
MIXED MESSAGES ON 
An Interview With Lester Bush 

I n 1973 Dialogue: A Journal ofMormon Thought publishedan I think the subject of the Negro doctrine is a 
extensive article by Dr. Lester E. Bush, Jr. entitled illustration of this point. Most of the books on the SI 

"Mormonism's Negro Doctrine: An Historical Over- even those back as far as Joseph Fielding Smith's ! . .., .- 
view." A year after the Church's change in policy concern- Perfection, tend to take things out of historical context. 
ing the Blacks, Sunstone is pleased to print this interview authors of these books have taken a Church lea( 
with Dr. Bush which reviews his earlier findings and statement and dealt with it as if it had been made in 195 
comments on the impact of the recent change. Dr. Bush in whatever year they wrote their book. Historians would 
was interviewed by Thane Younglastaff member of BYU's call that "presentism." By selecting the type of statement 
student journal Century 2. Special thanks are extended to useful to their argument, yet ignoring the historical 
Century 2 for permission to print the interview in Sunstone. circumstances surrounding it, they can construct acasefor 

As an undergraduate in the early 19609, Dr. Bush whatever position they are trying to support. This was 
became interested in the origin of the doctrine and since 
then has continued to gather information concerning since the gospel is timeless, many 
Blacks and the Church. As a member of the Church and 
native of the south, he offers a personal perspectiveas well Mormons think it is irrelevant to know 
as a scholarly account of this doctrine. when somebody said something 

Dr. Bush graduated in psychology and later received a 
Doctor of Medicine degree from the Universityof Virginia. done by John J. Stewart and William E. Barrettin Mormonism 
He recently completed his Master's degree in public health and the Negro and John Lund in the Church and the Negro. 
at Johns Hopkins University. He has served as United Equally suspect are the type of things therabidcriticsof the 
States embassy doctor in Cyprus, South Vietnam and Church did by selecting out of context other quotations 
Taiwan. from the same leaders of the Church, attempting toshowa 

Dr. Bush has authored numerous essays and articles racist trait persistent throughout the different genera- 
including a study of Mormon attitudes toward birth tionsof Church leadership. 
control, a history of the Spaulding manuscript and a lookat As I looked carefully at the wo groups of sources, it 
the Mormon image in early twentieth centuryadvertising became clear that the story was much more complicated 
of patent medicines. He is currently associate editor of than either side made it sound. Based on the evidence 
Dialogue. presented by both sides, I couldn't tell whether eiLL-- 

Young: You have placed great emphasis on history. Why do argument was really credible. It was also clear that 1 
you feel the study of history is so important? How can the arguments were far out of context of the time in whict 

history of Black involvement with the Church help us doctrine evolved. That is what provoked me to do 

better understand Church policies concerning Blacks? research. Eventually, I had literally thousands of sou 
which enabled me to read chronologically what had 1 

Bush: I don't think we have any particular exception within said. At the same time, I devoted a considerable amoul 
the Church to the importance of history in understanding time trying to understand the role of Blacks in AmerlLall 
the present, even though we Mormons are inclined to history. I tried to put the intellectual history of that subject 
think that history is only for historians. Since the gospel is into some type of meaningful juxtaposition with what the 
timeless, many Mormons think it is irrelevant to know Mormons were saying to see whether the two were 
when somebody said something. To them it really doesn't radically different or whether theChurch'sposition\ 
matter if the social context of the time was radically obvious position for it to have taken at the time. 
different from our own. They view all the statements of 
Church leaders to be at least to some degree inspired and Young: did You interested in Your 

not influenced by what would have been considered Blacks in the Church? 

common sense or conventional wisdom at the time the Bush: I was initially focused on it by the public debate that 
remarks were made. Unfortunately, but understandably, surrounded George Romney and his activities when heran 
there are subjects on which these men heldverystrong but for Governor of Michigan in the early Sixties. Like most 
erroneous opinions. Unless you look into the historical LDS undergraduates at the time I was interested in that 
context of their remarks and at the sequence of opinions type of thing, particularly because it aroused a great dealof 
held by succeeding presidents, you are hard-pressed to national attention. I can't remember specifically now but I 
know whether a particular Church leader's opinion at a think Time and Newsweek carried one-sided articles, and I 
given time is something to take very seriouslyor just alittle started searching around for something to explain Church 
seriously. beliefs more satisfactorily. 
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THE NEGRO DOCTRINE 

Young: What were the major informationsources youused 
in your study? How extensive and accurate are they? 

