
U N S  

T U R N I N G  T H E  T I M E  O V E R  T ,  . . .  participant in the oath and covenant of the - priesthood just as fully as any man whc 
holds priesthood office and magnifies hi: 
callings. 

Edward L. Kimball In July 1997, the assigned lesson for the 
Sunday School class I was teaching included 
section 84 of the Doctrine and Covenants. In 

THE OATH AND COVENAP 
preparing, I read verses 33 to 42, relat-ing to 
the oath and covenant of the priesthood, 
with closer attention than I ever had before. I 

OF THE PRIESTHOOD: was guage surprised support to for see a much in the broader scripture's reading Ian- 

than I had previously considered. I saw in A To WOMEN the passage reference to two p u p s  rather 

AND CHILDREN QE EAITH than one: first, faithful priesthood bearers, 
and second, all the faithful men, women, and 
children who accept uriesthood as God's 

A seldom-considered passage in Doctrine and Covenants 84 
suggests women and children share fully in the oath and 
covenant of the priesthood through their own faithfulness. 

HE OATH AND COVENANT OF 
the priesthood is a key Mormon con- 
cept. It promises the fullness of God's 

blessings to Melchizedek holders who mag- 
nify their callings. I believe, however, that by 
a fair interpretation of Doctrine and 
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Covenants section 84, describing the oath 
and covenant, its scope properly includes 
women and children of faith as well as men.' 
Specifically, women and children who do not 
receive ordination to the Melchizedek priest- 
hood are nonetheless fully within the 
covenant by virtue of their own faithfulness, 
not in some indirect way through husband or 
father. A woman who is single or whose hus- 
band is faithless or has not joined the Church 
with her can, by her own merit, be already a 

& .  

power on earth and who acknowledge and 
respect that priesthood in the fallible men 
who bear it. The oath and covenant of the 
priesthood encompasses both groups. 

The passage speaks first of priesthood 
bearers: 

For whoso is faithful unto the obtaining 
these two priesthoods [Aaronic and 
Melchizedek] of which I have spoken, 
and the magnibing their calling, are sanc- 
tified by the spirit unto the renewing of 
their bodies. They become the sons of 
Moses and of Aaron and the seed of 
Abraham, and the church and kingdom, 
and the elect of God. (verses 33-34, em- 
phasis added) 

And by verses 39 to 40, it appears that "ths 
is according to the oath and-covenant which 
belongeth to the priesthood. . . . this oath 
and covenant of my Father, which he cannot 
break. . . ." 

All my life I have heard this passage from 
section 84 cited in priesthood meetings as an 
admonition to be diligent in priesthood as- 
signments, with the prospect bf great bless- 
ings for faithfulness and great regret for 
failure. The effort each time was to impress 
that being a deacon, elder, or bishop was se- 
rious business because priesthood bearers 
are in an oathlcovenant relationship with 
God. The exhortation was often phrased to 
make men feel specially blessed by this op- 
portunity. 

But between these two parts of the mes- 
sage (verses 33-34 and 39-40) comes the 
language in which I this time found new 
meaning: 

And also all they who receive this priest- 
hood receive me, saith the Lord; For he 
that receiveth my servants receiveth me; 
And he that receiveth me receiveth my 
Father; And he that receiveth my Father 
receiveth my Father's kingdom; there- 
fore all that my Father hath shall be 
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S U N S T O N E  

gven unto him. And this is according to 
the oath and covenant which belongeth 
to the priesthood. (verses 35-39, em- 
phasis added) 

Previously, I had read or heard these 
verses as saying, simply, "Those ordained to 
the priesthood are distinctively aligned with 
the Son and through him with the Father, 
and through that special relationship, they 
may receive the fullness of the Father's bless- 
ings.'' 

This time, I perceived that these verses 
might be speaking instead about a different 
set of people. Those who "obtained" the two 
priesthoods by ordination had already been 
described, but there were "also" those who 
"receivedn the priesthood without having 
"obtained it." 

That possibility elicits momentary pause, 
since we slip so easily between two different 
meanings of "receive" without conscious 
thought. Ordinarily, the exact meaning of 
"receive" does not matter, but in this instance 
the distinction greatly affects the interpreta- 
tion of the passage. "Receive" often means to 
get, obtain, control, possess. But it also can 
mean to accept, acknowledge, respect. 

