WOMEN AND PRIESTHOOD

NADINE HANSEN

I SMILED WRYLY at the cartoon on the stationery. The picture showed a woman
standing before an all-male ecclesiastical board and asking, "Are you trying
to tell me that God is not an equal opportunity employer?" I thought to
myself, "Yes, that is precisely what women have been told for centuries." In
fact, we have been assured of it for so long that until recently it was almost
unthinkable to question the situation. I thought too of the times I had been
asked by LDS women, in whispered tones, "How do you feel about women
holding the priesthood?" It is a question which has hardly been raised except
in whispers among Mormons, let alone treated with enough respect to warrant
serious consideration. When a non-LDS reporter asked President Kimball
about the possibility of ordaining women, the reply was "impossible." 1
Members of the Church generally regard this reponse as adequate and definitive. I perceive, however, dissatisfaction among Mormon women over the
rigidly defined "role" church authorities consistently articulate for women.
This dissatisfaction has been noticeably manifested in such developments as
the heightened interest in the less-traditional women role models in Mormon
history, in the establishment of Exponent II on "the dual platforms of Mormonism and feminism"2 and in the renewed interest in developing an understanding of the nature of our Heavenly Mother.3 As we rethink our traditional
place in the Church and society, we will almost inevitably kindle discussion
of the ordination of women.
Although the question of ordaining women is a new one for Mormons, it
is not so new to Christendom. It has been widely, and sometimes hotly,
debated for more than a decade. Christian feminists are taking a new look at
scripture, and have found support for women's ordination—support which
has always been there, but which until recently was unnoticed. Books and
articles on the subject have proliferated.
NADINE HANSEN, mother of four, is a senior student at San Jose State College studying economics and
religion.
48

HANSEN: Women and Priesthood

I 49

The early Christian church had its beginnings in a culture that was deeply
biased against women. Rabbinic teachings, developed during the post-exilic
centuries when Judaism was fighting to maintain its cultural and religious
identity, often emphasized the strictest interpretations of the Torah. Women
were subordinate to their husbands, were not allowed to be witnesses in
court, were denied education and were restricted in religious practices. One
rabbi, Eliezer, (reportedly expressing a minority view) went so far as to teach,
"Whosover teaches his daughter the Torah teaches her lasciviousness."4 Eve,
of course, was blamed for the fact that man was no longer in a state of
immortality and happiness, and devout male Jews prayed daily, "Blessed be
God, King of the universe, for not making me a woman." 5 All in all, women
at the time of Jesus were more restricted than were women in the Old Testament. Yet early Christianity saw a brief flowering of new opportunities for
women as new religious patterns cut across the deepest class divisions of the
society—race, condition of servitude and sex. Wrote Paul, "There is neither
Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female:
for ye are all one in Christ Jesus." (Gal. 3:28)
Many scholars now believe that women in this new religious community
were permitted a broader participation than we generally acknowledge today.
In fact, some New Testament passages refer to women in terms which indicate
that the women were ecclesiastical leaders, although this meaning has been
obscured by the way the passages are translated into English. Phoebe of
Romans 16:1-2 was a woman of considerable responsibility within her religious community. Junia of Romans 16:7 is believed by many scholars to refer
to a woman apostle. Indeed a Roman Catholic task force of prominent biblical
scholars recently concluded,
An examination of the biblical evidence shows the following: that there
is positive evidence in the NT that ministries were shared by various
groups and that women did in fact exercise roles and functions later
associated with priestly ministry; that the arguments against the
admission of women to priestly ministry based on the praxis of Jesus
and the apostles, disciplinary regulations, and the created order cannot
be sustained. The conclusion we draw, then, is that the NT evidence,
while not decisive6 by itself, points toward the admission of women to
priestly ministry.
It is not in the New Testament alone that we can find precedents for a
broader religious participation for women. The Old Testament also tells us of
women who rose to prominence, despite the obstacles they faced as women
in a culture which restricted them in many serious ways. 7 Deborah and
Huldah were prophetesses (Judges 4, 2 Kings 22), but these women have
rarely been held up as examples for LDS women to emulate. In fact, their
existence as prophetesses is problematic to official Mormon commentators.
The Bible Dictionary in the new Church-published Bible lists Deborah simply
as "a famous woman who judged Israel. . ." with not a single word about her
being a prophetess. Last year's Sunday School manual is even more judgmental. It expressly states, "Deborah is described as a 'prophetess' evidently
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because of her great righteousness and faith. However, she was not in any
way a religious leader, for such is contrary to God's order and organization."
