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For Mormons, June 9, 1978 was a memorable and blessed day. 
Janet Brigham 

T he news was electric-it swept through That letter became probably the most photocopied 
and stunned the worldwide Mormon document in the history of Church headquarters. 
community faster than the startled news "[The Lord] has heard our prayers, and by revelation 
media could broadcast it. has confirmed that the long-promised day has come 

In the Church Office Building in Salt Lake City, the when every faithful, worthy man in the Church may re- 
rumor was soon confirmed the morning of June 9, 1978: ceive the holy priesthood," the letter said. 
The First Presidency had announced a revelation that Thus in a four-paragraph statement the Church's pol- 
blacks could receive the priesthood. Throughout the icy withholding the priesthood from blacks ended. For 
building, the announcement was read by those fortu- many of the faithful who had accepted a doctrine they 
nate enough to secure a copy of the letter from the First could not understand, the trial of faith was over; the 
Presidency to Church leaders throughout the world. witness had come. 
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Text of the First Presidency's letter dated June 8, 
1978 to all general and local priesthood officers 
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints throughout the world. 

"Dear Brethren: 
As we have witnessed the expansion of the 

work of the Lord over the earth, we have been 
grateful that people of many nations have re- 
sponded to the message of the restored gospel, 
and have joined the Church in ever-increasing 
numbers. This, in turn, has inspired us with a de- 
sire to extend to every worthy member of the 
Church all of the privileges and blessings which 
the gospel affords. 

Aware of the promises made by the prophets 
and presidents of the Church who have preceded 
us that at some time, in God's eternal plan, all of 
our brethren who are worthy may receive the 
priesthood, and witnessing the faithfulness of 
those from whom the priesthood has been with- 
held, we have pleaded long and earnestly in behalf 
of these, our faithful brethren, spending many 
hours in the Upper Room of the Temple supplicat- 
ing the Lord for divine guidance. 

He has heard our prayers, and by revelation 
has confirmed that the long-promised day has 
come when every faithful, worthy man in the 
Church may receive the holy priesthood, with 
power to exercise its divine authority, and enjoy 
with his loved ones every blessing that flows there- 
from, including the blessings of the temple. Ac- 
cordingly, all worthy male members of the Church 
may be ordained to the priesthood without regard 
for race or color. Priesthood leaders are instructed 
to follow the policy of carefully interviewing all 
candidates for ordination to either the Aaronic or 
the Melchizedek Priesthood to insure that they 
meet the established standards for worthiness. 

We declare with soberness that the Lord has 
now made known his will for the blessing of all his 
children throughout the earth who will hearken to 
the voice of his authorized servants, and prepare 
themselves to receive every blessing of the gospel. 

Sincerely yours, 

-ym&/&eA- 
The First Presidency 

Twelve later testified of the dramatic manifestation con- 
firming the revelation. People who have heard uncon- 
firmed reports of visual and audible witness await au- 
thoritative explanation at the next General Conference. 

Heber G. Wolsey, Church Public Communications di- 
rector, received a copy of the letter from the First Presi- 
dency the morning of June 9. Soon Jerry Cahill, in 
charge of press relations, prepared a news release. ("We 
knew it was something big," said a Public Communica- 
tions worker. "We could hear Jerry stapling in his office. 
We knew it was a thirty-five-staple story.") 

The Deseret News stopped a press run to get the an- 
nouncement in its first edition. (And what has hap- 
pened to the hundreds of papers printed before the an- 
nouncement got in the News? Collectors' items?) By late 
morning the stately headline was on the newsstands- 
"LDS Church extends priesthood to all worthy male 
members." The News ran only the First Presidency 
statement in that edition. 

As the News announced the revelation, other Salt 

Time and Newsweek stopped 
their presses. 

Lake City media personnel were summoned quickly to 
the Church Office Building for "a major announce- 
ment." Wolsey read the First Presidency letter before 
microphones and television cameras. Newspapers ac- 
ross the country gave it front-page display. Time and 
Newsweek stopped their presses to get the story in 
weekend editions. 

In a sad and unwitting commentary on media credibil- 
ity, many heard it first on the news but called Church 
headquarters for confirmation. Throughout the day, the 
seventeen Public Communications telephone lines rang 
perpetually. People from Canada, England, and the 
United States called to ask, is it true? It is, they were told 
repeatedly and happily. 

One Salt Lake City broadcaster who had followed the 
issue for years was astonished at the joy evident in 
Church employees that day. Their elation did what 
years of explanation and rhetoric hadn't done: it con- 
vinced him that Mormons weren't prejudiced against 
blacks after all. 

