
B Y  E L D E R  R O B E R T  D.  H A L E S
Of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles

Afew years after Henry
Bennion Eyring became
president of Ricks College

(now Brigham Young University–
Idaho), he was offered a high-
paying, prestige-filled job in 
southern California.

“It sounds like a great opportu-
nity,” President Spencer W. Kimball told him as Henry
described the offer and its benefits. “If we ever needed
you, we would know where you were.”

Henry had expected President Kimball, his uncle, to ask
him to stay on at Ricks. Instead, it became obvious that
Henry and his wife, Kathleen, were to pray and fast
about their decision, which they did. Within a week,
the Spirit whispered to Henry that he would have the
privilege of staying at Ricks College “a little longer.”

He called Jeffrey R. Holland, then Commissioner
of the Church Educational System, and told him that
he had turned down the job offer. That evening
Henry received a phone call from President Kimball.

“I understand you’ve decided to stay,” said
President Kimball.

“Yes,” replied Henry.
“Do you think you’ve made a sacrifice?”

asked President Kimball.

“No,” said Henry.
“That’s right!” President

Kimball assured him. With that,
President Kimball ended the 
conversation.

For those who know Henry B.
Eyring, his willingness to follow
spiritual promptings—even if
doing so means giving up what
the world considers important—

comes as no surprise. He has learned for himself that faith
and humility, coupled with obedience, qualify God’s chil-
dren for blessings richer than worldly wealth.

Following the death of President
Gordon B. Hinckley on January 27,
2008, President Thomas S. Monson
called President Eyring to serve 
as First Counselor in the First
Presidency. President Eyring had
previously served as Second

Counselor for four months, filling a vacancy
created by the death of President James E.
Faust.

“Hal”—as he is known among family 
and friends—was born on May 31, 1933, 
in Princeton, New Jersey. The second of 

three sons born to Henry Eyring and Mildred
Bennion Eyring, he joined a family that put 
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a premium on both spiritual and secular schooling.
His father was a renowned chemist teaching at

Princeton University. His mother, an assistant professor
who headed the women’s physical education department
at the University of Utah, was on leave from the depart-
ment pursuing a doctoral degree at the University of
Wisconsin when she met her future husband. Together
they passed on to their sons their trust in the Lord and
their faith in His gospel.

Heritage of Faith

President Eyring traces the beginnings of his family’s 
heritage of faith to forebears who listened to and followed

the promptings of the Spirit and the direction of priesthood
leaders. His great-grandfather Henry Eyring, who left
Germany in 1853 when he was 18, was introduced to the
Church the following year in St. Louis, Missouri. His desire
for a manifestation regarding the Church was answered
with a dream in which Elder Erastus Snow of the Quorum
of the Twelve Apostles, whom he would not meet until
later, commanded him to be baptized. A similar
dream, in which he saw President Brigham
Young for the first time, followed in 1860
while he was serving a mission in present-
day Oklahoma and Arkansas.1

Great-Grandfather Eyring met Swiss
immigrant Mary Bommeli when he joined
her pioneer company on his trek to Utah fol-
lowing his mission. Mary, whose family joined
the Church when she was 24, had been incarcer-
ated in Berlin, Germany, for sharing the
gospel. The night she was arrested, she
wrote a letter to the judge who was to hear
her case. She told the judge, “a man of the
world,” about the Resurrection and the
spirit world, encouraging him to repent in
order to save himself and his family from
“great sorrow.” The judge soon dropped the
charges, and Mary was released from jail.2 Henry
and Mary married shortly after reaching the Salt Lake Valley.

From Europe to the deserts of southern Utah and
Arizona to the colonies of northern Mexico, President
Eyring’s ancestors tamed the wilderness, spread the gospel,
fled persecution, established schools, and educated their
children.

A Wife’s Influence

With the onset of World War II, gasoline rationing pre-
vented the Eyring family from making the 17-mile (27-km)
drive to the New Brunswick Branch for Sunday meetings.
As a result, the family received permission to hold meet-
ings in their home, in Princeton, New Jersey. Hal would
joke that he never missed a Primary meeting there—an
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achievement that wasn’t too difficult considering that
Primary was held only once in their home. 

