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p. 23
Standing before the Mormon congregation, the young man exhibited the excitement and appreciation for life most
fourteen-year-old teenagers have. One could sense the willingness, even yearning, to confront the challenges which
would be placed before him. He was ready to be made a deacon. The young Brazilian branch president standing
beside him reviewed for the congregation the importance of the Aaronic priesthood and the impact such a
responsibility should have on the life of a young man. He briefly described what he considered to be the exceptional
courage and behavior of this boy. He had joined the Church without parental support and maintained activity
despite unusual pressure and adversity. The branch president explained that during the worthiness interview held
earlier, the young man had expressed depth and knowledge of the spiritual aspects of life, exceptional for someone
just fourteen years old. There was no question in the mind of the branch president and most of the Brazilian
congregation of his worthiness to receive the Mormon priesthood. The request for congregational approval by the
raising of the right hand was to be little more than a mere formality.
Events did not go as planned. When the obligatory request for negative votes was made, four in the
congregation, all American missionaries, indicated opposition. The branch president, surprised and unsure of ;how
to proceed, had the young man sit down and indicated that the problem would be cleared up after the meeting. The
congregation was stunned, most having never seen a negative vote cast in church. The boy was confused and not
quite sure what was happening.
p.23 - p.24
In a conference held after the sacrament meeting, the elders explained the problem. During visits with the boy’s
family they had noticed that two younger brothers exhibited some negroid physical features. Even though the
young man was fair-skinned with brown wavy hair, it was not uncommon for African ancestry to show itself in one
member of a family and not in another. If their suspicions were correct, he would be ineligible to hold the Mormon
priesthood because of African ancestry. The branch president had never visited the family and had never seen the
younger brothers. He decided that his Brazilian counselor and one American elder should visit with the family and
very tactfully determine the lineage of the boy before any further action could be taken.
p.24
A week later the elders returned. They had spent one evening with the boy’s parents talking about genealogy and
viewing family photos and felt that they could see in the family pictures evidence of black ancestors. Thus, according
to the policy of the Church, the priesthood could not be given to any of the children in the family. The young boy
was informed of the decision, explained the reasons for the priesthood denial, and counseled to continue his activity
in the Church.1
This incident, though somewhat unusual, is an example of the difficult problems the Church’s policy of
priesthood denial to members of African descent created for leaders living in areas with a significant black
population. In these parts of the world, the priesthood issue was much more than an occasional embarrassment
or a matter for theological debate. It was a very personal issue which had to be confronted often. Many members
struggled with this policy which openly discriminated against family members, friends, and occasionally themselves.
It was also a source of conflict between local members and missionaries and many times resulted in limited growth
and development for the Church.
The Church was very careful to avoid introducing Mormonism into areas of the world with large black
populations. However, the Mormons did go to Brazil, South Africa, the American South, and Hawaii. Local officials
had difficulty, first in accepting these restrictions, which were sometimes contrary to local beliefs and practices, and
then in administering them. An examination of the local response to the Church’s policy provides an important
picture of the evolution of practices, procedures, and policies developed to help local leaders work with a very
difficult and potentially divisive issue.
p.24-25

Brazil’s Racial Make-up
Brazil provides an excellent example of the effect of the Church’s racial policy on local organizations, not because
its experience was necessarily unique, but because of the magnitude of the potential problems. Not only did Brazil
have a large black population but the Brazilian tradition of intermarriage between blacks, whites, and Indians created
a large racially mixed population. This situation forced the Church to confront regularly not only the issue of
priesthood denial but that of racial identification.
