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Introduction


If you attend a Sunday meeting in a Mormon chapel, “ritual” and “violence” may be the two last words you may associate with the experience.  However, ritual is the defining characteristic of LDS temple worship and violence stains the pages of early Church history.  Most of this violence was directed against the Mormons, including the martyrdom of the prophet Joseph Smith.  However, early Mormons sometimes behaved violently towards outsiders, and violence was characteristic of several key rituals and doctrines in nineteenth-century Mormonism.


This paper will examine the intersection of the Mountain Meadows Massacre—one particularly violent episode in Mormon history—with the ritual violence practiced by Mormons during the same period.  I will then rely on René Girard’s theory of religion and violence to explore the relationship between the massacre and these rites.  My approach will be a layered one.  I will first describe the historical context of the massacre from the Mormon perspective, including the events in the decades leading up to it and the execution of John D. Lee eighteen years later for his involvement in the atrocity.  I will then describe ritual aspects of Mormonism during that time that had violent aspects, including the oath of vengeance, temple penalties, and the doctrine of blood atonement and this teaching’s connection to capital punishment in Utah.  I will also examine possible connections between these rites and the massacre.  Finally, I will look at both the history and the rites using Girard’s theory as an overlay and attempt to make a stronger connection between these violent historical events and the rituals of violence. 

A Historical Context of the Mountain Meadows Massacre:


In her groundbreaking history, The Mountain Meadows Massacre, Juanita Brooks created a narrative history of the first half-century of Mormonism that was framed by episodes of violence.  Her history reached its climax in the execution of John D. Lee for his complicity in the Mountain Meadows Massacre.  

To properly understand the context of the infamous massacre, we must begin with the persecution of Mormons and clashes between Mormons and mobs in Missouri in the 1830s.  In a few cases, non-Mormons were killed in skirmishes, but for the most part, Mormons were on the receiving end.  They were tarred and feathered, whipped, driven out of their homes, and killed.  This violence reached its apex in October of 1838.  A mob descended on the Mormon settlement of Haun’s Mill, killing eighteen, including the “When one small boy begged for his life, a mobocrat answered, ‘Nits make lice,’ and blew out his brains” (Brooks, p.5).  In the same month, Missouri’s Governor Boggs issued his infamous Mormon extermination order which stated that  “the Mormons must be treated as enemies and must be exterminated or driven from the State if necessary for the public peace”  (Ibid).

Mormons resettled in the city of Nauvoo, Illinois, but found themselves the victims of violence once again.  In 1844, founding prophet Joseph Smith and his brother Hyrum were killed by a mob.  Two years later, Mormons abandoned Nauvoo, sped along by the harrying of mobs, cannons and arsonists.  

In the summer of 1857, ten years after Brigham Young’s arrival in the Great Salt Lake Basin, President Buchanan sent an army to Utah to put down perceived Mormon rebelliousness.  In the same season, the popular Apostle Parley P. Pratt was killed while on a proselytizing mission in Arkansas. 

In this environment of Mormon war hysteria, encouraged by the heated rhetoric of Church leaders and the awareness that army troops were marching towards Utah, that the Fancher wagon train found itself passing through the territory.  The bolder men among the emigrant party responded to Mormon refusals to sell them supplies with taunts and threats: “Then [one man in the party] became abusive, swore at us all, said that he had the gun that had killed Old Joe Smith, and that his company would go on to California and get an army and come back and wipe out every --- --- Mormon” (quoted in Brooks, p.56).  On September 7th, 1857, the Fancher party found themselves besieged in their Mountain Meadows camp by Indians (in a targeted attack instigated by local Mormon leaders).  On September 11th, local Church and militia leader John D. Lee approached the desperate party, ostensibly as a mediator between the emigrant party and the attacking Native Americans.  He promised the party members safe passage if they abandoned the wagons and their weapons.  Instead, he purposefully led them into an ambush, in which the white Mormons shot the emigrant men point blank and left the women and all but the youngest children for the Indians to kill.  