Bush: Over the years, I went through all thematerialsIhad 
relatively ready access to. Eventually, I went through the 
principal published journals, such as the Evening and 
Morning Star, the Messenger and Advocate, Times and Seasons, 4 
the M~llennial Star and the Journal of Discourses. I also went s 

E 
through much of the Deseret News, the Manuscript History s 
and the Journal History-documents the Church Historical u ul 
Department had. I also went through several special 9 
collections at the University of Utah, the Utah Historical ". 

% 

Society and the Library of Congress. 
.a a 

The work in Utah was done in 1968 and 1969,prior tothe J 

time professionally trained historians took charge of the 6 
Church Historical Department. Because of the subject of Jane Manning ]nrncs x~rth fheproneersof I 8 4 7  in  1905 

my study, it was quite difficult to get permission to look at 
sources usually available to the public. It is rather ironic 
because now you can go through dozens of very important 
diaries if you have a legitimate interest in some historical Bush: We can tentatively date the doctrine denying   lacks 
question. That was impossible at the time and it was only the priesthood at 1849, but there is no data about why it 
because I came across special collections of letters and happened then-*The one thing we can say for sure is that 
minutes from the presiding councils of the Church in the Brigham Young said Negroes could not hold the ~riest-  
libraries at Brigham Young University and the University hood. If you consider why ~ r i ~ h a m  Young said   lacks 
of Utah that I was able to get into material that allowed me the priesthood# there emerges a 

to what was being said in public with what was spectrum of possibilities, none of which can be proved. The 
said privately. traditional explanation is that President Young received a 

revelation or that Joseph Smith received an earlier revela- 
Young: Did YOU feel that those records which had been kept tion which Brigham Young later publicized. ~~t there is no 
dealt adequately with this particular matter? Was this record of such a revelation. There is not even any indirect 
something that was discussed considerably during the reference to a revelation on the subject during that 
early days of the Church? of time, nor is there any contemporary evidence whatso- 
Bush: It was discussed relatively frequently and at some ever to suggest that Joseph Smith denied the priesthood to 
length from the time of Brigham Young forward. A all Blacks. Even Brigham Young, who people are fond of 
significant portion of that discussion, at least prior to the saying learned everything concerning Church doctrine 
Civil War, dealt with Blacks in the context of slavery. In from Joseph Smith, never attributed the doctrine to him. 
Joseph Smith's time, that's the only context in which Blacks The most plausible historical explanation for Brigham 
were discussed. Overall I had enough different entries to Young's decision to deny Blacks the priesthood is that 
feel quite confident that I wasn't being misled about what Negroes were believed to be descendants of Cain. Young, 
they thought. When you have so many even though some himself, said essentially this on many occasions. Scriptur- 
of them are quite brief, the collective impact is pretty ally, Negroes were also believed to be descendants of Ham. 
overpowering. One of the things I did that apparently AS descendants of Ham, they were cursed to beslaves. And 
wasn't ever done before was look at such a large number. because they were slaves, they were not to be given the 

I also looked more carefully at the chronology to priesthood. Like most Americans at that time, Brigham 
determine if there really was any evidence that certain Young did not believe Blacks had the necessary capabilities 
things had happened as early as was asserted in recent to be leaders and therefore should not hold office. This was 
years, and to see if there was some evolution in the beliefs a secular belief which by itself seems sufficient ground for 
that could be shown by careful study. I had so manyentries excluding Blacks from the priesthood. Many entertained 
that it was easy for me to do that. I was lookingatanalmost the notion that Blacks couldn't withstand the priesthood 
week-by-week record. power if it were given them. It is unlikely that that was an 

young: what is the of church &icy concerning *for an alternative perception, see Ronald K. Esplin, "Brigham Young 

Blacks? and Black Priesthood Denial," Brigham Young Unioersify Studies, Volume 
X I X ,  Number 3. 
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"official" claim, but it was yet another historical rationale Joseph Smith. While serving a mission in the South, 
for priesthood denial. Abraham Smooth visited the Prophet and asked, "What 

Another obvious explanation for Brigham Young's shall be done with the Negroes in the South?" Joseph 
restriction is that in his day Blacks were considered to be answered that Blacks could be baptized with theconsent of 
mentally deficient. Even now we don't give the priesthood their masters but that the priesthood should not be 
to mentally retarded people. A revelation was never conferred on them. Did Joseph Smith intend that southern 
received on the subject of mental retardation, yet no one Blacks be denied the priesthood because of race or because 

of their status as slaves? 