The student is referred to Luke 2:36-38 and Acts 21:8-9, both of which tell
of prophetesses who fit more neatly into Mormon notions about how women
can be prophetesses.8 Huldah, whose influential prophecies both proved
correct and were twice accompanied by "Thus saith the Lord," was omitted
completely in the new LDS Bible Dictionary!9
By the standards of today's Mormon writers, the concept that a woman
could be a prophetess—not in the limited sense of receiving personal revelation for herself and children or church calling, but rather for all God's
people—is apparently unimaginable. Even though the Bible tells us very
plainly of these women's activities, they have still been overlooked and their
prophetic ministries have been discounted. If this can occur at a time when
it is becoming increasingly difficult to ignore women's contributions to the
Kingdom of God, it should come as no surprise to us that only the most
remarkable of women would find their way into ancient scriptures. One
might wonder how many other accomplished women were omitted.
Probably the most commonly cited justifications for assigning a subordinate role to women (and therefore excluding them from priesthood) are found
in the writings of Paul. His ideas about women do not bear directly on
women's ordination, since it would be possible for women to be priesthood
bearers and to perform priesthood ordinances (such as administering the
Sacrament, baptizing, blessing the sick, etc.) while still occupying a subordinate position in the home and church. Nevertheless, it is important to
discuss briefly a few of Paul's statements since they have had such a profound
impact on Christian thinking and continue to be invoked to define what is
and what is not "proper" behavior for women.
It should be noted that some of the more restrictive passages about women
appear in I Timothy and Ephesians, epistles whose Pauline authorship is in
question among biblical scholars.10 Mormons have generally not made distinctions between Pauline and pseudo-Pauline writings. Indeed the new
Bible Dictionary does not hint at the controversy over authorship, and in fact
goes so far as to assign Hebrews to Paul, although Hebrews itself makes no
such claim.
Mormons have been highly selective in accepting and rejecting the teachings of Paul. On the one hand we have rejected his counsel on such matters
as celibacy (I Cor. 7:8-9), on women speaking and teaching in church (I Cor.
14:34-35,1 Tim. 2:11-12), and on women wearing headcoverings while praying or prophesying (I Cor. 11:5). On the other hand, we have uncompromisingly accepted the idea of women's subordinate place in marriage (Eph.
5:22-24,1 Cor. 11:3), and have extended this subordination to the Church as
well. This inconsistency stems, I believe, from a far too literal application of
the epistolary understanding of the stories of the creation and fall. That is, a
few passages in the epistles attempt to justify women's subordination by
explaining that Eve was created after Adam and for his benefit (I Tim. 2:13,
I Cor. 11:7, 9), and that she was the first to "fall," (I Tim. 2:14) thereby causing
all women to be required to be subordinate to their husbands. We have taken
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this reasoning literally but have applied it selectively, rejecting part of the
resulting counsel as culturally motivated while accepting part of it as eternal
truth. We therefore permit (in fact, encourage) women to speak and teach in
church (culture now permits that). But in doing so, women must remain
subordinate to men (eternal proper order).
When Paul relies on creation order for his ordering of the male-female
hierarchy, he alludes to the creation story in Genesis 2. In this story Adam is
created first, then Eve. In contrast, the Genesis 1 story11 relates that there was
simultaneous creation of male and female in the image of God. Many Mormons view the Genesis 1 creation story as spiritual creation and the Genesis
2 account as temporal creation,12 thus seeing the two stories as separate
events, rather than as contradictory stories about the same event. Even so,
the "temporal" account of creation, as understood by Mormons need not
provide a pattern of dominance and submission, since it is understood to be
allegorical, not literal. Just how much literalism should be applied to the
scriptural account is a question which has not, as far as I know, been conclusively stated. President Kimball has said that the story of the rib is "of course,
figurative"13 and has also suggested that husbands should "preside" rather
than "rule." 14 In addition, he has stated that "distress" for women at the time
of childbirth would be more correct than "sorrow." 15 Although these changes
in wording are few, they significantly alter the meaning of the text. If the
significance is not immediately apparent, it is probably because our frame of
reference is such that this new preferred wording reflects the changes which
have already occurred in our thinking and in our marriages. If we could look
at these changes from a broader historical vantage point (from the vantage
point of the first century, A.D., perhaps), we would see them as a major step
toward more egalitarian relationships. That this sort of re-evaluation of the
meaning of the stories can occur is evidence that the stories are not prescriptions for what must always be. As the facts about the way we live and think
change and progress, so will our understanding of these scriptures.