While a handful of Mormon leaders were probably responsible for the massacre, only John D. Lee was ultimately brought to justice, eighteen years after the terrible event.  He was executed by a firing squad on the same meadow where the massacre took place.  With his death, the sad history of the Mountain Meadows Massacre had some sense of closure.  This is a greatly abbreviated account, but I will fill out more of the history as I discuss ritual violence in the next section.

Violence and Ritual in Nineteenth-Century Mormonism


As I begin this section, I must issue one caveat: discussing the details of LDS temple ritual in an academic setting is problematic.  Because Mormons who participate in temple rites make solemn vows not to reveal their content, the integrity of those who do divulge such information is often suspect, and it is appropriate to question the accuracy of such information in light of the possible anti-Church bias of such sources (the way that the objectivity of Mormon apologist sources should be handled carefully as well).   Perhaps the best sources are from the private journals of devout Church members, but the majority of the available sources are from disaffected members.  Some researchers, like David Buerger, correlate as many sources as possible to increase the reliability of this information.


Mormons take the sanctity and secrecy of the temple proceedings seriously.  One recent letter to the editor of the Arizona Republic illustrates the depth of such feelings: “Discussing the temple ceremonies openly is as insensitive as burning the Torah, stomping on the Eucharist and desecrating a mosque” (quoted in Flake, p. 6).  This is perhaps an extreme example—official Church statements advocating silence are solemn, but more subdued.  As a non-believing but somewhat sympathetic Mormon, I view the temple ritual as a human, rather than divine, constructions and am primarily interested in understanding them from a the perspective of a historian and a social scientist of religion.  For this reason, I do not feel burdened by the divine sanctions against speaking about the ceremonies and feel that because I am writing for an audience with similar interests and approaches, I trust that I will not harm the spiritual sensibilities of any devout Mormons with this paper.  I include this warning so that the reader may be aware of the general attitude towards this sort of discussion among active Latter-day Saints.


With that out of the way, I would like to examine three 19th century Mormon ritual practices (two from the temple) and teachings which I will then relate to the history of the Mountain Meadows Massacre.  These include the vengeance oath, the penalties in the temple ceremony, and the doctrine of blood atonement as the justification for execution by firing squad in the Utah territory.


Although it was removed from the temple ritual in 1927, the content of the vengeance oath is in the public record.  When Mormon Senator Reed Smoot’s loyalty to the United States was challenged soon after his election, it was revealed by several disaffected Mormons in the subsequent U.S. Senate hearings in 1904:

You and each of you do covenant and promise that you will pray and never cease to pray to Almighty God to avenge the blood of the prophets upon this nation, and that you will teach the same to your children and to your children's children unto the third and fourth generation (U. S. Senate, 4:6-7).
Although there is evidence that Joseph Smith may have included some form of this oath of vengeance in the temple rites as early as 1842 (Buerger, p.134), it took on an added dimension after the murders of Joseph and Hyrum Smith in June of 1844.  Feelings of vengeance were strong among many of the Mormons in Nauvoo after the lynching of their beloved prophet.  David Buerger suggests that “Such feelings were institutionalized in the temple rites.  On 21 December 1845 Heber C. Kimball recorded in his diary ‘seven to twelve persons who have met together every day to pray ever since Joseph’s death…and I have covenanted, and never will rest…until those men who killed Joseph and Hyrum have been wiped out of the earth’” (Buerger, p.135).  


The vengeance oath is but one of several that Mormons took in temple ceremonies.  In three of these oaths, temple initiates promised not to reveal certain secret hand gestures, passwords, and penalties associated with these “signs.”  The penalties were particularly violent in their symbolism and deserve some attention. 