There is no contempora evidence to X Bush: This occurrence was related to Church lea 

suggest that Joseph Smit denied the 1879 when Zebedee Coltrin and Abraham S m o ~ ~  wcIc 

priesthood to all Blacks. interviewed about their teachings on Blacks and the 
priesthood. The interviews were not contemporary with 

questions that policy. Blacks were simply viewed by Joseph Smith. Both Smoot and Coltrin said the Prophet 

Brigham Young in a context not so terribly different from told them that the priesthood restriction extended to all 
Blacks. But evidence refutes their testimony, particularly 

Our view of retarded people In Coltrints. Coltrin alleged he was told of the priesthod 
Blacks were believed to be morally debased. That was the restriction two years before he himself ordained a black belief of leading Mormons and many others even in Joseph Elijah Abel, to be a seventy. In 1879 he omitted 
Smith's Joseph Smith does not appear reference to or misremembered this telling ordination. 
have shared that view. Abel correctly attributed the ordination toColtrin,and this 

There are plenty reasons Brigham Young is in the minutes of the meeting at which he was 
not have given Blacks the priesthood, even without a 
revelation. There are also reasons why he wouldn't have ordained. 

felt it worth explaining if he were inspired to deny Blacks You have to bear in mind that this account was not only 
made after the fact but that the Church already had gone the priesthood' It may have been such an obvious thing to through thirty years of unequivocal priesthood denial to do that it did not require special justification. Blacks from 1849 to 1879. Smoot and Coltrin were 

Young: What were other churches teaching about Blacksat remembering something that supposedly occurred a dec- 
the time? ade before the beginning of this uninterrupted period of 

Bush: There were a few churches that allowed ~ l ~ ~ k ~  to priesthood denial. We don't have any evidence at all that is 

have some position of stature but they were rare. There contemporary with Joseph Smith to suggest that he was 

also tended to be division in churches along sectional lines. restrictive with the priesthood On any grounds. 

There were many church bodies that split off from their ''Itrin and involked the testimony of two Or 

parent organization. There came to be a southern group three others who also claimed to have been instructed by 

and a northern group because of the slavery issue but Joseph Smith not to give Blacks the priesthood. But in all 

churches on both sides of the M ~ ~ ~ ~ - D ~ ~ ~ ~  line taught the cases. hearsay (which these were) or not, it wasinacontext 

standard Ham-Canaan Biblical genealogy. of missions in the South. You can trace Joseph Smith's 

There was enough of a problem that the Blacks started instructions to Elders on missions in the South growing 

some of their own congregations quite early on. In the increasingly restrictive in terms of whether they taught 

South, prior to the Civil War when the slaves were Blacks. Initially, they were to teach everybody. Then only 

obviously slaves and there was no question about the after the Elders received permission from the slave owner; 

Blacks having any special status, congregations were and finally, they didn't go to the slaves at all. It wouldn't be 

integrated in some cases, but the status was not integrated. at all surprising to me if Joseph Smith said that if t' - 
" ' 

Servants were simply sitting with their masters. In other get a blackconvert not togive him the priesthod.' 

cases, there were special areas where the poor folk and the have been a politically explosive thing to do othe 

slaves stayed. I suspect the evangelical groups mixed their why they have about 
congregations. It depended on where you were and the Black the priesthood in the first place if he were a slaoe,It 

status of Blacks in thearea. If their status was especially low would seem an unusual thing to do. In addition I can even 

there was less segregation than if it were somewhat imagine that free Blacks found in the South wouldnot have 

higher. It's argued that after the Civil War, a lot of the been given the priesthood. I doubt that they would e---- 

segregation in the South became more pronounced be- have taught them, because a major problem in Miss( 

cause then there was some question about the status of the 'laim that the Mormons were bringing in I 

Blacks. They clearly defined as inferior because Black' and fomenting insurrection in Jackson Caul 

they were no longer slaves. I don't believe we really ever Surely they had been burned enough on the score that they 

segregated our early Mormon congregations. I didn't see weren't about to go into the South to convert Blacks to 

any evidence of that. The only time there was any Mormonism and make them priesthood leaders. 

segregation in Mormon congregations was in the twenti- Young: Who were the Black priesthood holders in the 
eth century. days of the Church? 

Youn~:  Manv attribute the doctrine of priesthood denial to Bush: As far as I know for certain, there were on19 
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Courtesy of LDS Church Archives. 