Another Pauline argument for the subordination of women to men—
"Adam was not deceived, but the woman being deceived was in the
transgression"—is more problematic to Mormon theology, since Mormons
view the fall as an event which was both necessary and desirable for the
progress of Adam and Eve and the entire human family, while simultaneously
viewing it as a transgression which merited punishment. The story contains
a double message which is difficult to explain in any way consistent with
other aspects of Mormon theology. If, as Paul claims, Eve was truly deceived
and Adam was not, then why should Eve's punishment be greater than
Adam's? Should not the punishment be greater for one who knowingly disobeys than for one who is "deceived"? If, on the other hand, Eve was not
deceived, but rather fell intentionally as some Mormon leaders have
claimed,16 in order to bring about the necessary condition of mortality and
knowledge of good and evil, then why is she punished more severely than
Adam, who enters mortality only after she urges him to do so? Mormon
writings and sermons are replete with accolades to our first parents for their
willingness to "fall",17 yet Eve is placed in a subordinate position to Adam
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for being the first to do that which she was sent to earth to do. Moreover,
Mormon belief holds that "men will be punished for their own sins and not
for Adam's transgression/' 18 yet all women are expected to give due submission to their husbands on account of Eve's transgression, an act over which
no other woman has any control.
It would probably be more honest to admit that in Mormon theology
creation order and the fall have little to do with women's position in marriage
and in the Church. Paul's statements on the subject serve as effective arguments for maintaining the status quo, but they are not at the root of the role
designations of subordination for women and superordination for men. The
real root of this hierarchical ordering, it seems to me, is the Mormon concept
of man's, and woman's, ultimate destiny. Under this concept, woman is not
subordinate to man because of creation order and the fall, but because God
is male and because only men can become like God. Although it has become
fashionable to give verbal affirmation to the equality of the sexes, and even
to the eternal equality of the sexes,19 the fact is that our present-day concepts
of heaven and eternal progression grew out of a theology which did not
encompass any such egalitarian belief. For example, Orson Pratt said, "The
Father of our spirit is the head of His household, and His wives and children
are required to yield the most perfect obedience to their great Head." 20
Today's church leaders have said little about our Heavenly Mother's relationship to Heavenly Father and have not, to my knowledge, indicated whether
or not they would agree with Orson Pratt. But until we begin to see our
ultimate destiny as a genuine equal partnership, we will likely find it impossible to believe that women and men are inherently equal, and we will persist
in using Pauline discourses about women to buttress our view that men are
divinely designated to be eternal leaders, while women are divinely designated to be eternal followers. In a circular pattern of thinking, our concept of
the heavens could continue to prevent us from allowing women to be leaders
on earth, while the lack of women leaders on earth continues to cause us to
project our earth-view into the heavens.
During the past several thousand years the established pattern of who was
authorized to act for God has varied significantly. It is possible to look at the
circumstances of priesthood bearers from the time of Moses and see a pattern
of expanding authorization. The time of Moses was a period of restrictiveness,
in which priesthood was limited to only one tribe of the House of Israel, the
Levites. Christ widened the circle to include the Jews. Following Christ's
death and resurrection, the circle expanded to include Gentiles (including,
seemingly, some women). Some ground was lost between then and the Restoration, but since the beginning of the Church all men, except those of Negro
ancestry, have been priesthood bearers. Then, in 1978, the circle expanded
again to include all worthy males. Only women remain excluded. Perhaps the
time is near when the circle can be widened again to include us all.
There are undoubtedly many women who prefer to remain excluded. They
feel they enjoy all the blessings of the priesthood, while being free from its
responsibilities. But the rising expectations of women today are causing many
of us to re-examine our feelings about the strict role assignments that have
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circumscribed us, compartmentalized us, and divided us, male and female.
I have often thought that those who feel women are not deprived by their
exclusion from priesthood have not given much thought to how much women
are denied by the exclusion. Filling important church offices is a great responsibility to be sure. But it is also a great opportunity for growth. Because
women are denied priesthood, they are also denied this opportunity. In
addition, they are denied the opportunity to be part of the ongoing decisionmaking process in our wards, our stakes, our Church. In everything from
deciding who will fill church callings to deciding where and when to purchase
property, women are regularly asked to sustain decisions which have been
made by men, but they are given little opportunity to influence those decisions before they are made. Often these decisions have a very great impact
on women, as is the case when undertakings involving large time or financial
commitments are openly discussed in priesthood meeting, yet women are
generally not consulted about them.
Many women felt dismayed by the loss of autonomy they experienced
when the Relief Society was "correlated," losing its magazine and the opportunity to raise and manage its own funds. Yet even though women were the
ones most affected by these changes, they were not permitted to make the
decision about how the Relief Society would be structured. The decision was
made for them. By men. 21 Hierarchical decision-making might well continue
to cause dismay and dissent if women filled all church leadership positions
on an equal basis with men. But the chances of decisions being made which
adversely affected women—such as the one a few years ago to deny women
the opportunity to offer prayers in sacrament meeting—would be lessened,
because women would be more likely than men, even well-meaning men, to
be aware of how any given decision would affect other women. It is a simple
matter of common experience.
Having an all-male priesthood affects our attitudes toward women and
men much more deeply than we realize. Many people sincerely believe that
granting priesthood to men while denying it to women in no way influences
their egalitarian ideals. But would we still feel the same if instead of an allmale priesthood, we had an all-female priesthood?
