. Per haps it’s an other con tact, in case
the head was n’t clean enough. One more cir cuit for the Spirit of God to
enter through.

I bore my tes ti mony that day. I don’t re mem ber what I said, but the
weight of the priest hood stayed with me. Mostly in my neck. That was the
thing I re mem bered. To re ceive God is to re ceive weight. It had been in my 
wet clothes and in the hands of the priest hood bear ers. And then, ten
years later, in my bones.

I was an el der. They an nounced me in stake con fer ence. I stood so
ev ery one could see me. I had a new white shirt and tie for the oc ca sion.
The whole ex tended fam ily was there, be cause, once again, I was the first.
We gath ered in our liv ing room a few hours later. I sat in a chair and the
men moved in around me, form ing a cir cle and plac ing left hand on
backs, right hand on my head. Now I looked at their chests. But the weight 
was ex actly the same, though my neck held up better. This time it was n’t
the spirit of God I was re ceiv ing, but His priest hood. An eigh teen-year-old
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with God’s power? It seemed as likely that He would give an eight-year-old
His spirit. But that’s what they had told me for years. Those men, so pon -
der ous and steady, had la tent power rip pling un der their skin. The kind of 
power that could heal the sick, com fort the down trod den, and call down
the might of heaven. As the prayer be gan, the fear en tered me again. An
ac tive fear of a God who was act ing upon me. Their hands lifted from my
head, and I was re turned to my nor mal grav ity. I stood to com plete the cir -
cuit. And felt some thing. The mar row in my bones seemed heavier, solid.
Nor mally a skinny, geeky kid, I sud denly felt as if there was a live wire
strung through my joints. I sat down and put my arm around my girl -
friend’s shoul ders. And for the first time, I felt that I could ac tu ally pro tect 
her. That I was a real man. A priesthood bearer.

Ex cept it took a while to turn on the juice. This hap pens to me a lot.
I get all psyched—spirit in my britches—and then the laun dry needs do ing
for the next six months. The boil slows to a sim mer. For a long time af ter
my or di na tion, there were n’t any dead who needed rais ing. The sick, hav -
ing heard of my new pow ers, had not shown them selves at my door. The
grav ity melted slowly, or else my mus cles adapted. Which ever. But I knew
there was a catch to get ting the priest hood. The Church just does n’t go
around or dain ing eigh teen-year-olds to be el ders for noth ing. You have to
sign your name to some thing else first: mis sion pa pers. In or der to be a
real man, you’ve got to head out into the world for two years un der the
Church’s flag. You have to join that army of boys with black nametags and 
ties. And when you go out into the world to preach the gos pel, you re ally
should have some idea of how to use the priesthood.

At least, I thought so. There are two great story set tings in the Mor -
mon Church, the pi o neer trek and the mis sion field. In both of these dra -
matic set tings, a per son is not sur prised to hear about mir a cles. They are
those un charted coun tries where or di nary life is ex ploded. Where there
be drag ons and cher u bim. What Mor mon has not heard of the packs of
de mons at tack ing Heber C. Kimball and his com pan ions as they pros e ly -
tized in Eng land? How the hooked shapes leapt at them, and how the el -
ders fought them off with their own fists and the priest hood. Who has not 
heard of a child be ing brought back from death’s door by the min is tra -
tions of two twenty-year-old mis sion ar ies? But it is one thing to hear those
sto ries from the mouths of mis sion ar ies re turn ing home from the mis sion 
field or from teach ers in Sunday school. It is an other to ac tu ally enter
them. God has to fill your bones.
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I wanted to rev the di vine en gine, prime the priest hood pump. Get
that power mov ing. I fig ured, since God gave it to me, maybe He’d also
give me a chance to use it. So I asked Him about it for a few weeks. It was a
half-hearted re quest be cause, frankly, the thought of ad min is ter ing to
some one scared me to death. Large, Old Spiced men with heavy hands
gave bless ings. I was as close to the At las Body Build ing Pro gram’s de rided
ninety-eight-pound weak ling as one could be, and I wore Speed Stick. Cer -
tainly I did n’t qual ify. But the fact was, I had the priesthood.