For many members of the Church, news of the an- 
nouncement was accompanied by a spiritual witness of 
its truth. A housewife in American Fork, Utah, related 
"I turned on the news that night and heard about the 
revelation. I started to cry for joy, but for no good 
reason. I don't even know any blacks." 

Though not universal, that reaction was widespread. 
An attorney, a tax specialist, an artist, a journalist, a col- 
lege student-many said they were touched. A bishop 
told his ward the following Sunday, "I've had a soft 
spot in my heart and a tear in my eye since last Friday." 

A stake president in the South was at work when he 
heard the news over a radio. He called a friend at 
Church headquarters to verify it. After it sank in, "I just 
went home. I couldn't do another thing all day." He was 
ove joyed. 

Some said th$y sensed the Lord's love for all the 
Saints-for the blacks now able to hold the priesthood, 
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and for all Church members, who were being spared po- 
tential future trials. 

An editor employed by the Church cried quietly when 
she heard the announcement. "It changes everything," 
she said. "It changes everything." 

And for some members of the Church, it did. Even 
those already able to hold the priesthood were affected. 

The most obvious changes for black members of the 
Church were the availability of temple ordinances and 
the opportunity for black men to bless their families and 
assist in priesthood functions. "Now my husband can 
baptize our daughter," said a black woman in the east- 
ern U.S. "Now we can go to the temple and be sealed. 
This was something my mind had dwelled on a long 
time. Other people could go to the temple, but we 
couldn't. I always wondered why. 

"We've never known what it was all about, and I 
don't know if we ever will. But I know there is a God in 
heaven, and he is a true and just God. He's a wonderful 
person." 

Some black men said that the announcement put 
them on "cloud nine." Although Brad Carter (now Elder 
Brad Carter) was elated by the news, he was also so- 
bered. "I came down off my bubble about an hour after 
the revelation was given." he told the Salt Lake area 
black-Mormon Genesis Group in June. "I no longer 
have a little niche to stay in, without worrying about 
home teaching and genealogy." Carter's life had been 
planned. He was going to finish school in sixteen more 
months and teach seminary. "The coming forth of this 
revelation has been nothing but confusion [for 
me.]. . .Now in August I hope to be in the mission 
field." He spoke not with regret but with anticipation. 

Throughout the Church, black members were inter- 
viewed for worthiness, presented for sustaining vote, 
and ordained. The process is still going on, and no one 
can count the number of black priesthood holders. 
Church records do not include racial information. 

Probably the first black man ordained an elder and 
sealed to his family in the U.5. was Joseph Freeman of 



Granger, Utah. The Sunday after he and his Samoan 
wife, Toe, and their two young sons were sealed in the 
Salt Lake Temple, he spoke to the Genesis Group: 

"I'm grateful that I could accept this gospel in its pre- 
sent form," he said, "and now to see that our children 
will be able to pass and bless the sacrament. How beaut- 
iful it is to stand upon the holy ground of the temple. 
Our Heavenly Father has called us at this time to hold 
this priesthood. It's a great and wonderful blessing from 
the Lord." 

Like Freeman, most members of the Church-and a 
surprising number of nonmembers-accepted that the 
revelation came from the Lord, just as faithful members 
had accepted the origin of the priesthood ban itself. 

"I had a feeling that sooner or later it would have to 
give," said a young black mother, a convert of several 
years. "I didn't think that Heavenly Father would keep 
us from sharing some of the happiness. And I didn't 
think that he would hold out on us." 

Even President Jimmy Carter implied acceptance of 
the revelation's divine origin. A telegram from Carter to 
President Kimball said, "I commend you for your com- 
passionate prayerfulness and courage in receiving a new 
doctrine." 

The Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day 
Saints in Independence, Missouri, was complimentary 
but didn't acknowledge that President Kirnball had re- 
ceived a revelation. "I applaud [President Kimball's] 
courage to make this change in tradition," Howard 
Sheehy, a member of the Reorganized First Presidency, 
was quoted as saying. The Reorganized Church permit- 
ted blacks to be ordained to its priesthood after an "in- 
spired direction" from Joseph Smith 111 in 1865. 

"In all, their decision is about time," Sheehy said. 
"It's certainly not consistent with the teachings of our 
church to discriminate." 

"Now we can go to the temple and 
be sealed." 

Newspapers camed the wire services' matter-of-fact 
reports that "the Mormon Church announced Friday a 
revelation from God will give its priesthood to all 
worthy male members." The newspapers often in- 
cluded unattributed comments that the revelation was 
the most significant change in Church policy since the 
Manifesto of 1890 banning the practice and teaching of 
P O ~ Y  gamy 

Editorials, however, were sometimes another matter. 
The Lezuiston Morning Tribune, a small yet influential 
daily in largely non-Mormon northern Idaho, had 
criticized Church policies and dogma in recent years. In 
a June 11 editorial titled "End of a Curse," Tribune edito- 
rial writer Bill Hall wrote: ? 

