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The Per secution of the M or mons

During the 19th century, the newly formed M ormon religion encountered
significant persecution.

In 1820,Joseph Smitlexperienced what he later described as a vision of Gdbdesus
who told Smith that he would become the means for liagttine true Christian church.

A while later, Smith told of being visited by an angel wéd him to a spot near his home
in western New York, where he unearthed a set of gqitlgas with strange writing on
them.

With divine guidance, Smith said that he was able to latmthe golden plates into
English. In 1830, he published what he believed to be theewsaled word of Godhe
Book of Mormon, named after an ancient prophet.

Following additional visions and revelations, Joseph Soathe to believe that he was a
prophet, empowered by God to restore "the only true andylethurch.” Smith and a few
others organized the Church of Christ in 1830. Several years Smith changed the
name to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Savibst people began calling the
new religion the Mormon Church or simply, the Morraon

During the 1800s, the Mormons attracted many convertsviButnon beliefs, although
Christian, differed and even contradicted many of tlmd3tant beliefs of most
Americans. Wherever Mormons gathered together to estabésti'Kingdom of God,"
non-Mormons became suspicious, fearful, hostile,smmdetimes even violent. This
resulted in persecution against the Mormons. It alsohgohtnvolved in an enormous
struggle with the federal government over the relatignehchurch and state and the
Mormon religious practice of polygamy.

The Persecution Begins

Brigham Young, a carpenter and cabinetmaker, TéadBook of Mormon shortly after
Joseph Smith published it, and he became an enthusiastiben of the new Mormon
Church. In 1833, Young moved his familyKatland, Ohig where Smith had decided to
gather several hundred of the Mormon faithful to esthtilhe "Kingdom of God."

Impressed with Young's deep belief, Smith and other chaedels selected him to
become one of the Twelve Apostles of the Mormon Ghufollowing Christian beliefs
about the original 12 apostles of Christ, Young and the®tlecame missionaries.



Returning from a mission in 1836, Young was dismayed whéeaneed that the
Mormon community had split over the attempt by JosepithSmdirect the community's
political and financial affairs. In the winter of 1837-38 tmajority of church members,
including Brigham Young, followed Joseph Smith to Missouhiere he had previously
organized a secondary Mormon colony. Four years eavlissouri mobs, fearful of the
colonists' growing political and economic power, had &#ddviormon businesses. After
Smith and the others from Ohio joined the Missouri ceksnifears of Mormon bloc
voting and a "take over" again produced mob violence.

Escalating violence between Mormon and non-Mormotesettinally prompted the
governor of Missouri to issue thisder. "The Mormons must be treated as enemies and
must be exterminated or driven from the state, if necg$sathe public good." Joseph
Smith and some other Mormon leaders were imprisonbdstages until the colonists
left the state. Brigham Young avoided arrest and orgamaexkodus across the
Mississippi River to lllinois during the winter and springl838-39.

Released from jail by Missouri officials, Joseph Sragjain took charge of the Mormon
community, now numbering several thousand. The Mormstabkshed a new
"Kingdom of God," which they namddauvog meaning "beautiful place.” The lllinois
state government, seeking to expand its tax basestiviticomed the Latter-Day Saints.
The state legislature granted Nauvoo a liberal chgr&emitting the city its own court
system and militia, called the Nauvoo Legion.

By the mid-1840s, Nauvoo rivaled Chicago as the largestrcitynois. Thousands of
immigrants from Britain, the result of Brigham Youngiissionary work there, flocked
to Nauvoo.

At this time, Joseph Smith had a further revelation ith@as God's will to restore the
Old Testament practice of multiple marriages (a husinaanrdying more than one wife).
Smith at first limited multiple marriages, also commtyocalled polygamy, to church
leaders. Later it was allowed among other spiritualty @onomically qualified church
members.

In 1844, Smith created tl&uncil of Fiftythat became "the Municipal department of the
Kingdom of God set up on the Earth, and from which all eavanates.” The members

of the Council of Fifty and the leaders of the Morn@imurch were identical. Thus, the
Nauvoo government took the form of a theocracy, a uhdleurch and state.

The rapid development of Nauvoo's economic and pdlpicaer, along with rumors
about strange Mormon religious rituals, greatly unsetitbdr Illinois residents. They
particularly resented the Mormon practice of votingl@ctgons as a bloc at the direction
of Joseph Smith. Then in 1844, Smith decided to run for meisaf the United States.
This combining of religion and politics further inflamed paldpinion in Illinois. Nor

did all Mormons in Nauvoo approve of Joseph Smith'dipaliactivities.