The penalties had verbal and somatic components.  In the nineteenth century, Mormons taking several of the oaths would describe the manner of death (i.e., the penalty) prescribed for breaking the respective vow while pantomiming the manner of death.  In 1927, most of this harsh language was removed:

The language of a number of penalties was tempered.  For example, previously initiates had agreed that revealing endowment secrets would bring these penalties: “[Let my throat…be cut from ear to ear, and my tongue torn out by its roots”; “our breasts…be torn open, our hearts and vitals torn out and given to the birds of the air and the beasts of the field”; and “your body…be cut asunder and all your bowels gush out.”  Now these penalties simply alluded to “different ways in which life may be taken.” (Brueger, p.141.  Also, see note #14.)

The penalties were not a pure Mormon innovation.  Joseph Smith probably was inspired by Masonry when creating the oaths and penalties.  There are parallel actions and language in Masonic rites, and there is plenty of evidence that Smith and many men who were close to him were practicing Masons in Nauvoo.

The penalties were wholly eliminated from the endowment when the ceremony was streamlined in April 1990.   I participated in my own endowment rite a month before these changes were made and had the opportunity to enact the penalties before they were removed.  I remember two of the three.  When the officiator administered one of the oaths and said (speaking for us), “it would be better for me to take my life,” those of us in attendance mimed, in a stylized manner, slitting our throats from one ear to the other (with our thumb representing the knife).  In a later oath we mimed our own disembowelment.  Speaking from personal experience, I have a visceral response to this part of the ritual that I do not have to any other elements.  The throat-slitting action is particularly strong in my memory, perhaps because it is reinforced by its usage in popular culture outside of the Mormon temple.  It is acknowledged that ritual is a powerful teaching tool; I suspect that violent ritual is even more so, because it has the potential to provoke an instinctive visceral response that is then associated with the contextual teaching.  
Thus we return to the confrontation between the Fancher party and the Mormons in September 1857.  The Mormons in Southern Utah learned that the emigrants included members from Missouri (where Haun’s Mill massacre occurred) and Arkansas (where the Apostle Parley Pratt was recently killed/martyred).   There are multiple accounts that men in the party bragged about their complicity in the slaying of “Ol’ Joe Smith.” Juanita Brooks provides us with this summary of the situation preceding the massacre:

So it was suggested that they be “done away with.”  Ever since the days of Missouri and Nauvoo, ever since the martyrdom of their prophet, the Saints had been taught that they should never cease to importune the Lord to avenge the blood of the prophets.  Now here were the men who had boasted openly and defiantly that they had helped to kill Joseph Smith and his brother Hyrum.  One had displayed the pistol which fired the fatal shot.  All had laughed to scorn the attempts of the local officers to arrest them.  Should they forget the oaths of vengeance which they had taken and sit back weakly while such as these taunted them? (Brooks p. 53).

Although there was a host of exacerbating factors, in light of the vengeance oath, the claim of killing the prophet alone might have been enough to move the Mormons to violence against the Fancher party.  

The influence of the penalties was perhaps secondary.  I argue that the enacted violence of the penalties helped to highlight the violence within the vengeance oath in the memory of temple attendees.  I suspect that they also helped to keep aspects of the temple ceremony fresh in the minds of Mormons years after they participated in it.  Vengeance may have been the Lord’s, but the motions of the penalties demonstrated that the physical act could be carried out at the hands of his Saints.  The massacre of his enemies demonstrated the power and influence of the embodied vengeance institutionalized in violent sacred rites.

The final act of vengeance against the Fancher company was so terrible that it ultimately required a blood rite to counter its negative repercussions.  The short-lived doctrine of blood atonement provided the theological foundation to transform the secular act of state capital punishment into a sacred rite.  A sacrifice was found in the person of John D. Lee—I will explore how well he fit the ideal of the sacrificial victim in the section following this one. 

