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L INDA King Newell has presented a detailed
summary and, analysis of one element in Latter-day
Saint women s history: the practice of LDS women

washing, anointing, and blessing the bodies of women
prior to childbirth, surgery, or during illness. In all, hers
is an excellent paper--original in its research,
meticulous in its scholarship, revealing in its data,
pleasing in its style, gentle in its questions, and calm in
its tone. All this I admire, but my criticisms of the paper
lie in what poet Robert Frost called "the road not taken."

Perhaps to avoid the appearance of strident feminism
in a patriarchal sub-culture or to avoid possible criticism
by male academics that as a woman she was engaging in
self-serving special pleading, Ms. Newell has
sidestepped some crucial questions in her presentation. I
believe that four entertwined questions define the road
not taken. What is the gift? Who gave it? Who has taken
it? and What are the implications?

Throughout the paper, the Gift referred to in the title
seemed to be identified with the exercise of personal
faith through various healing ceremonies. Ms. Newell
documented very well the attitudes of Mormonism’s
founding prophet toward women exercising this gift.
But she did not place her analysis within the context of
Mormon doctrine and theology concerning this gift, its
origin, exercise, and non-exercise.

Before the Mormon cl~urch was organized, Joseph
Smith published the Book of Mormon. In its final
chapter is a passage that bears directly upon the subject
of the paper:

And again, I exhort you, rny brethren, that ye deny not
the gifts of God, for they are many; and they come from
the same God. And there are different ways that these
gifts are administered; but it is the same God who
worketh all in all; and they are given by the
manifestations of the Spirit of God unto men, to profit
them.

And to another, exceeding great faith; and to another,
the gifts of healing by the same Spirit;

And I would exhort you, my beloved brethren, that ye
remember that he is the same yesterday, today, and
forever, and that all these gifts of which I have spoken,
which are spiritual, never will be done away, even as
long .as the world shall stand, only according to the
unbelief of the children of men.

And wo unto them who shall do these things away
and die, for they die in their sins, and they cannot be
saved in the kingdom of God; and I speak it according to
the words of Christ; and I lie not. (Moroni 10:8, 11, 19,
26)

Like the timid woman who wrote the LDS Relief Society
General President in 1938 to ask "is it orthodox and
sanctioned by the Church" to exercise the gift of healing,
LDS women generally have lost that gift because they
have demanded the approval of a Church hierarchy to
exercise something the hierarchy did not and could not
give them or take away from them. In Mormon
theology, faith and healing are gifts of God, not of the

Church, and certainly :not of a changeable
administrative policy.

Parenthetically, one should also recognize why the
practice developed of LDS women alone administering
to women prior to childbirth or gynecological surgery. In
the nineteenth century, it was common practice for men
administering to the sick to directly anoint with oil the
afflicted part of the body. In Victorian Mormonism, it
was unthinkable that men would touch the distended
uterus and sexual organs of a woman. Thus, LDS
women did not usurp a prerogative of priesthood
administration but were required to administer’ to
pregnant women because of a male priesthood practice.
Only when the procedure of priesthood administrations
was changed to omit touching the affected anatomy and
touching only the head was it possible to exclude LDS
women from maternity and gynecological
administrations.

Anciently, the apostles also tried to circumscribe the
exercise of spiritual gifts by condemning the person who
healed the sick but who was not a follower of Jesus.
Christ answered their objection with the words, "Forbid
him not: for he that is not against us is for us.’" (Luke
9:50) According to the rigors of Mormon theology, LDS
women have n,o need to resent the Church hierarchy for
denying the exercise of gifts which the Book of Mormon
said "never will be done away, even as long as the world
shall stand, only according to the unbelief of the children
of men." If Mormon women have lost the gift of healing,
they have abandoned it through fearfulness, ignorance,
or faithlessness; it has not been taken away.

In this connection, another oversight of Ms. Newell’s
paper is her lack of emphasis upon LDS women
exercising healing gifts and ceremonies in company with
men. For example, stake president Edward J. Wood of
Canada recorded in his 1902 diary a visit by Church
President Joseph F. Smith and wife Alice. Wood’s
daughter was ill, and he recorded the following: "Sunday
afternoon they all came to e.ur house and Sister Alice
Kimball Smith annointed Ivy and Pres. Smith sealed the
ordinance." (Edward J. Wood 1899-1905 Diary, p. 126,
Historical Depart~nent of the LDS Church.) Thus, it was
possible (and if we "quench not the spirit," it is still
possible) for a Latter-day Saint man and wife jointly to
administer orclinances of healing not only to children
and other members of their immediate family but also to
persons not related to the couple. Despite her marriage
to the Church President, Alice Kimball Smith had no
more power ,or authority t!han any other woman in
Mormonism. ,And if memory serves me, there are also
many recorded ir~stances where women performed an
anointing ceremony of healing, which was "’sealed" by
men who were not their husbands.

All this leads to the other question: have LDS women
received something in addition to the gifts of the Spirit
by which they have been able to perform sacred
ordinances? If: so, what is this other gift, and how has it
been given? l~ls. Newell approaches this question in her
references to the temple ceremonies and the frequent
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official statements since the turn-of-the-century
denying that women hold the priesthood. Her paper
showed that these issues were discussed, but she did not
probe them sufficiently.