In this passage, to receive the priesthood 
could then mean to receive Go& servants 
who hold that priesthood. This sense of "re- 
ceive" is not scripturally uncommon. See, for 
example: 

"as many as receive me, to them will 
I give power. . . ." (D&C 11:30 ) 
"his word ye shall receive, as if from 

mine own mouth. . . ." (D&C 21:5) 
"if they receive thee not, I will send 
upon them a cursing. . . ." (D&C 24:4) 
"all those who receive my gospel are 
sons and daughters in my kingdom." 
(D&C 25:l) 

The scrivture itself clearlv states what is 
meant by "receive this priesthood by 
malung its use the equivalent of "receive my 
[priesthood-holding] servants": 

"all they who receive this priesthood re- 
ceive me . . . For he that receiveth my ser- 
vants receiveth me. . . ." (verses 35-36, 
em~hasis added) 

One could properly reverse the order to 
emphasize the equivalency: "he that receives 
my servants receives my priesthood."2 

One who hears the gospel does not neces- 
sarily receive it. One who is confirmed does 
not necessarily receive the Holy Ghost. One 
who is ordained to the priesthood does not 
necessarily receive it. In the sense used here, 
"receiving" requires something of the recip- 
ient.2 Consider D&C 88:33: "For what doth it 
profit a man if a gift is bestowed upon him, 
and he receive not the gft? . . ." The receipt 
of power does not come automatically by or- 
dination, nor does it stay in full force if the 
priesthood bearer falters. Consider Doctrine 
and Covenants 12 1 :37: "[Upon a man's exer- 
tion of unrighteous dominion,] Amen to the 
priesthood or the authority of that man." 

Receiving a master's servants means to ac- - 
cord them honor, respect, acknowledgment, 
and allegance, just as one would the master 

himself. "Receiving the priesthood" in this 
context means to honor, respect, acknowl- 
edge, and gve allegance to "the priesthood." 
What counts, then, is attitude toward God's 
power and toward his representatives en- 
trusted with that power. 

If I am right, then, an expanded para- 
phrase of verse 35 might read (on the right): 

And also In addition to those 
ordained to priest- 
hood office, 

all they who receive all they who accept, 
acknowledge, and re- 
spect 

this priesthood my priesthood power 
and my priesthood- 
holding servants 

receive me. . . . accept, acknowledge, 
and respond to me. 

These, too, are entitled to "all that my Father 
hath . . . according to the oath and covenant 
which belongeth [i.e., pertaineth] to the 
priesthood." The oath and covenant does not 
belong to priesthood holders per se, but it is 
attached to or associated with the acknowl- 
edgment of the power of God as imple- 
mented through his human representatives. 

By this interpretation, verse 40 tells us all 
faithful priesthood holders and all others 
who faithfully acknowledge, accept, respect, 
and follow the Lord's priesthood-holding ser- 
vants are full participants in the oath and 
covenant of the priesthood, by which 
covenant their faithfulness is to be rewarded 
by a fulness of the Father's blessings. Again, - - 
women and children can be participants by 
virtue of their own faithfulness, not by way of 
father or husband. 

Even if this interpretation of verses 35 to 
40 be new, there is nothing revolutionary in 
its implications. Church leaders have often 
said that faithful women are not one whit be- 
hind faithful men just because they do not 
hold priesthood offices. But in all my years of 
hearing sermons on the topic, the great 
promises associated with the oath and 
covenant of the priesthood have been di- 
rected only to men and boys, telling them of 
something special promised to them if they 
honor their priesthood callings.4 

If my interpretation is correct, teaching 
section 84 this way would encourage 
women, who continue to hear language that 
suggests a superior status for priesthood 
holders. This teaching would also assure 
children that through their faithfulness and 
respect for priesthood, they are already in a 
covenant relationshir, with God. And it 

TOTO ... \ DON'T THINK WE'RE IN KANSAS ANYMORE.. . would remind men that mere pnesthood or- 
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dination does not without more confer spe- 
cial merit. D 

NOTES 

1. For another analysis of the Oath and 
Covenant of the Priesthood that deals with the same 
issue of women and the priesthood in a different way, 
see Kathryn H. Shins, "Priesthood and Salvation: Is 
D&C 84 a Revelation for Women Too?" SUNSTONE, Sept. 
1991.20-27. 