p.25
For three centuries (1538-1850), African slaves were imported to work the country’s plantations and mines. The

small number of white women among the early Portuguese settlers created a quasi-European population with a
high percentage of mulattos and mestizos, thus blurring the racial lines between white and black. Although an
equally important European and Asian immigration of 47 million between 1884 and 1957 significantly altered the
racial picture, over 30 percent of the population is some combination of black, white, and Indian, with interracial
marriage continuing within most classes in Brazilian society.2
Because Brazil’s colonial sugar and mining industries absorbed most of the African slaves, blacks are
concentrated in the northeast and parts of the state of Minas Gerais. Brazil’s southeastern coffee plantations
developed later in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, drawing both blacks and a large European immigrant
population. The cooler weather of the Brazilian south attracted European small farmers, and a lack of any significant
labor-intensive industry resulted in a small black population in the lower three states. These differences were to
significantly influence the Church’s decisions as to where missionaries would be sent.3

Mormon Beginnings
In 1928, when missionaries were sent to Brazil, they were instructed to avoid the priesthood question by working
only with German-speaking people In Brazil’s southern immigration colonies. However, as part of the nationalistic
fervor of President Getùlio Vargas’s Estado Novo (New State), the Brazilian government in 1938 outlawed the use
of non-Portuguese languages in any public gathering. 4 Church Leaders realized that they must begin teaching
Portuguese-speaking Brazilians. By 1940, the mission language had been changed from German to Portuguese.
p.26
During these early years, lineage was relatively unimportant, since the priesthood was seldom given to Brazilians.
Mormonism was very much a North American church, and missionaries provided branch and district leadership
almost exclusively.
Two incidents in 1949 alerted the mission president, Rulon S. Howells, to the potential priesthood problems
which the Church could have in racially mixed Brazil. The first incident was the planned ordination of a physically
white active member in Rio de Janeiro who, just prior to receiving the priesthood, determined that he had slave
ancestry. The second was a racial conflict between the missionaries and black members in the interior of São Paulo.
Piracicaba, a small city in the state of São Paulo, was one of the first areas where Portuguese-speaking
missionaries were sent. It had experienced only limited success but had remained open after the missionaries were
sent home during World War II, thanks to members in the nearby city of Campinas. The branch not only stayed
open but added thirteen converts, many of whom were of African descent. The returning Americans were welcomed
by a branch in which many of the active participants had the “lineage of Cain.”5 The missionaries thus inherited a
difficult situati on epitomized by an incident in 1949. As a result of teaching English classes, the missionaries were
able to interest some professors at a local college in attending church. After the services, the professors informed
the elders that though they were impressed with the message of Mormonism, they were not interested in joining
a church of poor blacks.
When Howells received this report, he decided that the relatively slow growth rate in Piracicaba was due to the
presence of the blacks. “None of the other churches had a meeting where black and white had mingled completely
so they weren’t used to it.” On 23 October 1949, in a meeting with the elders, he announced that the only way the
Church would grow would be to separate the two groups, with a white branch using the chapel and the blacks
meeting in a home of one of the members. They could be brought back together when the white branch was
stronger and the idea of integrated meetings was more acceptable.6
p.27
The black members refused to acknowledge that they were the stumbling block for Church growth. They explained
to Howells that separate meetings would harm all involved and that by meeting together the whites would soon
learn to accept racial differences. Howells insisted, interpreting the arguments of the black members as an attempt
“to force the white people to meet with them” and feeling that their actions exhibited little regard for the gospel.
Howells refused to give in and meetings were scheduled in the home of one faithful member, but continued
resistance upset Howells to the point that he withdrew the missionaries and stopped visiting the black members.
“To make a new start among the white population, the elders go to the city from a neighboring city to hold cottage
meetings with white members and friends.” The elders were to return after most of the black members had lost
interest and a new branch could be started.7
To avoid problems in the future, Howells instituted a mission-wide genealogical program designed to
discover and document the racial background of all Brazilian members. Ancestral lineage information was also
required of potential converts, and missionaries were not allowed to perform any baptisms without President
Howells’s approval. The primary goal of the mission was racial purity for all new converts. By the end of 1953,
Howells was able to report to Salt Lake City that, “during the past year, only two baptisms have been performed
where family members are partial descendants of Cain.”8
p.27-28
The more time-consuming aspects of Howell’s racial program were later modified and missionaries were allowed
to make baptism and priesthood decisions. However, the essence of Howells’s approach continued through 1978.