President Eyring often reflects on the beautiful spirit in
the sacrament meetings held in this small branch, made up
of his family and occasional visitors. He didn’t mind that his
family were usually the only ones who attended or that he
and his brothers constituted the branch’s entire Aaronic
Priesthood. But as the boys began entering their teenage
years, their mother was eager for the family to live among 
a larger concentra-
tion of Latter-day
Saints.

In 1946 Henry
was enjoying his
success and work
at Princeton. He
had won numer-
ous honorary doctorates and most major
awards in chemistry. Given his diligent scien-
tific work with world-renowned scientists, he
had an excellent opportunity to be considered
for a Nobel Prize.

At about this time Henry received a call
from A. Ray Olpin, president of the University
of Utah, inviting him to be the dean of the
graduate school there and continue his
research in chemistry. His wife, Mildred, left
the decision up to Henry, but she reminded him of a
promise he had made to her years earlier. Henry had
promised to move his family closer to Church headquarters
when the boys got older. When Henry turned down the
offer, Mildred, who had grown up in Utah, asked him to
pray about his decision and gave him a letter to read when
he arrived at his laboratory.

Upon reading the letter, in which Mildred expressed her
disappointment, and after praying and pondering, Henry
called President Olpin, saying he would accept the position
after all to build up the university’s science department. His
apparent sacrifice in leaving Princeton turned out to be a
blessing for him and his family. One such blessing was Hal’s

willingness to follow his father’s example when he faced a
similar crossroads years later.

Preparing for the Future

“I realized when my brother was a teenager how differ-
ent he was from other teenagers,” says Harden Eyring, who
calls his older brother both a mentor and a friend. While
Hal was in high school, Harden says, he immersed himself
in the scriptures, reading the Book of Mormon five times.

Hal did not hold himself above others, but he refused to
participate in activities that would distract from his spiritu-
ality. He made time to play basketball for East High School
in Salt Lake City, but he put priority on his studies.

“When I was a teenager, I used to go out to the ice-
cream parlors that everybody went to,” Harden says. 

“But Hal wouldn’t go out at night to the
local hangouts. Instead, he was reading 
and studying.”

His older brother, Ted, a chemistry pro-
fessor at the University of Utah, was a senior
there when he took some classes with Hal.
Ted observed that Hal could hold his own
with anyone in the class. “When Hal is
focused, he can accomplish anything,” he
says. “He is a genuinely funny guy, and he
remains in good spirits even in serious, chal-
lenging settings. Hal is much like his father.”

As he grew older, however, Hal discovered a major dif-
ference between himself and his father.

Henry Eyring encouraged his sons to study physics 
and to prepare for a career in the sciences. Hal dutifully
majored in physics at the University of Utah, but one day
when he asked his father for help with a complex mathe-
matical problem, it became apparent to Henry that Hal did
not share his passion.

“My father was at a blackboard we kept in the basement,”
President Eyring recalls. “Suddenly he stopped. ‘Hal,’ he
said, ‘we were working at this same kind of problem a week
ago. You don’t seem to understand it any better now than
you did then. Haven’t you been working on it?’ ”
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Hal said he had not. He then
admitted to his father that
physics was not something
he constantly thought
about. His father paused a
moment and then, in ten-
der words that released
his son to pursue his own
professional passion, he
said, “You ought to find some-
thing that you love so much that
when you don’t have to think about anything,
that’s what you think about.”3

Hal nevertheless completed his degree in
physics in 1955 before entering the U.S. Air
Force. The Korean War had recently ended,
and the number of young men called as full-
time missionaries from each ward had been
restricted. For a period of time the Mission
Home in Salt Lake City was closed, and no mis-
sionaries went into the field. In a blessing, how-
ever, his bishop promised him that his military
service would be his mission. Two weeks after
arriving at the Sandia Base near Albuquerque,
New Mexico, Hal was called as a district mis-
sionary in the Western States Mission—a calling
he fulfilled in evenings and on weekends dur-
ing the two years he was in the military.

His military obligation fulfilled, Hal en-
rolled in the Harvard Graduate School of
Business, where he earned a master’s degree
in 1959 and a doctorate degree in 1963, both
in business administration. Though he had
the intellect to succeed in a career in science,
Hal found that his passion lay in teaching, 

lifting, and strengthen-
ing others.