To understand these questions, it is necessary to
explore the meaning of the temple endowment for
women when it was first given in the 1843-45 period. As
instructed by Joseph Smith the Prophet, those who first
received what we call the "temple endowment"
understood that to receive the endowment was to
receive the priesthood. This priesthood was conferred
by the act of receiving the endowment, not through the
act of ordination. For example, when several men
entered the Nauvoo Temple on 30 November 1845,
Heber C. Kimball recorded in his journal that "only
those that had recie~zed [sic] the Preasthood" were
admitted, even though the excluded men included

FAITH AND .HEALING ARE GIFTS OF GOD,
NOT OF THE CHURCH, AND CERTAINLY

NOT OF A CHANGEABLE ADMINIST-
TRA TIVE POLICY.

previously ordained and worthy elders, seventies, and
high priests of the Church. And on 7 December 1845,
Kimball recorded the names of nineteen women among
the "members of the Holy order of the Holy Preasthood
having Recieved [sic] it in the Life time of Joseph and
Hirum, the Prophets." Women at Nauvoo who received
the temple endowment, just like Latter-day Saint
women today, received "the signs and tokens of the Holy
Priesthood" and exercised them just as the men did.
Moreover, without having to be ordained to any
priesthood office in. the Church (as required without
exception for men), Latter-day Saint women received
the endowment and administered its various ceremonies
to other women i n the temples, which has continued to
be the practice of all Latter-day Saint temple worship.

In this context, one can better understand such
patriarchal blessings as this one conferred at Nauvoo by
John Smith on Louisa C. Jackson, "Thou art of the blood
of Abraharn thru the Loins of Manasseh & a lawful heir
to the Priesthood & shall possess it in common with thy
companion and inasmuch as thou art faithful in the
covenant thou shall have power to heal the sick in their
houses .... "’ Patriarch Smith was the Prophet’s uncle and
had received the endowment through the "Holy Order
of the Holy Priesthood" under Joseph’s personal

L INDA, as usual, has done a first class job of research.
And--as is the case with much research of quality--
her paper not only uncovers new information, it

raises a host of questions. The questions are implicit;
they are a natural consequence of the linking of
statements and events distanced by both time and
geographical setting. I’d like to pull out just a few of the

administration. According to the doctrine and practice of
the priesthood at Nauvoo, a woman who had no
husband in this life or did not have one who was a
worthy priesthood holder of his ordained offices was not
denied the priesthood blessing merely because she could
not receive it "’in connection with a husband." For
example, Patriarch John Smith gave this blessing to
Mehitabel Duty that "the Priesthood in its fullness shall
be confered upon thee in due time thou shalt have powr
ovr they relatives & friends & thy husband & children to
lead them wethersoever thou wilt in as much as you seek
faithfully & truly to preserve them in the bonds of the
new & everlasting covenant." (Blessings by John Smith
on 6 February 1844 to Louisa C. Jackson and on 27
December 1845 to Mehitable Duty, originals in RLDS
Research Library and Archives at Independence,
Missouri, with bound copies at LDS Historical
Department at Salt Lake City, Utah.)

The reason that Eliza R. Snow and others wanted to
limit the exercise of healing ordinances to women who
had received the temple endowment was because she
and they believed that women who had received the
temple endowment had received the priesthood and that
women who had received the second anointing with
their husbands had received the fullness of the
priesthood. The priesthood of endowed and anointed
Latter-day Saint women was not a priesthood of Church
offices and hierarchy, which relate to temporal power
and status. The endowed and anointed Latter-day Saint
woman is a queen and a priestess and a prophetess
without the trappings of the administrative offices of
the ordained Latter-day Saint men. Hers is a priesthood
of spiritual power, just as the unendowed I~atter-day
Saint woman and the unordained Latter-day Saint man
have the right of the gifts of the Spirit in their fullness.
Women then and now who understand this, will not be
tempted to challenge the ecclesiastical, temporal
positions and jurisdictions of Latter-day Saint men.
Moses’s sister Miriam was a prophetess and priestess in
her own right, and exercised her gifts and powers with
God’s approval until she presumed to challenge the
temporal authority of her brother’s priestly and
prophetic office which he had received by calling and
ordination. Latter-day Saint men who understand this
will not feel threatened by Latter-day Saint women who
exercise the gifts of God to them in faith, power and
humility. These are the implications of Ms. Newell’s
paper that should have been made explicit.        ~
D. MICHAEL QUINN is associate professor of history at BYU.