Blacks who were given the priesthood: Elijah Abel and 
Walker Lewis. The Mormons made a lot of jokes about 
Black Pete, an early member in Kirtland and one of the 
people who received revelations in those early days of the 
Church. He could have conceivably held the priesthood. In 
one of the local newspapers Black Pete is described as a 
leading Mormon, but it is not definitely known if he held 
the ~riesthood. 

~ k e r e  was only a handful of Black members of the 
Church in those days. If you exclude slaves, there weren't 
more than a dozen Black members UD until the time of - - 

Joseph Smith's death. Only four or fivebf them were men. 
Newel1 Bringhurst, who has also done extensive research 
on this subiect. has looked into their individual histories. 
He has an informative article on this in the forthcoming 
Summer 1979 issue of Dialogue, which has several inter- 
esting articles relating to Blacks and the Church. 

Elijah Abel joined the Church in 1832. In 1836 he was 
ordained an elder in Ohio and apparently worked on the 
temple. Later that year he was given a patriarchal blessing 
by Joseph Smith, Sr. and was ordained a seventy. He 
apparently baptized a lady by the name of Eunice Kenny 
or Kennedy (there are different spellings). There is one 
account of somebody challenging his activities while 
teaching either in Canada or in the northern United 
States about 1840. Apparently he was serving as a 
missionary. According to Bringhurst, Abel moved to 
Cincinnati in 1841 or '42. He was the subject of some 
concern there because he was a visible Black Mormon, 
and he was encouraged by Church leaders to be less 
conspicuous. The Abel family did not move to Utah until 
1852, after that critical period when the Church went 
from Joseph Smith's leadership to Brigham Young's. Soat 
the time the Church developed a clear position on Blacks 
and the priesthood, there weren't any Black priesthood 
holders around. 

We know very little about Walker Lewis. He was 
apparently baptized and given the priesthood by Joseph 
Smith's brother William. He lived in Massachusetts 
where he was married to a white woman by whom he had 

a child. Lewis is mentioned in passing by a member of the 
Quorum who noted that he was an elder in the local 
congregation-even after Joseph Smith's death-with- 
out any suggestion that there was anything abnormal 
about that. The first time a question was raised about 
whether he should be holding the priesthood was in a 
discussion of the priesthood and interracial marriage. 

If you exclude slaves, there weren't more 
than a dozen black members up until the 
time of Joseph Smith's death. 

The fellow who asked the question was the mission 
president and was clearly offended by the discovery that 
the couple had a child. He wrote Brigham Young in 1847 
and asked about the position of the Church. Unfortu- 
nately, there is no record of Brigham Young's reply. 
Bringhurst says the mission president, William Appleby, 
visited Brigham Young and may have received a verbal 
response. Walker Lewis eventually went to Utah to get 
his patriarchal blessing. AbelandLewisarereally theonly 
conspicuous exceptions to priesthood denial to Blacks, 
and they are not really exceptions because there was no 
policy to the contrary at the time. 

There are a few odd cases such as the Black man who 
was allowed to act in the office of a deacon. Samuel 
Chambers, a prominent memberof aSalt Lake City ward, 
was made an acting deacon and was permitted to do almost 
everything the deacons were authorized to do. As I recall, 
he was made an acting deacon after Brigham Young's 
death. His wife was made an acting deaconess. 

The few cases of priesthood ordination of Blacks after 
Brigham Young became the President of the Church were 
unmistakablv errors because after 1849 there was no 
question abdut the Church's position. Either local leaders 
didn't know the lineage of the man involved or the 
ordination was done in some completely out-of-the-way 
place where someone just didn't have the word. 

Young: At the time of his death, Joseph Smith seemed to 
have been a strong abolitionist. Did Brigham Young share 
this conviction? 

Bush: Joseph Smith was a gradual abolitionist. His pr- 
esidenial platform proposed that Blacks be purchased into 
freedom. At that time he spoke in terms of freeing slaves, 
but he had made similar remarks a number of times before. 
Evervone was ~ressed into the service of his wlitical 
campaign. Missionaries in 1844, including members of the 
Quorum of the Twelve, tracted with a statement on 
government which included an abolitionist  lank. At the " 
time, Brigham Young made remarks about'equality and 
freedom in a broad context that were essentially the same 
position as Joseph Smith's. Church leaders made other 
remarks along similar, idealistic lines immediately follow- 
ing Joseph Smith's death. But when they got to specifics, 
particularly a few years later, it was entirely different. 