Listening to the Spirit

While attending Harvard dur-
ing the summer of 1961, Hal met Kathleen
Johnson, the daughter of J. Cyril and LaPrele
Lindsay Johnson, of Palo Alto, California. She
was attending summer school in Boston, and
Hal was smitten the first time he saw her. He
felt an immediate desire to do his best when
he was in her presence—a feeling that has
continued throughout their lives together.

They dated that summer and continued
their courtship through phone calls and letters
after Kathleen returned to California. They
were married in July 1962 in the Logan Utah
Temple by Elder Spencer W. Kimball. That
same year Hal became an assistant professor 
at the Stanford Graduate School of Business.

Nine years later Hal was enjoying tenure at
Stanford and serving as bishop of the Stanford
First Ward. With his in-laws living nearby,
“things were set,” he recalls. But in the middle
of the night in 1971, Kathleen woke him with
two unusual questions: “Are you sure you are
doing the right thing with your life?”

Wondering how they could be any happier,
Hal asked, “What do you mean?”
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Kathleen replied, “Couldn’t you be doing
studies for Neal Maxwell?”

Neal A. Maxwell had just been appointed
Commissioner of the Church Educational
System. Neither Hal nor Kathleen knew him,
but Kathleen felt that perhaps her husband
could be doing more to change lives.

“Doing studies for Neal Maxwell—at my
stage of my career?” Hal responded. After all,
he thought, “‘Doing studies’ was something a
young graduate student might do.”

Following a pause, Kathleen said, “Will you
pray about it?”

At that stage in his marriage, Hal knew bet-
ter than to ignore his wife’s counsel. He got
out of bed, knelt, and uttered a prayer. “I got
no answer,” he says, “and I felt terrific about it
because I didn’t want to go anywhere.”

The following day during bishopric meet-
ing, a voice that Hal has come to know well
came to his mind and rebuked him for treat-
ing lightly his wife’s prompting. “You don’t

know what way is up in your career,” he was
told. “If you ever get another job offer, you
bring it to me.”

Hal was shaken by the experience and
immediately returned home. “We’ve got a
problem,” he told Kathleen. He feared he 
had made a mistake by passing up several job
offers he had received while at Stanford. “I
had never prayed over any of them,” he says.
Humbled, he began praying about his future.

Less than a week after Kathleen’s late-night
questions, Commissioner Maxwell called and
invited Hal to Salt Lake City for a meeting. He
flew out the next day, and the two men met 
at the home of Hal’s parents. The first words
out of Commissioner Maxwell’s mouth were
“I’d like to ask you to be the president of
Ricks College.”

Even his wife’s prompting and the spiritual
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rebuke he had received hadn’t prepared him
for such a surprise. He told Commissioner
Maxwell that he would need to pray about it.
After all, he knew little about Ricks College. The
next morning he met with the First Presidency.
Afterward, Commissioner Maxwell told him the
job was his if he wanted it.

Upon his return to California, Hal continued
praying fervently. An answer came, but he
almost missed it. “I heard a voice so faint that I
hadn’t paid attention to it,” he recalls. “The voice said, ‘It’s
my school.’ ” He called Commissioner Maxwell and said,
“I’m coming.”

Just like that, Hal gave up the trappings of tenure at
Stanford for life in a single-wide trailer in Rexburg, Idaho. It
would be several months after his inauguration as president
of Ricks College, on December 10, 1971, that he would move
his family into their new home, which he helped build.

“I went to Ricks knowing a couple of things,” he says.
“One is that I wasn’t as much of a big shot as I thought I
was in terms of my great position at Stanford. Another is
that I knew my wife had received revelation before I did.
Finally, I knew that I was a lucky guy to be there. So instead
of answering the question ‘How could I give up my career
at Stanford?’ I say, ‘Heavenly Father took care of that. It
never felt like a sacrifice.’ ”

The six years President Eyring spent in Rexburg proved
to be a blessing to his family and the college. Wise counsel
from a humble home teacher helped make those years
memorable. The home teacher, a farmer with great faith,
encouraged President Eyring to get out of his office so 
he could meet, encourage, and give gratitude to college
faculty, staff, and students.