"Granted, the church leadership was supposed to be 
merely speaking the revealed word of God and thus 
there should have been no quibbling before Friday's an- 
nouncement. But as sure as God gave good, intelligent 
people a head and a heart, we all know many modem 
Mormons have privately found the exclusion of blacks 
from the Priesthood an uncommonly heavy cross. . . . 

"But the LDS, young and old, their non-Mormon 

neighbors, and black Americans are now free-free at 
last of the cold-blooded curse of ancient attitudes." 

Newspapers noted .that the announcement didn't 
come amid social or political pressure. If other pressures 
existed, the general Church membership and the news 
media were unaware of them. It had been nearly a de- 
cade since reaction to the priesthood policy resulted in 
demonstrations at football and basketball games in 
which Church-owned Brigham Young University par- 
ticipated. 

It had been two years since Vancouver, Washington 
attorney Douglas Wallace baptized a black man in a 
motel swimming pool and-without authorization- 
ordained the man a priest. Needless to say, the ordi- 
nances were not considered valid, and Wallace was ex- 
communicated. At the time of the First Presidency's 
June 9 announcement, Wallace was working on a con- 
struction project in the Olympia, Washington, area. His 
reaction was predictable. 

"I feel vindicated," Wallace said in an interview with 
the Vancouver Columbian. "They claim they had a reve- 
lation. I dispute this." He predicted that someday the 
Church would readmit him and other dissident Mor- 
mons, and added that he had predicted change in 
Church policy before, and this proved him right. It 
would happen again, he said. "This proves that people 
can chop away at granite mountains with toothpicks 
and succeed." 

If Wallace was chopping with a toothpick, others with 
their own bone to pick-the claim that women should 
receive the priesthood-were gnawing on granite with 
toothless gums. The question, of course, was bound to 
be asked. At a news conference in Hawaii the week of 
the announcement, President Kimball was confronted 
by reporters. They were only mildly interested in the 
area conference and temple rededication that had 
brought the president to Hawaii. Another question was 
foremost: Now that blacks had the priesthood, were 
women next? 

An Associated Press report quoted President Kim- 
ball's reply. "We pray to God to reveal his mind and we 
always will, but we don't expect any revelation regard- . 
ing women and the priesthood." 

An editorial cartoon by Conrad of the Los Angeles 
Times syndicate reflected typical misunderstanding of 
the Mormon concept of priesthood. A male minister was 
pictured standing Moses-like at a pulpit, sun rays il- 
luminating a tablet that read, "God has revealed that 
blacks may receive priesthood in Mormon Church." A 
woman in ministerial robes stood below the pulpit, ask- 
ing the male minister, "Did she mention women?" 

Extending the priesthood to women obviously was 
neither the next step nor an appropriate question. But to 
those in tune with President Kimball's dynamic mis- 
sionary emphasis, coming steps were clear: Now the 
gospel could indeed be taken to all nations, all kindreds, 
all tongues, all peoples-wherever missionaries were al- 
lowed. 

President Kirnball told reporters at the Hawaii news 
conference that the Church would extend missionary 
work in Africa and in America's inner cities and ethnic 
communities. He reiterated that message the following 
week in a speech to new mission presidents. He said the 



U.S. would need more missionaries to work among 
blacks and ethnic groups, and called for a doubling of 
the Church's more than 26,000 missionary force. 

Church members were excited by the missionary po- 

Missionary force to be doubled. 

tential of the revelation. "This is really the most pro- 
found thing that's happened," said a stake president. 
He foresaw great growth from the change; he also 
foresaw the end of time. "It made me feel that we're as 
close to the Millennium as we can be." 

A black member was among the many others who 
reacted with the same awareness. "Now I feel as though 
the time is so near for the second coming, and the house 
has to be cleaned." 

The announcement did not result in the drastic 
housecleaning that some had speculated would come. 
Rumors floated about a few people being disenchanted 
after the revelation, but the general reaction was posi- 
tive. A stake president in the East said, "I don't perceive 
a problem. I've received calls from people who are as ex- 
cited as they can be, and these people have been South- 
erners all their lives." 

Which is not to say that acceptance came easily for all. 
One member had made it clear for years that if blacks 
ever got the priesthood, "that's the day I walk out the 
door." The Sunday following the revelation's an- 
nouncement, the man's stake president saw him at 
church. "Did you expect to see me here?" the man 
asked. "A lot of people didn't, but they never gave me 
any credit for growing up." 