questions that surfaced for me.
The first is difficult to pose without preliminaries. In

dealing with Church history one cannot avoid seeing the
tensions inherent in a belief system which manages to
embrace two seemingly incompatible tenets. We have
the stated necessity of eternal principles, timeless
truths, and unchanging structure, together with a
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capacity to make changes, by virtue of continuous
revelation. The changes may be necessitated by a
current circumstance within the institution, by our
larger modern climate, by pressures of the world, or" by
the demands of the law. In dealing with the issue on
which Linda has focused, however, namely the exercise
of the spiritual gift by women in the church, we have
something a little different. Here there appears to be
change without external cause, for the objective realities
are constants. There are always the sick among us.
Women continue to have babies. And, although the
degree and nature of hazard may have changed,
emotional and spiritual needs are still with us in those
circumstances. But since, historically, most change in
the Church has been dictated by a perceived need, upon
what basis was the practise of women blessing the sick
discontinued? As Linda has documented, this was once
approved but is not now approved. Was there a mistake in
the beginning? If not, why the change? Was there fear of
a dilution or a misuse of sacred power? (But isn’t that still
possible?) Or was there concern for a diminution of the
importance of the priesthood, or was it a step towards
magnifying the priesthood? Were there prophetic fears
of a looming feminism triggered by the struggles for
suffrage in the larger society? Was there concern, based
upon the Kirtland experience, about a.possible lack of
control in "emotional women"? (Yet We know both men

IT DOES SEEM STRANGE WHEN WOMEN
ARE DENIED THE EXERCISE OF A

SPIRITUAL GIFT SO COMPATIBLE WITH
SUCH QUALITIES OF SPIRITUAL, MORAL

AND RELIGIOUS STRENGTH.

and women were given to excess in those early days.) We
are left to pursue these questions on our own.

Perhaps the roots of change lie in the growing need for
approval or for approved definitions, so evident. Eliza R.
Snow and Elizabeth Ann Whitney., along with Emma
Smith, to name but a few, were in good company surely
in their understanding. Joseph Smith underlined their
beliefs, saying it was the privilege of the sisters to bless
the sick. In fact, some were ordained to do so he said. But
then later prophets saw things differently, but without
consensus. We have had a hard time, it appears, defining
the gift of healing, distinguishing between the personal
spiritual gift bestowed by God on individuals, regardless
of gender and according to their faith, and the ordinance
of blessing the sick now circumscribed by a priesthood
calling. It seems we have become overly concerned about
obtaining approval for every single move we make. As
Linda said, "The quiet practice of washing and anointing
went on, but it was accompanied by greater uneasiness,
by more questions, and by greater uncertainty about the
propriety of such actions." I smiled when Linda talked of
Zina Young’s caution about probing too much in the
roots. When I was called to a leadership position ! too
was warned, "If you want to do something, don’t ask.

permission. Just do it and you’ll know soon enough, but
people don’t like to take on the responsibility of giviing
approval."

If women in the early days of the Church were
ordained to bless the sick, what form did it take? What
words were used? If they were not ordained to bless the
sick--and Eliza R. Snow said this was not necessary--
presumably they acted "when moved upon by the Holy
Ghost" and in that case they did not require permission.
As late as 1935 there was evidence of this searching for
approval of an existing practice. And the "’death knell" as
Linda calls it, came in 1946 when, significantly, feminism
was at a low ebb. From being a natural response to a
duty, to a privilege, to a concession by default (when
men were not available) or by permission of priesthood-
holding husbands--which, by the way, excluded single
women--Linda’s overview traces the history of this
change. She resists the temptation to psychoanalyze or
to speculate as to the underlying reasons for the demise
of this particular spiritual gift as far as women are
concerned. But the questions :remain and tantalize.

How did this gift--as against all others--become a
formal ordinance only? Are we becoming more
entrenched in formalism--as has been the fate of most
chui’ches as they have become established and
"respectable?"

AsI thought of those, women, in such hard
circumstances, turning to their sisters for blessings
when the odds against coming safely through childbirth
were high, I was deeply moved. In the middle of the
night, after reading Linda’s paper, I found myself i~ tears
as I empathized, imagining what those washings and
anointings might have meant to such women.

A unity of spirit is not, of course, dependent upon
gender. There ihave been several sensitive men in my
own life, as well as women, with whom the deepest
spiritual communion has been possible. And I could turn
to any one of those men or women in most
circumstances. But there are inevitably areas of
understanding born of common experience and shared
concerns which might make a "touching" of the spirit
and a union of t:aith especially likely. And to cut off half
of life’s participants, solely on the basis of sex, tends to
impoverish our options proportionately.

A paradox emerges from Lir~.da’s paper. We haw_~ been
told repeatedly that we, as women, are (and I quote)
"spiritually, morally, religiously, and in faith" stronger
than men. I don’t subscribe to that narrow view which
stereotypes men as well as women, but it does seem
strange when those same women are denied the exercise
of a spiritual gift so compatibile with such qualities. Or
are we talking about a spiritual gift? Are we simply
talking about a priesthood ordinance, which may take no
heed of the bearer of the gift? I’m not sure.

Linda has opened up a torrent of questions and for
that I thank her. They add much to the adventures of the
inner life. If I have one discontent about her paper it
represents a purely personal desire for icing on the cake.
I’d like to hear some of her answers to the questions she
has raised. Come to think of it I’d like to know how a lot
of other people--men and women--would respond to
them. And I would love to discuss this paper in Relief
Society. There isn’t much hope of that of course, but we
can all dream.                                      ~

IRENE M. BATES received a BA in sociology from UCLA.

Sunstone/28