Brigham Young believed slavery was divinely sanc- 
tioned, and if you read his contemporary Mormon 
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writers you find they seemed toexpect that some type of 
revelation would have to come before slavery could come 
to an end. Brigham Young and others thought the Civil 
War would eventually be extended into the international 
arena. They were very millennialistic at that particular 
time. I think they expected anarchy, perhaps after which 

The whole notion of proof-text scriptures 
is based on the assumption that any time 
a word is used, it always means the same 
thing. 

the Mormons would ultimately triumph and return to 
Jackson County. Clearly, Brigham Young did not expect 
the Civil War to free the Blacks, nor did he expect the 
Emancipation Proclamation to have any effect on Blacks 
at all. He believed the North would not be victorious in 
their attempt to abolish slavery because inasmuch as it 
was instituted by God it would take an act of God to 
rescind it. 

In terms of the status of Blacks once the Church was 
established in Utah, the Mormons debated whether 
Blacks could be given the right to vote. Some people, 
including Orson Pratt, actually supported that notion. 
Blacks were not given that right, nor were they allowed to 
hold office, be in the militia ordoa variety of otherthings. 
In the area of Black civil rights, Mormons in Utah did not 
distinguish themselves from people in most of the states, 
North or South. 

There is no question about the existence of slavery in 
Utah. In 1849 Orson Hyde claimed that slaves were free 
to leave-which meant that in a sense they weren'treally 
slaves. In 1852 the Mormons passed a slave code for Utah 
which prescribed penalties for certain types of slave 
activity. I know there was a case of a slave who tried to 
escape and who was tracked down and returned. Some- 
one then accused the slaveholder of kidnapping the slave. 
That would have been the case if the slave had really been 
free to go, but the slaveowner was acquitted. 

Young: Where was the first definitive statement restrict- 
ing Blacks from holding the priesthood made? 

Bush: The statement was made in such a peculiar setting 
that it makes vou wonder if it was the first time it had been 
said. It was in a meeting the day after Lorenzo Snow was 
ordained an Apostle. Elder Snow asked President Young 
about what he termed the "chances for the African."Elder 
Snow wondered why Blacks had been cursed. Brigham 
Young responded that someday Blacks would have the 
same opportunities as Whites. Then he went on to say that 
the descendants of Cain were not to be given the 
priesthood. Some scribe happened to write this down and it 
ended up in the Journal History. It could have as easily not 
been in the records at all. 

Even though the doctrine was not published in a Church 
periodical until 1852, it was no secret at the time. As early as 

I A m a n d a  Chamhers Courtesy of LDS Church Archives. 

Blacks 
---.-a 

1849, travelers to Utah commented on the fact that 
were not given the priesthood. Gunnison, the fanwus 
typographical engineer, was there in the winter of 1849 
and 1850. He noticed the restriction and noted it in his 
book. 

Young: Because they could not hold the priesthood, Black 
men were denied access to the temple. Were Black women 
ever permitted to enter the temple to receive their 
endowments? 

Bush: Jane James was an early Black convert. Her husl 
and children were also members. It is verv interestir 
read about her arrival in Nauvoo. She wis destitute ClllU 

was taken into Joseph Smith's home, where she was a 
housekeewr. She worked with the Smith familv and 

band 
Ig to 
, ,,A 

achieved a certain amount of prestige as a result of her close 
contact with the Smiths. After the priesthood restriction 
had been in effect for decades. she asked ~ermission to 
receive her endowments and was turned down repeatedly 
but continued to press her case. Eventually, at George Q. 
Cannon's suggestion, they made an exception and allowed 
her into the temple to be sealed as a servant to Joseph 
Smith. 

As bizarre as it sounds, the ordinance was compatible 
with their understanding of the Black and his relationship 
to things. Clearly, Blacks were not going to be able to be 
polygamists nor ever have celestial marriage. Without 
celestial marriage they really wouldn't ever be anything 
but servants in the celestial kingdom. SisterJames'sunique 
endowment satisfied her for a while but ao~arentlv not 
indefinitely, because she later renewed her itquest. ' 

Young: Every prophet since Brigham Young has prophe- 
sied an eventual change in policy concerning Blacks. What 
is the evolution of this policy? 