Identifying the racial background of all investigators was an important missionary responsibility. When approaching
a contact, the missionaries were to scrutinize the color of the skin, eyes, and hair, the shape of the nose and face,
color lines on the hands and feet, and the texture of the hair. If the person did not have negroid physical features,
the missionaries would try to interest him or her in the Church. Sometime during the first few visits, the
missionaries would discreetly probe the family’s racial history using genealogical interest as a pretext. The inquiry
generally involved questions of ancestral origin and often included looking at family photos. Occasionally, if
necessary, the missionary would visit relatives to check the physical appearance of other family members. After all
or most of the gospel discussions, the missionaries would present a special lineage lesson which included a direct
question concerning the lineage of the family. If at any point during the teaching process the missionaries had
questions or found evidence indicating probable black lineage, they discouraged the person from continuing his or
her investigation. Only if the contact continued to attend meetings and accepted the Church’s position on blacks
would a baptism be performed.9
p.28
The vigilance of most missionaries and the active discouragement resulted in very few persons with known black
ancestry ever joining the Church. Those who did generally accepted their second-class status. Consequently, the

obviously black member was not an administrative problem for Church Leaders, but difficulties arose when
Brazilians without negroid physical features joined the Church and later uncovered a genealogical link to Africa.
American missionaries, as long as they were in charge of branches and districts, applied strict criteria of
genealogical purity to determine eligibility for priesthood ordination. Membership records were marked. Men unable
to prove their racial origin were generally not given the priesthood. However, in the late fifties and early sixties, as
Brazilians began to replace Americans as branch and district leaders, a subtle but important change took place in the
criteria used for determining racial worthiness. This change can best be understood by examining fundamental
differences in perception of race between North Americans and Brazilians.

American And Brazilian Racial Perceptions
Because of Brazil’s large black and mulatto population, Brazilians generally believe that racial amalgamation made
their country the “land of racial democracy.” A generation of twentieth-century Brazilian scholars trumpeted that
Brazil had made a major contribution to world peace by providing an example of a mixed and diverse society in
which racial harmony existed without prejudice or discrimination.10
Sociologists who began to study Brazilian racial attitudes and practices in the late 1950s reported that Brazil
in fact had racial prejudice, though it was manifested in different forms. According to Marvin Harris from Columbia
University, race in the United States was determined according to “hypodescent,” or ancestry. The presence of a black
in a person’s genealogical line was the most determinant in racial categories. Since this system did not have any
middle classifications, the offspring of interracial marriages were socially and legally identified as blacks and subjected
to the same restrictions as was the person of unmixed African heritage.11
Anthropologists discovered that in Brazil the determining factor in racial classification was not genealogy but
physical appearance. This system had several racial classifications between black and white in which different
combinations of physical features determined the group. The child of an interracial marriage frequently would not
be in the same racial classification as his or her parents and siblings. 12 A person with lighter skin or non-nappy hair
texture could easily move up the social scale in Brazil’s less restrictive racial system. Monetary success or educational
achievement also facilitated the movement of darker Brazilians into lighter classifications, regardless of color or
physical features. Thus, many mulattos were classified by their peers as white because of economic or educational
achievement. Many scholars have suggested that poverty and not race is the most important variable in
understanding Brazil’s social structure.13
p.29

Member/Missionary Conflict
The Church’s system of determining the lineage of Cain was so similar to the North American concept of racial
identification that missionaries and members were often at odds when the decision of racial classification was made.