Until legislation was passed in 2004 eliminating the firing squad as an execution  option, Utah was unique in that it was the only state in the country that had a primary method of execution that actually spilled the blood of the criminal.  Law professor Martin Gardner ties this unique method of execution to the doctrine of blood atonement:

Existence of the firing squad solely in Utah is no coincidence but instead is a consequence of an attempt by early legislators to effectuate religious belief through the capital punishment law of the state. Mormon justifications of capital punishment were intricately related to blood atonement, a doctrine requiring shedding blood as expiation for certain sins (Gardner, pp. 9-10).

Most of the evidence Gardner provides is circumstantial, but is fairly convincing, given the uniqueness of the firing squad for the execution of civilians in peacetime and the dominance of powerful proponents of blood atonement in the territorial governing bodies that introduced these methods of capital punishment.  Here is the summary of his argument:

Three of the most vigorous advocates of blood atonement in early Utah, Brigham Young, Jedediah M. Grant and Heber C. Kimball, were directly involved in the 1851 Deseret Assembly that introduced beheading and the firing squad into Utah law. Young approved the measure in his capacity as governor of Deseret, and Grant and Kimball were speakers of the Deseret House and Senate, respectively. All three were also members of the Council of Fifty. Minutes of secret meetings of the Council show that the doctrine of blood atonement was discussed, at least in passing, by the Council before adoption of the 1851 capital punishment law. Given the political influence of the Council and its commitment to blood atonement, the sudden and novel emergence of beheading and the firing squad in the law of Utah seems to be a religious phenomenon (Gardner, p.14).

Hanging, by contrast, was viewed by the rulers of this de facto theocracy as a purely secular form of punishment.  The condemned were given the freedom to choose how they wanted to die, and the unrepentant chose hanging, the penitent chose to spill their blood upon the earth.


On March 23, 1877, after telling his executioners to “Center my heart, boys.  Don’t mangle my body,” John D. Lee’s blood spilled and soaked into the ground at Mountain Meadows.  The atoning significance of Lee’s execution at the scene of the massacre is highlighted by its location.  Brooks tells us where Lee was killed, but does not say why he was moved there.  Lee was being held at Fort Cameron, over 120 miles away through mountainous territory (Brooks, pp. 207-10).  Lee must have been transported at some expense (one engraving shows his arrival at Mountain Meadows with several wagons)—it seems that it would have been much more convenient to execute him in his prison.  Further research to into possible precedents for the execution of murderers at the scene of the crime and specifically into the decision to put him to death at Mountain Meadows may provide greater insight into this case.  For the moment, the doctrine of blood atonement underlying Lee’s death by firing squad and the location of his punishment suggest that his execution was much more than a secular act.  It was also a violent rite of sacrifice.  
Mountain Meadows, John D. Lee, and Girard 


The ritual sacrifice of John D. Lee brought to an end the rising cycle of violence and the demands for vengeance sought by both Mormons and non-Mormons.  Examining the history leading up to the Mountain Meadows Massacre and ending with Lee’s execution through the lens of Girard’s theory of violence and the sacred provides valuable insights.  

The violence in the first few decades of Mormonism fit Girard’s concept of the “vicious cycle of revenge.”  The history of Mormonism leading up to the Mountain Meadows Massacre can be viewed as a series of responses to violence against Mormons.  In the cases where Mormons responded with violence the result was increased vehemence against them, as was the case in Missouri.  When the Saints organized and attempted to retaliate, the response was the massacre at Haun’s Mill and Governor Boggs’ extermination order.  Relocation was a more effective response.  Finally, the vengeance oath was one more response—one that allowed the beleaguered Mormons to put some of the burden for retaliation onto God and to put off their vengeance for a future day.  That future day arrived when the Fancher party arrived, with its threats and boasts, deep within Mormon territory and isolated from the rest of the “Gentiles.”  