Bush: That is probably the most significant current ques- 
tion. Brigham Young gave no major discourse on when 
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Blacks would receive thepriesthood,although hecommen- Church News for putting together a series of quotations by 
ted on it parenthetically a number of times. President presidents of the Church allegedly showing that the 
Young stated that Blacks would be given the priesthood change was to be anticipated, starting with Joseph Smith 
after the penalty for Cain killing Abel had been paid. He who looked forward to the day when Blacks would be 
believed the descendants of Abel had been deprived of the joined with the Saints at the temple. No mentionwas made 
opportunity to hold the ~riesthood. Brigham Young that there were no restrictions on Blacks going to the 
suggested quite strongly that Blacks would not be given 
the ~riesthood until all of Abel's eventual posterity the predominant contemporary image 
received their due, after everyone had been resurrected or 
smetime even more remote than that. The logical implica- is one of dixrimination~ that is 
tion was that this would not occur until after everyone of going to be an irnpechment to people. 
all other races received the priesthood. Joseph Fielding 
Smith believed it couldn't even happen on this earth temple in Kirtland or anywhere else under Joseph Smith. 
because it had to involve Abel eventually getting married, They were in the process of building the Nauvoo Temple 
becoming a God, and having children on another world, when he made the remarks, in a more internationalgospel 
which children would then have the opportunity to hold context than a racial context. The Church News only gave 
the priesthood. enough of a Brigham Young quote to indicate that the 

Subsequent to Brigham Young, the people who stated change would happen someday, but not that he believed 
that Blacks would be given the priesthood at some point that to be post-millennia]. The last example was David 0. 
were not really prophesying that that was the case any McKay's widely reported exchange with a reporter who 
more than Brigham Young was. They were simply asked when the Blacks would be given the priesthood. 
elaborating or repeating the established doctrine. Wilford President McKay's response, according to the published 
Woodruff did quote one of Brigham Young's statements account of it, was, "Not in my lifetime, nor yours." 
on the subject and was subsequently quoted by other President McKay is dead now but the reporter probably 
presidents of the Church in abridged form. The First isn't. The Church News chose to print just the first half of the 
Presidency statement issued on the subject in 1949 or 1951 phrase: "Not in my lifetime." There is good reason to be a 
quoted Wilford Woodruff as stating that some time in little bit skeptical of the notion that we're simply fulfilling 
God's scheme the Blacks would be given the priesthood, an expectation which one can justify from statementsof all 
but Woodruff was actually quoting Brigham Young. By the prophets from the beginning to the present. 
taking that little phrase alone, one gets the impression that 
it was an ill-defined thing that would happen sooner aswell Young: Were there any Church leaders who believed that 

as later. But if you look at all that Brigham Young said on the policy could be changed during our time, that is, 

the subject, there is no suggestion that that interpretation sometime before the millennium? 

is warranted. Other more recent presidents and leaders of Bush: The topic has been debated by Church leaders since 
the Church have turned to that expression, I expect, at least 1879 when they talked with Abraham Smoot and 
because it was a nice thing to be able to say in face of the Zebedee Coltrin. Right after the turn of the century, 
negative publicity we were getting for denying Blacks the someone argued from within the Quorum that a person in 
priesthood. It may be that theywereinspired to believe that whom White blood predominated should perhaps be 
that was the case. It was surely not the case that they were considered White in terms of priesthood privileges. In the 
reading accurately what Brigham Young said, and he was 1940s there was some debate about whether the time was 
the only source of information in the first place. right for a change. The New Zealand Temple was to be 

It is particularly interesting because Joseph Fielding opened soon, and lineage posed a problem because of the 
Smith was quite explicit on the subject and Bruce McCon- difficulty in identifying race for temple work. Similarly, the 
kie is relatively suggestive of the same position that Joseph opening of the temple in Brazil would have posed the same 
Fielding Smith took in suggesting that Blacks would problem. 
receive the priesthood sometime in the eternities. A book I didn't study any minutes of council meetings held after 
like John Lund's Church and the Negro, I think, reasonably the 1940s SO I can't say with any confidence whether the 
debunks the notion that Blacks were going to be given the doctrine was discussed after that period, but I'm sure there 
priesthood any time in the near future because he takes at was some careful discussion in the 1960s when Hugh B. 
face value the statements Brigham Young made. He's Brown seemed to be periodically going out on a limb by 
guilty of "presentism" in the way he telescopes and takes suggesting that a change was imminent. 
things out of context historically, but nonetheless his Sterling McMumn, a Church educator, claimed in 1968 
conclusion is more reasonably based than those who that President McKay told him in an interview in 1954 that 
defended the Negro doctrine and suggested that a change the Church had "no doctrine of any kind pertaining to the 
might come about in the foreseeable future. Negro" and that the priesthood restriction was a "practice, 

The full-page ad in thesalt Lake Tribunethat wastakenout not a doctrine, and the practicewillsomeday bechanged."It 
by fundamentalists criticizing the Church's change of the is unfortunate that fourteen years passed before McMur- 
Neero doctrine makes ~reciselv that mint. It chided the rin ~ublished President McKav's comments. I asked 