2. Although he does not take the next step of 
identifyng two groups, Marion G. Romney "The 
Covenant of the Priesthood," Ensign (July 1972), 99, 
says "I think this statement refers to those who receive 
the officers of the priesthood who are appointed to 
represent the Lord." 

3. Roy W Doxey, The Doctrine and Covenants 
Speaks, 2 vols. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 19701, 
2:60: "[An important aspect of priesthood is] the ac- 
ceptance of the priesthood by the priesthood bearer." 

4. In an extensive but admittedly incomplete re- 
view of Church-related publications, I found in every 
case the oath and covenant of the priesthood is 
treated either in general terms or as a promise relating 
to pnesthood holders. The discussions do not ex- 
pressly exclude women; they just assume inapplica- 
bility to women. See, for example: Lorenzo Snow, 
Journal of Discourses, 14:302; Wilford Woodruff, 
Journal of Discourses, 22:209,23:329,25:8; George Q. 
Cannon, Journal of Discourses, 25:290; Delbert L. 
Stapley, Conference Reports, Apr. 1957, 76-77, and 
Apr. 1961, 66-67; Joseph F: Smith, Conference 
Reports, Apr. 1898,65; Marion G. Romney, "The Oath 
and Covenant Which Belongeth to the Priesthood," 
Improvement Era, June 1962, 416-17; Marion G. 
Romney, "The Covenant of the Priesthood," Ensign, 
July 1972, 99; and Spencer W Kimball, "Priesthood 
Bearers Told to Accept Oath, Covenant," Church 
News, 15 Mar. 1975, 7. Joseph Fielding Smith said, 
"This [oath and covenant] is the promise of exaltation 
offered to every man who holds the Melchizedek 
Priesthood, but it is a conditional promise. . . . The 
Aaronic Priesthood is a preparatory priesthood to 
qualify us to make the covenant and receive the oath 
that attends this higher priesthood." (Conference 
Reports, Oct. 1970,90-92.) 

See also: Bruce R. McConlue, Mormon Doctrine 
(Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 19581, 487; Bryant S. 
Hincklep Doctrine and Covenants Studies (Salt Lake 
City: Deseret Sunday School Union, 1948), 92; 
Hymm M. Smith and Janne M. Sjodahl, The Doctrine 
and Covenants [Commentaryl (Salt Lake City: Deseret 
Book, 1957), 507; and John A. Widtsoe. Evidences 
and Reconciliations (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1951), 
3:4849.  Roy M. Doxey wrote, "Every man who has 
received the Melchizedek Priesthood has received the 
oath and covenant of that priesthood. This agreement 
pertains to the higher priesthood and not the 
Aaronic." Doxey cites The History of the Church 
(5:555) where Joseph Smith is reported by Willard 
Richards to have said in a 27 Aug. 1843 sermon that 
there were three grand orders of priesthood, the 
Melchlzedek, the Patriarchal, and the Levitical, the 
last "consisting of priests to administer in outward or- 
dinance, made without an oath; but the Priesthood of 
Melchizedek is by an oath and covenant." (The 
Doctrine and Covenants Speaks [Salt Lake City: Deseret 
Book, 19701 2:61.) 

MOTHER 
No one could hash eggs and bacon 
and capture headlines over toast, 
clean her plate, stack the sink 
and designate the daily chores 
surrounding us with aphorisms 
broadcast to improve our chances, 
quicker than my mom. 

There was raw barley in her blood 
that fastened her to earth no 
matter how finances faded 
when Father lost his wages 
in the bars on the greyhounds. 

Before my Doberman-infested 
paper route began, 
the cinnamons she twisted 
were my only solace after school. 
They slid milk-soaked 
between tongue and teeth 
and renewed resolve. 

In the evening out of nowhere 
her biscuits suddenly appeared, 
flavoring the stairwell, announcing 
a treasure guests said even honey soured. 
She even made the dish debris 
dissolve before dessert. 

At dusk she down-shifted 
glancing from the ironing at me 
preening for a date. In a wink 
we were face to face as she 
smoothed boyhood flaws 
before the final flourish when 
she'd wet her thumbs with her lips 
and slowly sweep my eyebrows 
into perfect place 
and whisper without words 
in the heat from her cheeks 
what I always longed to hear, 
"He has begun a good work in you." 
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