One eve ning, a few weeks be fore I left for my mis sion, I was sit ting in 
the cha pel of the Manti Tem ple. This tem ple is lo cated in a tiny town in
the mid dle of miles of Utah’s sage brush and sun. The orig i nal set tlers
built a tem ple—the sec ond to be ded i cated in Utah—on the hill east of
town. It’s an odd build ing, a kind of mu tated Pu ri tan-style church house,
or di min u tive cas tle, with tow ers on each end of the build ing. But in stead
of be ing steepled, they end in a trap e zoidal taper. The whole build ing is
made of lime stone, solid as the moun tain it’s built upon. Dur ing the day,
its sil hou ette is vis i ble for miles. At night it lights up, stun ning the whole
val ley. It’s my fa vor ite tem ple. I’m not sure there are any Mor mons from
Utah who don’t have a pi o neer-built tem ple as their fa vor ite. There’s an
el e ment of sweat and stu di ous ness that draws us to them. Men and
women sac ri ficed to build those early struc tures. Some of them are our
own flesh and blood. A mil lion sto ries sur round each one of them. And
you can feel it. Like priesthood.

I was dressed in my white cloth ing, wait ing for the next en dow ment
ses sion to start. I was look ing for ward to the rit ual. In the Manti Tem ple,
it is es pe cially dra matic, as the walls and ceil ings of the large rooms are
painted with scenes from the cre ation, the Gar den of Eden, the telestial
world, the terrestial world, and fi nally God’s king dom. As you move from
room to room, the light in creases, giv ing you the feel ing that you’re get -
ting closer to God with each step.

But that was the night the lights went out in Manti. A storm had
chased us there, and ap par ently it had struck some thing im por tant. My
mom, dad, and aunt were sit ting with me when the room went black. As
the lit tle emer gency lights came up, one of the tem ple of fi ci a tors walked
in and told us we’d have to wait till the elec tric ity came back be fore we
could start our ses sion. My dad and aunt walked the halls to con sole my
dad’s bum back. A car ac ci dent early in his twen ties had doomed him to a
life of back pain and pe ri odic mi graine head aches. I moved to the back of
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the cha pel to get away from the tap es try at the front. It’s an at tempt at a
Raphaelesque group with women and chil dren. And it’s aw ful. The peo -
ple’s noses are huge, and the ba bies’ heads are de formed. But the pi o neers 
did it. So we keep it. Af ter all, they did a great job on the building itself.

I talked to God in the dark of His tem ple. I gave Him the low-down
again: I’m headed out and I don’t want to be a to tal green horn, okay? Just
give me some thing to break me in. I’ll take any thing.

* * *

The lights came back on. The air con di tion ing started push ing the
air again. I walked up and sat next to my mom. She leaned over and said,
“You know, your dad’s back and head aches have been hurt ing him a lot
lately. I bet he’d ap pre ci ate a bless ing from you.”

Well, there you go.
I was n’t fa mil iar with the bib li cal par a ble of the sleep ing house -

master at the time. If I had been, I might have looked on this in ci dent a lit -
tle dif fer ently. Je sus said that prayer is some times like a fel low go ing to a
man’s house to ask a fa vor—ex cept that he’s do ing it in the mid dle of the
night. He an noys the house master with his re quest un til the house master
gets fed up and gives it to him. What the man ac tu ally gets is never made
clear.

So I guess I got my chance. I set a date with my dad to give him a
bless ing, then pro ceeded to worry my self sick about it. When the day
came, I fasted, hop ing to have God’s spirit with me. Be cause, when you
give a bless ing, there’s no tell ing what’s go ing to hap pen. Some times noth -
ing hap pens. But some one does n’t ask for a bless ing with out think ing
some thing is go ing to hap pen. So the blesser is in a dou ble bind. On the
one hand, he’s not sure God is go ing to will any thing to re ally hap pen. On 
the other hand, the blessee is re ally count ing on the blesser to bring those
bless ings down. I re tract—the blesser is ac tu ally in a tri ple bind, be cause he 
does n’t know if it’s right to in voke heal ing upon the per son. It seems a lit -
tle pre sump tu ous to tell a per son he or she is go ing to be healed with out
the go-ahead from God. The prob lem is, you don’t know what God has in
mind un til the oil has been ap plied, the hands are on the head, and the
bless ing is be ing spo ken. Ev ery thing hangs on the spur of the mo ment.
Are you ready to re ceive what ever in tel li gence it is God is will ing to send
down? Sheesh. Talk about a bur den. I found out later that Jo seph Smith
had some of his apos tles do a heal ing bless ing over and over again un til
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they fi nally got the Spirit. But that’s just not done these days. It’s kind of
like bap tism: You want to get it right the first time, because after that, it
gets plain embarrassing.