? 
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Having said that, if the First Presidency, wii 

authority it carries, calls something a doctrine cvcll  

without defining the term, it is a doctrine. They called the 
denial of the priesthood to Blacks a doctrine the very first 
time they issued a statement on it in 1949. It is pointless to 
argue, as many people did, that it was not a doctrin 

On the subject of the Negro doctrine, 
people of high standing in the Church 
taught things with great confidence 
whch their successors rejected. I I I I  
- 

e. The - 
First Presidency said it was a doctrine. One can argue that 
they shouldn't have said it was a doctrine, but then you're 
in an area of selfdefinition of what defines Church 
doctrine. But what precisely did they mean? 
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There are many t-hings we do in the Church with ) that lead to, rather than clarify, uncertainty. The 
notion of proof-text scriptures is based on the assumprlon 

material after that, but that one incident alone was 
sufficient to leave me uncertain about whether Mormons Young: What challenge to growth faced the Church prior 

should necessarilv be ~reiudiced in favor of the traditional to the recent change in policy? 

that any time a word is used, even though it may havebeen 
McMurrin about their accuracy and he told me he a thousand or more years earlier and may have gone 
accurately recorded President McKay's comments at  the through Joseph Smith and everybody else since then, it 
time they were made. President McKay was pretty illwhen always means the same thing. Our usage of "doctrines" 
the comments were published, and he never made any and "policies" is a classic illustration of this. In practice, 
public response to them. The paper reported that President people say a policy is a man-initiated thing and a doctrine is 
McKay confirmed the accuracy of the statement when his something more profound, a divine principle. If I 
son asked him about it. Others have suggested that during forced tocome up with a definition I would say a doctri 
the 1960s President McKay was inclined to terminate the probably some broad-ranging, eternal principle 
policy even without a revelation; however, I've never been Church is enunciating. A policy is something we dc 
able to document that. from doctrines, or from common sense, or from empirical 

As I did my research, my own opinion about the experience. If I had to classify priesthooddenia1,I wouldsay 
credibility of the Negro doctrine switched back and forth. I it was the policy of the Church that Blacks should not be 
honestly was not out to prove one side or the other. given the priesthood, even though it was called adoctrine, 
Initially, and for most of the time, I thought the policy was but that the policy was based on the doctrine in the Church 
going to be doctrinely sound, that there was going to be an that Blacks were descendants of Cain. Descendants of Cain 
original revelation. It really surprised me when I heard the were not to be given the priesthood for various reasons 
story attributed to President McKay. It moved me to a enunciated by Brigham Young; therefore, it was the pc 
position of neutrality which I think was beneficial in not to give the priesthood to Blacks. And that was 
analyzing the history of the doctrine. I found a great dealof practice. 

- A ,  

rationales. 
Part of the problem was that the Church did not have a 

clear definition of what constitutes a doctrine of the 
Church. No one has ever defined in any kind of a rigorous 
way what really constitutes Mormon doctrine, and what it 
means to be "doctrinal." Elder McConkie speaks of 
doctrines as "teachings" in the broadest sense and then 
focuses it down to true teachings. True teachings are 
defined by him as Mormon doctrine. The book he calls 
Mormon Doctrine clearly extends to innumerable things 
about which there is no consensus that there is church 
doctrine-not the least of which would relate to Cain and 
Ham and some aspects of the priesthood and Blacks. It is a 
serious problem because who's to say what one means 
when one says doctrine or policy? 

Bush: Clearly, we had a problem carrying the gospel to the 
whole world. I'm sure that if President Kimball had a big 
map, with pins for the different missions, aside from the 
problem of missionary work in communist countries 
(which has begun to change in the last two years), themost 
conspicuous lack of representation was in black Africa. It 
couldn't truly be a world Church with that major segment 
of the world population excluded. We had previously been 
unsuccessful in moving into Nigeria. With our teachings 
on Blacks, it didn't seem we would in the near future get in 
to any new country in Africa. because the Cain-Ham 
theory is very offensive to an educated Black man. 