How would we feel if every leadership position (except those relating
directly to men and children) were filled by a woman? If every significant
problem had to be resolved by women? If every woman and every man who
needed counselling from a spiritual leader had to be counselled by a woman?
How would we feel if every member of the stake high council were a woman?
If each month we received a message in sacrament meeting from a high
councilwoman? If the presiding officer in all church meetings were a woman?
If church courts were all held by women? How would we feel if we could
ordain our twelve-year-old daughters, but not our sons? If each week our
daughters blessed and passed the Sacrament? If our young women were
encouraged to go on missions, and our young men permitted to go only if
they were older than our young women? If in the mission field all zone and
district leaders were young women, to whom slightly older young men had
to report? If our brother missionaries could teach investigators but were
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denied the privilege of baptizing and confirming them? How would we feel
if only mothers could bless, baptize and confirm their children? If men did
most of the teaching of children, and women filled nearly all ward executive
positions? If women addressed the annual men's general meeting of the
Church, to instruct them in how to best fill their role as men? Would men in
this situation still be so sure that in the Church, men and women are equal,
even though the men have a different role?
Before June 1978, we all readily understood that the denial of priesthood
to black men was a serious deprivation. Singling out one race of men for
priesthood exclusion was easily recognized as injustice, and most of us were
deeply gratified to see that injustice removed by revelation. But somehow it
is much more difficult for many people to see denial of priesthood to women
as a similar injustice. The revelation on behalf of black men apparently came
in response to the heartfelt concern of church leaders for their brothers, a
concern which moved them to "plead long and earnestly in behalf of these,
our faithful brethren, spending many hours in the Upper Room of the Temple
supplicating the Lord for divine guidance." 22 It was only after these "many
hours" of prayer that the revelation came. I long for the day when similar
empathy can be evoked on behalf of our faithful sisters.
There can be little question about women's abilities to fill priesthood
assignments and perform priesthood ordinances. Women are functioning as
ecclesiastical leaders in many faiths and are finding themselves to be equal
to the challenges. Even in our own culture and faith, women have demonstrated their abilities to heal the sick and pronounce prophetic blessings,
functions which have come to be strictly associated with priesthood. 23 And
although there is no precedent within the Church for general ordination of
women, there is a limited authority conferred upon women temple workers,
who perform temple ordinances for women. Donna Hill has noted:
Traditionally, the Mormon priesthood has been reserved for males, but
there may be reason to speculate whether some form of it was intended
for females. Heber C. Kimball, in his journal entry for February 1,1844,
said that he and Vilate were anointed priest and priestess 'unto our
god under the hands of B. Young and by the ways of the Holy Order.'
The significance of the ordination is not made known. Benjamin Winchester in his Personal Narrative wrote that Joseph promised his sister
Lucy Smith that he would make her a priestess and the highest24woman
in trie church if she would accept polygamy, but she refused.
The Kimball journal entry could be a reference to temple ordinances, but the
Winchester statement sounds like Joseph Smith may have had something
different in mind. Certain aspects of our belief system support the idea of
ordination of women, such as the fact that we believe women "will become
priestesses and queens in the kingdom of God, and that implies that they
will be given authority." 25
It is my hope that we will not become entrenched in an absolutist position
which precludes the possibility of dialogue and change on this issue. I am
reminded of the absoluteness of terms with which the policy of denial of
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priesthood to black men was defended,26 and I wonder, if we had not been
so adamantly certain that the Negro doctrine could never change, might it
have changed sooner than it did? What part do we, the membership, play in
change? Does our readiness to accept change influence its timing?
The subject of women having priesthood will almost certainly become a
topic of discussion in the future. Already missionaries in the United States
are being faced with questions about why women are not ordained. I have
had several female, nonmember acquaintances express—unsolicited—what
one woman put very succinctly: "Some of your missionaries knocked on my
door the other day. I told them to come back when Mormon women could be
priests." For many of us, if not most of us, equality of the sexes has entered
into our consciousness as a correct principle. We may not yet fully believe that
women and men are equal, but at least we believe that we should believe it.
As we come to accept this principle more fully, the inevitable question arises:
why should maleness be the ultimate determiner of who shall be authorized
to act in the name of God?
Men and women alike rightly consider the priesthood to be a great gift
from God, and the right to bear the priesthood to be a special honor, an honor
which is denied to women. If the day comes—and I believe it will—when
women and men alike will be bearers of both the blessings and burdens of
the priesthood, the artificial barriers of dominance and submission, power
and manipulation, which sometimes strain our male-female relationships
will lessen, and we will all be freer to choose our own paths and roles. In
Christian unity we will go forward together, with power to bless our own
lives and the lives of others, and with opportunity for a fuller, richer spiritual
life and participation for all the children of God.
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