Be sides that, it was my dad. And I hap pened to like my dad. I knew
that he had suf fered from back and head pain for his whole adult life. I
really wanted to be part of a pro cess that might heal him.

Fi nally, the ac tual min ute came. We were gath ered in my dad’s bed -
room. He was sit ting in his rock ing chair. An other priest hood holder had
anointed my dad with con se crated ol ive oil, and now my hands were on
my fa ther’s head. I felt my po si tion dis tinctly. My fa ther had of ten given
me bless ings of heal ing. And ev ery year on the Sunday be fore a new school 
year started, he would give each of his chil dren a fa ther’s bless ing to help
them get started (though my math grades never im proved). Now I was the
one giv ing the bless ing. I cleared my mind and al lowed my self a bit of time 
to lis ten. By “lis ten,” I mean to God. I was a piece of bees wax wait ing for
any sort of im pres sion to come. And I was desperate enough to take
anything.

Turned out, my dad was n’t slated for im me di ate mi rac u lous heal -
ing. Or even post poned, med i cally as sisted heal ing. Or any thing. In fact, I
told him this pain was a test, and he needed to suf fer through it. You’ll
find stuff along the way, I said, that will help al le vi ate the pain, but for
now, God loves you. Keep a stiff up per lip. And all that.

Which re minds me, there’s an other grem lin hang ing on the back of
the blesser’s mind. Namely, what if I don’t have enough faith? Maybe I
went into this whole deal not be liev ing enough. Maybe I am the cause of
the de fus ing of this bless ing. Maybe a mus tard seed could leave me in the
dust. And, of course, this worry seemed the most prob a ble ex pla na tion to
me as the bless ing ended. Per haps my faith had failed.

So far I was bat ting noth ing. I de cided to just keep this whole in ci -
dent in my pocket as I went off on my mis sion to To ronto and be re ally
care ful about whom I agreed to bless. I had n’t lost faith in the power of
the priest hood, but you could say that I be came a kind of de ist. I started
think ing of bless ings as moral sup port rather than a trans ac tion from
God, be cause the few peo ple I blessed al ways felt the quiet good ness of the 
Spirit af ter ward, but the ef fects did n’t last long. I fig ured this was all right.
We’d stick with what we had. But the old sto ries still knocked around in
the back of my mind: those mis sion ar ies who ac tu ally called the power of
God down from heaven.
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One day I re ceived a let ter from my mom. She told me some thing
weird—that my first bless ing was ac tu ally see ing some ac tion. Dad had fig -
ured out that eat ing mint or sage brings on a head ache. “Re mem ber,” she
wrote, “that you told him he would find ways to al le vi ate his pain; well,
here it is.” I was sur prised. Maybe there was some thing to this bless ing
thing af ter all. Then a few months later, my mom wrote again to tell me
that Dad was in stall ing a Ja cuzzi, which ap par ently does won ders for an
ach ing back. It sounded a lit tle on the worldly side to my pov erty-rid den
mis sion ary sen si bil i ties, but God is re puted to work in mysterious ways.

 About eigh teen months into my mis sion to To ronto, my com pan -
ion and I were daw dling away a muggy sum mer af ter noon knock ing on
doors in side a large apart ment com plex. It was te dious go ing. Hardly any -
one was at home. In fact, at one door, a housecleaner an swered and gave
us a royal chew ing out for awak en ing the apart ment’s oc cu pant, a woman
dy ing of can cer. She slammed the door and we walked down the hall, feel -
ing like scum, but see ing noth ing else but to stump ahead. What else were
we go ing to do, preach on a street cor ner in heat so wet your shirt stuck to
your skin? No, we pre ferred this air-con di tioned somnambulism. It was
not a lit tle an noy ing to hear the door open be hind us again. No doubt the
house keeper was go ing to in form us that she had called the man ager and
that we were to be expelled at any moment.

“Hey, come back,” she said.

We looked back. Her face seemed dif fer ent. She told us to come in
and pointed at the woman ly ing in a rented hos pi tal bed. She was a short,
round Guy a nese woman in her six ties. Her dark skin con trasted the white 
flo ral print gown she was wearing.

“El ders,” she said, “El ders, Je sus brought you. Thank you, Je sus.”