The massacre, though initially presented solely as an “Indian attack,” soon 

A month after the massacre, an editorial in the San Francisco paper said the following concerning “the Mormon massacre” and Brigham Young’s defiance against the U. S., government in the so-called Mormon War: 

The blood of American citizens cries for vengeance from the barren sands of the Great Basin.  The insulted dignity of the nation demands retribution from their infamous murderers…The Independence of Utah Territory has been declared…This must bring them into speedy conflict with the United States—and this insures their final extermination…From this state alone thousands of volunteers could be drawn, who would ask no better employment than the extermination of the Mormons at the call of the government (quoted in Brooks, p. 146).

Other letters and editorials echoed the hatred expressed here, and reflected the attitude of many in the United States.  

All of these are illustrative of a Girardian cycle of violence:  “Only violence can put an end to violence, and that is way violence is self-propagating.  Everyone wants to strike the last blow, and reprisal can thus follow reprisal without any true conclusion ever being reached” (Girard, p. 26).  Fortunately for the Mormons, the people and government of the United States were distracted for the next decade or so by the Civil War and its immediate aftermath.  When their attention finally returned to the bones underneath Mountain Meadows, they would find a sacrificial victim to sate their bloodlust. 


In the years following the Massacre, Mormon opinion slowly turned against the perpetrators of the massacre.  What was initially viewed as a god-sanctioned act of vengeance came to perceived as an atrocity (especially as they learned more about the details of the massacre).  The first to equivocate were the handful of leaders who ordered and/or carried out the massacre.  In the summer of 1858, all but Lee met together to decide on the official story.  Brooks suggests that even though Lee had valid arguments, one of the reasons that blame was finally placed on him was that “he was not present to defend himself when the final responsibilities were placed” (Brooks, p.170).  This situation fits several of Girard’s characteristics for the sacrificial victim: “When unappeased, violence seeks and always finds a surrogate victim.  The creature that excited its fury is abruptly replaced by another, chosen only because it is vulnerable and close at hand” (Girard, p.2).  Lee was both vulnerable and close at hand.  His unexplained (in Brooks’ narrative) absence at the meeting fills, to some degree, the requirement that “the surrogate victim is arbitrarily chosen” (ibid, p. 104).  He also served the purpose of unifying the parties that were once violent against each other in their violence against the victim.


John D. Lee also shares important characteristics with sacred monarchs discussed by Girard in Violence and the Sacred.  In the Mormon theocracy in 1850s Utah, Lee has a status that corresponds to that of royalty or nobility.  He was Brigham Young’s adopted son and was a member of the elite Council of Fifty during the emigration from Nauvoo and the subsequent settlement along the Rocky Mountains.  Called to help settle southern Utah, he became a successful businessman, the local Indian Agent, and a bishop.  He was acknowledged for his hospitality and his healing powers.  He married nineteen wives.  He was a spiritual and secular leader—a local prince.  Girard describes that, in addition to royal incest (non-Mormons could point to his exogamous/polygamous relationships, Mormons to the accusation that he raped and murdered two teenage girls who were in the wagon train), the king “must commit certain acts of violence.  In some instances, he is literally bathed in blood” (Girard, pp. 104-5).  His complicity in the deaths of the men, women and children in the Fancher party was his transgression—he bathed in their blood, figuratively, if not literally.  His royal status and his impure bloodstain set him apart from the surrounding community, further accentuating his appropriateness as a sacrificial victim.   


This brings us back to the idea of the shedding of blood.  Mormon leaders like Brigham Young found the shedding of blood, both in murder and in atonement for murder to be of deep import.  The spilling of blood was thought of in more than symbolic and metaphorical senses.  Girard also places great significance on blood.  Specifically, he connects the impurity of blood with violence: 

Spilt blood of any origin, unless it has been associated with a sacrificial act, is considered impure.  The universal attribution of impurity to spilt blood springs directly from the definition we have just proposed.  When men are enjoying peace and security, blood is a rare sight.  When violence is unloosed, however, blood appears everywhere—on the ground, underfoot, forming great pools…Its presence proclaims murder and announces new upheavals to come.  Blood stains everything it touches the color of violence and death.  Its very appearance seems, as the saying goes, to “cry out for vengeance” (Girard, 133-4).