Missionaries felt that branch leaders many times did not understand or wish to comply with the Church’s methods
used to determine the lineage of Cain. Members in return felt that the missionaries were overly sensitive to race and
that their decisions were often based on false or questionable evidence.
p.29-30
The incidence of racial conflict in the United States also meant that American missionaries were race-conscious, their
opinions supported by their perceptions of the Church’s theological and political policies about the place of the
black in the Church and in society as a whole.14 Many missionaries doubtless had personal experiences with blacks
that broadened their views, but very little in their official experience softened their racial attitudes. They heard
frequent reminders from mission presidents and traveling General Authorities to avoid baptizing Brazilians with
the lineage of Cain.15 At regular missionary conferences, the doctrinal reasons for the stand and instructions on how
to recognize and teach blacks were discussed. Books and handouts were distributed as additional reinforcements.
p.30
However, the Church’s practice of limiting information to the Brazilian member about the Mormon position on
the black further strengthened the differences in perception between the two groups. There was a conscious effort
by mission leaders to avoid talking about the priesthood question with members. In the early 1950s, an occasional
presentation was made in church, especially to young members, cautioning against interracial marriage. However,
as the racial question became an issue, both within and outside the Church, the flow of written or verbal
information on the reasons for priesthood restrictions lessened. For example, the Portuguese translation of Joseph
Fielding Smith’s The Way to Perfection in 1964 left out the two-chapter discussion on the lineage of Cain, while other
language translations published at the same time included it. 16 Brazilian members had to rely almost entirely on
missionaries for explanations of the Church’s position, a situation which left Brazilian members somewhat
confused about the reasons for the Church’s policy on the lineage of Cain. With such limited background and
knowledge, local Brazilian leaders felt little motivation to change and continued to hold their personal racial
perceptions. And that was the loophole.
The official policy which branch, ward, and stake leaders were instructed to follow was simple. Descendants
of Cain, usually those who traced their lineage to Africa, were not allowed to hold the priesthood.17 The Church
did not, however, explain how to determine African heritage. Brazilians were genuinely puzzled when they needed
to make a decision about (1) a man with some African features who did not have genealogical proof of either
pure-European or partial-African lineage or (2) a man with ambiguous or no negroid physical features whose
genealogy included African ancestry.
p.30-31
Questions on how to deal with the first group were eliminated in 1967 when the burden of proof shifted from the
individual to the Church. Even though the previous “clean genealogy” policy had not been strictly adhered to, it
was sometimes used to justify withholding the priesthood in questionable cases. After 1967, leaders were instructed
that if potential priesthood holders did not have “obvious evidence of lineage in themselves or their families and
do not know whether or not it is present, they are not required to prove it before being taught or receiving the
priesthood.” The question of race was thus eliminated from most priesthood ordination decisions. 18
p.31
The second group, those with genealogical links to Africa, posed a significant dilemma for the leadership. The

Mormon Church in Brazil has always struggled to find enough active male priesthood holders to staff local and
regional organizations. It was frustrating to have an active member who was considered white by Brazilian racial
perceptions but ineligible by Church standards. Two strategies emerged to overcome this problem and to allow
ordination.
p.31-32
The first was for someone in priesthood authority to. declare racial purity. This generally occurred at the bishop or
stake-president level, but at times went all the way to the First Presidency. The most widely known case was that
of the president of the Ipiranga, São Paulo Branch. In 1964, while doing his genealogy, he discovered a probable
African ancestor in one of his grandmother’s lines. Upon informing the mission president, he was released from
all priesthood duties and allowed to work in the Church only in positions not requiring the priesthood. After
several years of faithful activity, he was asked to provide information concerning his genealogical research as well as
Church activity, which was then forwarded to Salt Lake City. The First Presidency, after examining the
documentation, concluded that he did not have the lineage of Cain and should be allowed to use his priesthood.