Ap par ently Je sus had brought us to that apart ment. But now what
were we sup posed to do? The first thought that co mes to any mis sion ary’s
mind when he is in a sit u a tion like this is, I won der if this per son wants to
be bap tized? It’s not a sub tle thought, but mis sion ary work is not a sub tle
job. The prob lem was, I had no idea what this woman was try ing to say.
She had a thick ac cent and could n’t get too many words out at a time. I
thought about just teach ing her the first mis sion ary les son when my com -
pan ion fi nally got what she was saying.

“She’s a Mor mon.” He picked up a book from the shelf, and sure
enough, it was that dis tinc tive navy blue cover with gold let ter ing. Ad mit -
tedly, my heart fell a lit tle. We had n’t bap tized some one in a while, and I
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was hop ing this en coun ter was the an swer to our prayers. We found out
that her name was Evelyn and that she had been bap tized a few years ago,
but had moved, con tracted can cer, and lost con tact with the Church.

Over the next few weeks, we be came reg u lar vis i tors and started to
meet Evelyn’s fam ily. There was her hus band Raja, her son Rohan, and
Gita, his wife. Rohan and Raja had also been bap tized into the Church,
but Gita, be ing a new mem ber of the fam ily, was Hindu, which turned
our mis sion ary me ters right back on. But for some rea son, we never re ally
got around to hav ing les sons with Gita. When ever we vis ited, we talked
with Evelyn. The only thing she wanted to do was pray with us and tell us
about Je sus—and we thought we were the mis sion ar ies. It was a strange, ex -
hil a rat ing ex pe ri ence to sit next to her lump of a body, siz zling with can -
cer, and lis ten to her praise Je sus. It was all we could do to agree with her as 
quickly as she praised.

The months wore on, and No vem ber ar rived. The hu mid ity now cut 
through clothes and iced ev ery one who was silly enough to be out side,
mean ing, of course, the mis sion ar ies. Evelyn’s health fol lowed the de cline 
in weather. More of ten she would be asleep when we came over, and she
would wake only briefly from time to time. No one com plained, though;
sleep is cer tainly pref er a ble to pain. One day we stopped by for no par tic u -
lar rea son. The odor of de te ri o ra tion hit us as we walked in. We found
Gita, a stick-thin girl with large black eyes and lips per pet u ally formed into 
a kiss, try ing to com fort Evelyn, who was groan ing and roll ing her head
from side to side. Her fin gers were crushing Gita’s tiny hands.

“She has n’t slept for days,” Gita told us.

Evelyn saw us and gur gled, “El ders, come pray over me.” What she
meant was, “Give me a bless ing.” This time the stakes were way up. My
dad’s pain of a few years ago had been al most the o ret i cal to me. It was
some thing he could take care of, a sort of test case for me. But now I saw
Evelyn sunken so far that she was barely co her ent. There’s a cer tain feel to
the area around some one in com plete pain. It smells, oddly, like the flesh
of a child. The pained skin gives off an al most elec tri cal charge. Your own
nerves vi brate sym pa thet i cally with the pain. We put our hands on
Evelyn’s head. Since my com pan ion was a new mis sion ary, he wanted me
to give the bless ing—cow ard. But I did it. And I said, “The pain will lift.
You will sleep. God is watching over you.”

Her hands loos ened their grip and her eyes closed. She fell asleep
say ing, “Thank you, Je sus.” I swear this is true.
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We were n’t al ways so help ful. A week later we stopped by Evelyn’s
house to sing some Christ mas car ols. My com pan ion, El der
Christopherson, hap pened to be an op era singer, full back, and re tired il -
le gal fire works smug gler. When we had fin ished, one of the more
long-winded mem bers of our quar tet said a clos ing prayer; and dur ing it,
Evelyn lost her breath. She gasped and coughed with a vigor that meant
she needed a hos pi tal. But our prayer-giver did n’t seem to no tice and
droned on while Evelyn’s fam ily rushed to her res cue and called the fire
de part ment. The med ics car ried her out on a stretcher, and we were left to 
won der if our ren di tion had really been that bad.

The mis sion of fice trans ferred me out of that part of town a few days 
later. A week af ter that, I got a call from El der Christopherson; Evelyn had 
passed away. But not, he told me, be fore he gave her a bless ing. She’d been 
in a coma for a week. But when he blessed her, she came out of it, grabbed
El der Christopherson by the shirt and said, “Fat Man, bap tize my fam ily.”
Then she talked lu cidly with her fam ily for a few mo ments, closed her
eyes, and died.