Lee, the prince, the pillar, and chosen son is made impure by the shedding of blood.  In 1861, visiting the site of the massacre, Brigham Young came upon a cross on top of the makeshift cairn with the words, “Vengeance is mine and I will repay saith the Lord” (from the diary of Wilford Woodruff, quoted in Brooks, p. 182).

In this bloody act, John D. Lee precipitated and sat at the apex of a sacrificial crisis.  In the escalation of violence between Mormons and Gentiles, he wiped out distinctions between appropriate and inappropriate victims, slaying the sick and aged, women and children as well as the able-bodied men.  He blurred the lines between the ‘savage Indians’ blamed for the act and the purportedly holy, civilized Mormon men who orchestrated and participated in the act.  In order to set the world aright, in order to purify it, blood must be spilled again.

Girard distinguishes between “beneficial” and “harmful” violence.  He states that “Ritual is nothing more than the regular exercise of ‘good’ violence…if sacred violence is to be effective it must resemble the non-sacrificial variety as closely as possible” (Girard, p. 37).  This is why John D. Lee had to have his blood spilt on Mountain Meadows.  A hanging in Fort Cameron would not have sufficed.  His purifying blood, pure because he was a perfect victim and because it was shed in a ritual act of ‘good’ violence, was needed to atone for the earlier impure blood that was spilled in a horrendous act of ‘bad’ violence eighteen years earlier. 

Conclusion:

In this paper, I have attempted to tie together the Mountain Meadows Massacre, Mormon rituals—unique in 19th century U. S. history for their violent symbolism, and Girard’s theory of the violence underlying religion and ritual.  I realize, in retrospect, that fifteen pages are far too few to adequately cover such complex terrain.  This is just a brief expedition.  

There are problems with using Girard to explain these phenomena—there are many little points where the Girardian overlay does not appear to fit.  Girard states that the victim is not defined in terms of their guilt (though Lee proclaimed his innocence of any wrongdoing to the very end).  A breakdown of distinctions between the violent parties (the Mormons and Gentiles) never took place—the violence seemed to be rather because of the distinctions between them.  An extensive analysis would address these criticisms as well as others.

Other problems are historical.  Violence between Mormons and Gentiles seemed to end, for the most part, with the massacre itself, not with the execution of John D. Lee.  On the other hand, fundamentalist splinter groups occasionally commit sensational acts of violence.  Historically, David Bromley’s analysis seems to describe 19th century Mormonism’s relationship to the larger culture it was embedded in.  After periods of tensions and violence and several attempts at Exodus (and the near dissolution of the LDS Church by the federal government in the late 1800s), Mormonism finally chose to Capitulation (Bromley and Melton, pp. 11-30).   

Finally, this project was complicated by the fact that I was conscious of Girard’s theory as I worked through it.  I looked for Girard in the history and the rituals that I studied, and I am not surprised to find his themes of blood and sacrifice embedded within.  I picked Juanita Brooks’ account of the Massacre because the narrative she creates focuses in large part on John D. Lee as “An Official Sacrifice” and is woven throughout with the theme of retaliatory violence. 

In the end, however, the power of Girard’s theory lies less in its predictive abilities and more in its capacity to explain human response and to give meaning to violent religious narratives.  Even though the history was first published two decades before Girard’s La Violence et le sacré, there are many themes common to both, and Brooks’ narrative lends itself to analysis by Girard.  While he does not provide a ready explanation of the purpose of the vengeance oath and the temple penalties, they fit in well with his concept of the cycle of retaliatory violence.  Girard provides a number of reasons why a sacrifice was necessary to break the circle and how John D. Lee fit as a sacrificial victim.  Finally, his commentary on “good” and “bad” violence and “pure” and “impure” blood reinforces the doctrine of blood atonement and offers an explanation for why Lee’s blood had to be shed in Mountain Meadows.
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