Hal prayed about the matter, felt prompted to follow
that counsel, and began spending more time with the
school’s faithful students and dedicated faculty and staff.
With another instructor, he even taught religion classes. 
As he worked hard to shape the college’s spiritual and 
academic foundations, he and Kathleen grew to love the
campus community and the people of Rexburg.

Family First

During their years in Rexburg, Eyring family members
grew closer to each other. By then Hal and Kathleen had four
sons: Henry J., Stuart, Matthew, and John. Later they would
be blessed with two daughters: Elizabeth and Mary Kathleen.
But even in a small, rural farm town, Hal and Kathleen had 
to be vigilant. One of their concerns was the amount and
quality of television programming that their sons watched. 
Henry J., the oldest son, recalls an experience that made a
significant difference in the spirit of the Eyring home.

“My brother and I were in front of the TV one Saturday
night around midnight,” says Henry J. “A tawdry comedy
show that we shouldn’t have been watching was on. The
basement room was dark except for the light from the tele-
vision. Without warning, Mother walked in. She was wear-
ing a white, flowing nightgown and carrying a pair of
shears. Making no sound, she reached behind the set,
grabbed the cord, and gathered it into a loop. She then
inserted the shears and cut the cord with a single stroke.
Sparks flew and the set went dead, but not before Mother
had turned and glided out of the room.”

Unnerved, Henry J. headed to bed. His innovative
brother, however, cut a cord from a broken vacuum and
connected it to the television. Soon the boys had plopped
back down in front of the television, hardly missing any of
their show.

“Mother, however, got the last laugh,” Henry J. says.
“When we came home from school the next Monday, we
found the television set in the middle of the floor with a
huge crack through the thick glass screen. We immediately
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suspected Mother. When confronted, she responded with 
a perfectly straight face: ‘I was dusting under the TV, and 
it slipped.’”

President Eyring honored his wife’s wishes, the children
honored their mother’s desires, and that was the end of
television in the
Eyring home. “For
the most part,
Mother leads
through quiet
example,” Henry J.
observes. “How-
ever, she is also inspired and fear-
less. Mother’s assertiveness has
been a great blessing to her
children and grandchildren.
Both in pivotal moments and in
daily routines, she has forever
changed the course of our lives.”

President Eyring still credits his
wife for giving him a desire to do and
be his best, and he’s grateful that she
has blessed her children in the same way. He is quick to
credit her for her example and spiritual influence on their
family. She is equally complimentary, expressing gratitude
for his sensitivity to the Spirit and the effective way he has
taught and lived the gospel in their home.

“There was no question in Hal’s mind who was first in
his heart,” she says. “He lived in a very competitive envi-
ronment with competent associates at Stanford, but he
always put his family first. At the end of every day, when we
were together in the evening, he would ask, ‘Who haven’t
we called?’ Then, guided by the Spirit, he would go to the
telephone and touch base with a member of the family
who needed to have contact that evening.”

With no television in the home, family members had
more time for each other and more time to pursue inter-
ests, develop talents, and engage in sports and other activi-
ties as a family. Over the years President Eyring has honed
his cooking skills (he makes his own bread), discovered a

knack for woodcarving, and learned to paint with water-
color. On occasion he will send a thank-you note or a
watercolor painting as a remembrance.

Today the Eyring home is full of paintings, carvings, and
furniture that he has created with the help of skilled men-
tors. Many of the pieces reflect moral lessons or spiritual
impressions. In addition, he makes time to send daily 
e-mails, affectionately known as “The Small Plates,” to 
his family, which now includes 25 grandchildren.

“Dad’s family journal, which he sends
out via e-mail each day with photos and
contributions from the children, has
helped us feel as though we were telling
stories around the dinner table each

night,” says Henry J. 

Willing to Serve

President Eyring didn’t know it at
the time, but he left secular employ-

ment behind him when he accepted the position 
at Ricks College. His work as college president and simul-
taneous service as a regional representative and member
of the Sunday School general board brought him into
increased contact with leaders of the Church, who recog-
nized his talents and spiritual gifts. The Lord, meanwhile,
knew his willingness to serve.

In extending the important callings to President Eyring
that followed his six years at Ricks College, Church leaders
sought inspiration that led them to him. During a period
of preparation for those callings, he was tutored by the
Spirit as he worked, sought the will of heaven, listened for
answers, and, like his ancestors, acted on the promptings
that followed. When the calls came, he was ready.