* * *

I’d re ally like to end the story there. It’s a good, happy end ing. Boy
gets priest hood, boy strug gles with priest hood, boy suc ceeds. The prob lem 
is, life goes on. Things change.

Most of the peo ple I had bap tized on my mis sion have fallen away
from the Church. Even Evelyn’s fam ily. They all ei ther wan dered off or re -
jected the Church out right. I’m still not sure what to think of that. I had
been part of the great story: heal ing, bless ing, con vert ing—ex er cis ing the
priest hood of God. I had made cov e nants, and I had helped other peo ple
do the same thing. And some how it had all blown away. My priest hood
leg acy.

There’s a pop u lar say ing in the Church that a per son’s mis sion ex pe -
ri ence is the high-wa ter mark in his or her spir i tual life. You’ll never re ally
prog ress be yond the faith you gain in the mis sion field. As dis heart en ing
as that idea ap pears, it seemed true to me dur ing the five years af ter my
mis sion. Mainly be cause I fi nally had the time to doubt.

Doubt ing is a dif fi cult busi ness in Mor mon ism, es pe cially if you
were raised in the Church. There’s a sense that the whole gos pel, from Jo -
seph Smith’s first vi sion to the lat est gen eral con fer ence talk, is com pletely 
in ter twined. That you can’t re move one thread from the tap es try, or the
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whole thing will un ravel. I don’t know how many times I taught po ten tial
con verts that if they be lieved the Book of Mor mon was scrip ture, then Jo -
seph Smith, who brought it forth, must be a prophet. And if Jo seph Smith 
is a prophet then the church he started must be God’s true church. And
that was only the be gin ning of this giant game of dominoes.

Not only is the Church a uni fied work, it is also based on the as -
sump tion of eter nity. Ev ery thing you do has an eter nal con se quence.
That’s made more than clear in the tem ple cer e mony. The en tirety of eter -
nity is spread out, from the cre ation of the uni verse to your own per sonal
en trance into God’s king dom. You make cov e nants there. And since the
tem ple is, af ter all, God’s house, He’s there wit ness ing every one of them.

But there is also an el e ment of chaos. A pop u lar story used in ser -
mons tells about a young priest hood bearer who watched one of his bud -
dies get struck by light en ing. He ran to his friend’s side, laid his hands on
his head, and healed him. What would have hap pened, the speaker will
ask, had that young man not been wor thy at that moment? 

Don’t get caught with your priest hood down.

The doc tors found a tu mor grow ing on my mother’s brain a few
years af ter I re turned from To ronto. It messed with her gy ros and dead -
ened her hear ing. And, if it did n’t get taken out, it would even tu ally kill
her. My mom has al ways been a big one for bless ings. She once told me
that when she re ceives a bless ing, she can feel a con duit reach ing from in -
side her, through the blesser, into heaven.

So nat u rally, when she found out about the tu mor, her bless ing rate
sky rock eted. And it seemed to work be cause the doc tor’s blade did n’t slip, 
he filleted the tu mor nicely, and she lived to tell the story. I was n’t close by
dur ing this pe riod, so my dad gave her most of the bless ings. But a few
weeks af ter the op er a tion, she called on Dad and me to give her an other
bless ing. Re cu per at ing from brain sur gery needs all the help it can get.

I en tered her dim bed room. She was sit ting in the same chair my dad 
had been sit ting in when I had gone on my maiden priest hood voy age.
She asked us to sit down, and then, with a right an gle of black stitch marks 
strid ing across her head, she asked us to bear our tes ti mo nies.

When peo ple have been strapped to a stain less steel gurney and
wheeled to the edge of death and then wheeled back to life again, they’re
changed. It does n’t mat ter if they did n’t see a light at the end of the tun nel 
or an gels de scend ing. There’s just some thing about be ing there, do ing
that, hav ing the scars to show, that gives this par tic u lar kind of trav eler a

Carter: The Weight of Priesthood 117



third eye. The kind, I thought as I sat in my par ents’ room, that can see
into your soul. Per haps it’s all the time they’ve spent in sol i tude, pain whit -
tling away their bod ies so all that’s left is spirit. And now, though my
mother’s eyes were closed, I thought that I could feel this height ened
sense turned on me. And that I did n’t mea sure up. I was n’t the per son I
had been when I was a mis sion ary. I no lon ger had that sin gle ness of heart 
or that pu rity of faith. It had been al loyed with doubt, dis ap point ment,
and ques tions. I cer tainly had n’t shaken off any of my Mormonness.
When you grow up lis ten ing to sto ries from the Book of Mor mon and the
Old Tes ta ment, they never leave you. The heroes still bang around in their 
ar mor, and old bearded men proph esy in Hestonian tenors. But I was
different.