In this and other cases, priesthood authority nullified genealogical research and allowed for men with apparent
African heritage to be declared racially eligible.19
p.32
The second and more frequently used method relied on patriarchal blessings for determining lineage. Since blacks
were not allowed to hold the priesthood, the reasoning went, they could not be part of the house of Israel. Thus,
the patriarch was instructed that if the person were a descendant of Cain, he should not pronounce a tribal
designation. More significantly he was told not to declare whether the person had the lineage of Cain. Consequently,
if the recipient was declared to be from one of the tribes of Israel, then Brazilian local leaders believed that he could
not be a descendant of Cain. It was a very simple method to dispose of the difficult administrative problem of
determining lineage in questionable cases. 20
p.32-33
For example, a young teenager from the interior of São Paulo with fair skin and black wavy hair was baptized, given
the priesthood, and, at the age of nineteen, called on a mission. While on his mission, his mother wrote that he
had no right to hold the priesthood since his father, whom he had never known or even seen a picture of, was a
mulatto. Against the advice of his mission president, he returned home, extremely confused and troubled. The
branch president was able to convince him that since he had been designated a member of one of the tribes of Israel
in his patriarchal blessing, he could not have the lineage of Cain, regardless of what his mother said. The boy began
to use his priesthood again, eventually receiving another mission call which he accepted and completed. In this and
other cases the patriarchal blessing was the final authority.21
p.33
These evolving methods of dealing with the black question meant that the denial of the priesthood to members
of African descent ceased to be a significant administrative problem for the Church in Brazil. Leaders were able to
work within the restrictive Church policy to deal with almost any administrative situation that came up. These
procedures worked well because they simultaneously acknowledged the Church’s requirements for priesthood
ordination and Brazilian perceptions of racial identification. The Church in Brazil had confronted a difficult situation
and had developed a way to live with the problems. 22

São Paulo Temple
This accommodation is important to understand in analyzing the effect of the 1975 announcement that the São
Paulo Temple would be constructed. Some observers not familiar with Brazil began to suggest that the Church
would face a crisis in Brazil when the temple opened. Would not the mixing of races in Brazil make it impossible
to exclude members of African descent?23 They did not understand that the question had already been resolved at
the time of ordination to the Aaronic priesthood. Church leaders in Brazil were not overly concerned with possible
administrative difficulties resulting from having a temple in Brazil. The extensive correspondence between São Paulo
Church headquarters and Salt Lake City between 1975 and the dedication of the temple in 1978 includes only one
reference to any administrative aspect of the black question and it had to do with whether a black could enter the
temple to perform baptisms for the dead. (The answer was no.)
p.33 - p.34
If the construction of the São Paulo Temple had any effect on the Church’s decision to lift the priesthood restriction,
it was the result of compassion rather than administrative concern. President Kimball, during more than fifteen
years of contacts and visits to Brazil, reportedly had several difficult and emotional experiences with blacks and was
visibly touched by their continued faith. After the announcement of the temple, General Authority Area Supervisors
reported how black members gave financial donations, assisted in the construction, and participated in planning
the temple dedication. Many in Brazil and Salt Lake City were moved by such wholehearted participation towards
the construction of a building which they would not be allowed to enter. 24 Concern over how to allow blacks into
the temple --- not the impossibility of keeping them out--was the most likely contribution of the São Paulo Temple
toward the 1978 lifting of the priesthood ban.
p.34
The history of the Mormon Church’s denial of the priesthood to persons of black African descent is an example
of change and adjustment to different social and cultural situations within an authoritarian religious structure. The
result for the Church was the use of two different approaches and methodologies to implement the same policy.
The American missionary generally used a genealogical approach for determining race, thus limiting the percentage
of converts joining the Church with African ancestry. When Brazilians were given responsibility over priesthood
decisions, the methodology for determining racial worthiness of members changed. First, because of a shift in the
burden of proof responsibility, Leaders were in most cases simply able to avoid the issue. Secondly, the decisions
of priesthood authorities, especially those of patriarchs, were used to invalidate rational genealogical research. The
uncomfortable but functioning accommodation to the two different perceptions of race allowed for both Brazilians
and Americans to accept and work within a difficult situation.
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