In 1977 Jeffrey R. Holland, new CES commissioner, asked
President Eyring to serve as deputy commissioner. Three
years later, when Commissioner Holland became president
of Brigham Young University, Hal took his place as CES com-
missioner. He served in that position until his call in April
1985 as First Counselor in the Presiding Bishopric. In 
that calling he used his many abilities to make significant
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contributions in administration, physical facili-
ties planning, temple design and construction,
and other temporal affairs. In September 1992
he was renamed CES commissioner and, a
month later, was called to the First Quorum 
of the Seventy.

On April 1, 1995, Henry B. Eyring was sus-
tained to the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles.
Since then he has sought an increased por-
tion of the Spirit of the Lord as he has blessed
members of the Church throughout the
world with his heartfelt sermons, loving 
ministration, and powerful testimony of the
Savior and His gospel.

Uniquely Qualified

When President Eyring testified during 
the October 2007 general conference of 

the blessings of looking for
God’s hand in our lives, 
he spoke from personal
experience. By keeping a
daily journal of Heavenly
Father’s dealings in his 
life, he has felt his testi-
mony grow and he has be-
come “ever more certain that
our Heavenly Father hears and
answers prayers.”4

The key to hearing those
answers and knowing that God
has an interest in our lives, he
says, is to develop a listening ear.
“We’ve got to be quiet and listen.
In my life, when I have failed to
receive a clear feeling or have
missed the voice of the Spirit, 
it is because I was too busy, too
noisy inside, and too full of my
own world.”

President Eyring has always lived the 
precepts of the thirteenth article of faith.
Members of the Church are indeed fortu-
nate to have him serve at the side of Presi-
dent Thomas S. Monson and President 
Dieter F. Uchtdorf. A rare combination 
of talents, a heritage of faith, a life of prep-
aration, a dedication to service, and a deter-
mination to seek God and do His will
uniquely qualify him to serve in the First
Presidency. ■
NOTES

1. See Henry J. Eyring, Mormon Scientist: The Life and
Faith of Henry Eyring (2007), 127–30.

2. See Henry B. Eyring, “The Power of Teaching
Doctrine,” Liahona, July 1999, 87–88; Ensign, May
1999, 74–75.

3. In Gerald N. Lund, “Elder Henry B. Eyring: Molded
by ‘Defining Influences,’” Liahona, Apr. 1996, 28;
Ensign, Sept. 1995, 12.

4. Henry B. Eyring, “O Remember, Remember,”
Liahona and Ensign, Nov. 2007, 67.

ENS IGN  JU LY  2008 15

Opposite page: A

printout of the family’s

“Small Plates,” a 

wood chest carved by

President Eyring, and

some of his watercolor

paintings. Above: With

his wife, following

general conference,

October 2007. Left: 

The First Presidency—

President Thomas S.

Monson (center);

President Henry B.

Eyring, First Counselor;

and President Dieter F.

Uchtdorf, Second

Counselor. 

LE
FT

: 
PH

O
TO

G
RA

PH
S 

C
O

U
RT

ES
Y 

O
F 

TH
E 

EY
RI

N
G

 F
AM

IL
Y


	MESSAGES
	FIRST PRESIDENCY MESSAGE: Heeding the Voice of the Prophet
	VISITING TEACHING MESSAGE: All Human Beings Are Created in the Image of God

	FEATURE ARTICLES
	President Henry B. Eyring: Called of God
	President Dieter F. Uchtdorf: A Family Man, a Man of Faith, a Man Foreordained
	Faith in His Step and a Song in His Heart
	The Journey
	Waiting a Little Season
	What Parents Have Learned from Family Home Evening
	A Watch, Some Buttons, and Joseph’s Cloak
	Cancer, Nutrition, and the Word of Wisdom: One Doctor’s Observations
	Lesson from a Milk Jug
	Hope, Healing, and Dealing with Addiction
	Sharing the Gospel Using the Internet
	Making Church Magazines

	DEPARTMENTS
	LESSONS FROM THE BOOK OF MORMON
	Coming to Know for Ourselves
	Change and the Virtue of the Word

	LATTER-DAY SAINT VOICES
	RANDOM SAMPLER
	NEWS OF THE CHURCH