I think the policy was an obstacle for a great number of 
Whites as well. Members of the Church have this notion 
that people who are truly ready will come illto the Church 
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regardless of the salesmanship or spiritual attributes of the By constrast, the Universe's openness on that was even 
missionaries. However, any teaching of the Church which further heightened by the way the Church Newshandled the 
a priori appears uninspired togoodpeopleisclearlygoing to matter, which was simply embarrassing. Not only did the 
stand in the way of their listening to an introduction to the change in policy fail to make the front page, but under a 
gospel. Investigators often lookat the tangibleevidenceata large headline on the second page of the coverage was an 
given point in time. For example, we say, look, we are good article discouraging interracial marriage. 
people who live the Word of Wisdom and who are healthy. 
That attracts some people and they later get the witness of 
Joseph Smith and the ~ o o k  of Mormon. But if the The history of the Negro doctrine 
predominant contemporary image is oneof discrimination, suggests that without a lot of study 
clearly that is going to be an impediment to people. people got mixed messages on it. 
Young: Brigham Young was quite vocal on the question of 
miscegenation, proclaiming at one time that it was Young: Do you feel the study of historical aspects of a 
punishable by "death on the spot." What is the Church's doctrine is necessary to come toa meaningful convictionof 
present stand on interracial marriage? that doctrine? 

Bush: I don't think we have an official position on misce- Bush: We are told we can pray about things and the truth 
genation now. We had a policy on it before, but it was based will be made known to us. On the subject of the Negro 
on the doctrinal consideration relating to Cain. "Death on doctrine, however, people of high standing in the Church 
the spot" was punishment for mixing blood with the blood taught things with great confidence which their successors 
of Cain. More recently, the empirical argument has been,if rejected-Brigham Young's support of slavery, for exam- 
you had an interracial marriage your children would notbe ple. People of great faith, humility and divine attributes 
allowed to be married in the temple or to hold the considerably beyond my own had strong differences of 
priesthood and you yourself could not be married in the opinion on various aspects of the subject, as well as on its 
temple. The removal of the priesthood restriction under- fundamental validity. These individuals had presumably 
mines all these objections. expressed with earnest fervor their interest in knowing 

There also has always been a social problem associated the truth. The message seemed to be conflicting, so it 
with interracial marriage in the eyes of Church leadersand seemed to me that one had to do something more. 
many other people as well. They have counseled against I believe you don't always get answers toquestionsif you 
interracial marriage between Caucasians and Orientals, haven't studied them thoroughly. I have the impression a 
for example-even at a time when there was no doctrinal lot of things require considerable study before one is 
objection to such marriages within the Church. It was prepared to get a meaningful answer. At the same time, I 
socially unacceptable to enough people that for years think in other cases a person doesn't need to understand 
marriages between Caucasians and any other races was the history of a doctrine to be inspired. I don't suppose 
against the law in most places, including Utah. Even then, Joseph Smith studied the anthropomorphic nature of God 
except for Blacks, it was not "illegal" doctrinally. For or the doctrine of a separate Godhead. There is aprecedent 
example, a Caucasian and Oriental could get married in the for an uninformed, barely educated individual getting a 
temple in California but not in Utah, because it was illegal message which is very profound. 
in the state of Utah. Clearly that is a social problem. However, the history of the Negro doctrine suggests 

Now we are left with a situation in which the Church is that without a lot of study people got mixed messagesonit. 
counseling only on social grounds. I have talked with a Many bore testimony to the doctrine; others felt strongly 
number of people about it, including a member of the that the policy was not correct. I think most people were 
Quorum of the Twelve who told me a couple of years ago saying they had a testimony that the Church would not 
that he thought that even after Blacks were given the make a mistake, or that surely the prophet would have 
priesthood, that they would be doctrinally unable to marry been open to a revelation on the subject. I would be 
Whites in the temple. But that has not proved to be thecase. surprised if there were many people who genuinely 
He was so firmlyconvincedabout theCain tradition that he asserted they had been given a witness that thewhole body 
extended it independently of the priesthood restriction. I of beliefs we call the Negro doctrine was an inspired, 
don't know if that notion is still floating around amongany revealed facet of our religion. I think many felt threatened 
of the Church leaders now, but I doubt it. to think something as significant as the Negro doctrine 

If you look at the handful of BlackMormons today, you'd could have been an error. 
find that a surprising percentage of their marriages are It is interesting that the revealed precedent for evaluat- 
interracial. I have to give the Daily Universe credit for their ing the truthfulness of a doctrine of the Church is not by 
coverage of the revelation-they interviewed a number of history but by thedoctrine's fruits. As theBookof Mormon 
Blacks and their interracial marriagepartners.The Universe suggests, if it brings forth good fruit it is of the Lord. I've 
reported the enthusiastic response of these people, princi- never seen anybody assess the Negro doctrine by that 
pally in the context of marriage in the temple. That is what measure. It would be interesting to see how it would have 
mattered most to them. fared. 
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