I stum bled through a tes ti mony that sounded noth ing like the con fi -
dent as ser tions of faith we hear ev ery month in tes ti mony meet ing. It was
full of hopes and wishes, but no be liefs or con fes sions. All I could call my -
self was a Mor mon by yearn ing. My dad, on the other hand, said sim ply, “I 
know God lives and that through His Son Je sus Christ, I can be saved
from my sins.” The brev ity clinched his surety, and my mother set tled into
her chair, sustained.

I anointed my mother, plac ing a drop of con se crated oil on her head
and rub bing it into her scalp. But that was all. My fa ther gave the ac tual
bless ing; and dur ing it, even though my hands were on my mother’s head,
I felt that I was watch ing from out side the cir cle. I wanted to be in side; but
want ing was n’t enough. I could n’t be a pure con duit for my mother. She
would n’t have been able to feel it.

Yeah. The priest hood is a weight.
Some times I wish I did n’t have this weight. Some times I wish I

could drop it: the power, the re spon si bil ity, the tra di tion, the ex pec ta -
tions. I wish I could cut all the ropes and just fly for a lit tle while, scope
out the scen ery, and choose a nice place to visit. Some times I envy the peo -
ple who can leave the Mor mon Church, who can for get about their priest -
hood, who can find a new tra di tion that suits them better, or cre ate their
own. What would hap pen if I did n’t have to wres tle this angel anymore?

 * * *

I ad mit that one rea son I hold on to my priest hood looks a lot like
su per sti tion. And it might be. There is a piece of my heart that be lieves (ir -
re vo ca bly, I think) that this priest hood will one day save ei ther my life or
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the life of some one I love. And as I’ve pointed out, per haps it al ready has. I 

can’t imag ine hold ing the sick or dy ing body of one of my chil dren or my

wife and not be ing able to bless them. There’s this chance that God will

reach down through me, if I have the faith of a mus tard seed. Per haps it is

a weak ness in char ac ter to feel that way. Maybe I’m us ing my idea of the

priest hood as a crutch. As if I’m hang ing on to God and my priest hood

like an old salad shooter, hop ing it will come in handy someday.

But, then again, the priest hood could be a so cial con struc tion,

some thing that keeps Mor mons or ga nized and the men on top. Af ter all,

my po lyg a mous an ces tors firmly be lieved that peo ple who did n’t en ter

into plu ral mar riage were un wor thy of the high est or ders of heaven. I’d

like to think that per haps they were a lit tle wrong about that as my mo nog -

amy is pretty well in place. I want to tell my self that plu ral mar riage was a

so cial con struc tion help ful in keep ing the Mor mons or ga nized and the

men on top. But you don’t prac tice plu ral mar riage un less you be lieve in

it. There has to be some un ques tion able core, some thing tran scen dent

that gives all the pain and won der ing some mean ing. If I be lieve in the

priest hood only as a so cial con struc tion, I won der if it will fail me be cause

I failed it. In which case, why hold on to superstition? It won’t work

anyway.

This is re al ity: I doubt. I yearn. My doubt is not go ing away any time

soon. Things I once thought were per ma nent fade. My sto ries, which once 

fit into the larger story, are be com ing too com plex.

It’s an ti cli mac tic to start over, I know. You can’t keep the orig i nal

drama, and you run the chance of bor ing the au di ence. But what if I

cleared away all the scen ery? What if I emp tied the whole room and left all 

the sto ries be hind? Is there any place I can be gin again?

Well, some times, at night, I crawl over to watch my two boys as they

sleep, and I can’t re sist the im pulse to lay my hands upon the head, first of

one, then of the other. Though one hand can cover most of the top of a

small head, I use both hands. At once I feel com pletely con nected with

them—as if I am in the midst of the most in ti mate ges ture that can oc cur

be tween two peo ple. And it seems, dur ing those mo ments, that the weight 

is lifted, or shared, or com pletely buoyed. No heal ings. No mir a cles. No

stories.

I’ll start here.
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