A dissenting newspaper in Nauvoo accused Smith of crovimmgelf king. In response,
he and members of the Council of Fifty destroyed therfsapenting press. State
authorities jailed Smith and several others for incieingpt. The governor sent a state
militia to guard Smith against mob violence. But the nailitself became a lynch mob
andshot Smith to deatim his jail cell on June 27, 1844.

After debating who should replace Joseph Smith as pr@pldepresident of the Mormon
Church, an emergency assembly of the Latter-Day Sa@lected Brigham Young. But
soon vigilantes began to burn the homes and farms dohneon settlers in a
determined effort to drive them out of Illinois.

Brigham Young and the other church leaders realizedhbgtdould not remain in
Nauvoo under such dangerous conditions. They then led@amepation of 16,000
Mormons to the Great Salt Lake Valley in the westeitderness.

The Question of Utah

At Salt Lake City in 1848, Brigham Young and the other lemdéthe Mormon Church
organized The State of Deser&tThe Mormon people elected Young as their governor
and other church leaders to additional government postsCohncil of Fifty remained
as the law-making body.

In 1850, Deseret along with California applied for admissamthe Union as new states.
Suspicious of the Mormons, Congress denied statehddederet but made it a U.S.
territory with a new name: Utah. Presidéfitlard Fillmore appointed Brigham Young
the territorial governor.

When Washington sent federal judges and other officialgdh, the Mormons often
refused to cooperate with them. In addition, church leasidested all the candidates for
the new territorial legislature.

Back in Washington, many members of Congress thought ghéd@hmons did not
respect federal authority or U.S. law. Adding to this patioa, Brigham Young
remarked that he would not surrender his office as govértiar president chose not to
reappoint him. Also at this time, Protestant ministeeswavhere were condemning
Mormon polygamy as immoral.

In 1854, Young's term as territorial governor ended, and haetagappointed. After
several years delay, newly elected Presidantes Buchanaappointed a new governor
of the Utah territory in 1857. But relations between tldefal government and the
Mormons had become so poisoned that Buchanan was petsuatige of rebellion
existed in Utah. He therefore sent a federéitary force of 2,50Csoldiers to forcibly
install the new governor.

Still acting as governor, with the Missouri and lllia@ersecutions in his mind, Brigham
Young declared martial law in Utah. He issued a proclemaitreparing the Mormon



people "to repel any and all such threatened invasion.'|dden@bilized the Nauvoo
Legion to harass the invading federal army by destroying guygadons and capturing
horses.

When the army entered the Utah territory, Young orddrec¢dmplete evacuation of Salt
Lake City. He even considered setting it on fire. Thingsaieed at a stalemate until
June 1858, when the Mormon leaders agreed to submit to fedthvafity if the army
would camp outside Salt Lake City and not harm the pedple federal government
agreed, and President Buchanan also pardoned all Mornwitid'se and treasons.”

The Attack on M ormon Polygamy

Led by Republicans who labeled slavery and polygamyttiia telics of barbarism
Congress outlawed multiple marriages in 1862. Brigham Youodgther Mormon
leaders were charged under this law. But convictions diffieult to get because few
marriage records existed and a wife could not testiéyreg) her husband under Utah
territorial law. Moreover, most juries consisted obivhons who, if not polygamists
themselves, sympathized with the accused.

In 1879, two years after Brigham Young died, the U.S. Sup@aurt was called on to
decide whether the First Amendment's guarantee of freefloeigion protected the
practice of polygamy. The justices drew a line betwebgioes belief and action. The
court cited a letter written by Thomas Jefferson toetamadison shortly after the
adoption of the Bill of Rights. Both men were highlytmsnental in getting the Bill of
Rights adopted. Jefferson wrote about the First Amemim

Believing with you that religion is a matter which lgslely between man and his God,;
that he owes account to none other for his faith owbiship; that the legislative powers
of the government reach actions only, and not opinieigsentemplate with sovereign
reverence that act of the whole American people wiiettared that their legislature
should "make no law respecting an establishment ofgaligr prohibiting the free
exercise thereof," thus building a wall of separatiomvben church and State. Adhering
to this expression of the supreme will of the nationehdif of the rights of conscience, |
shall see with sincere satisfaction the progress getlsentiments which tend to restore
man to all his natural rights, convinced he has no natigtdlin opposition to his social
duties.

The court continued: "Coming as this does from an ackmimeglt leader of the advocates
of the measure, it may be accepted almost as an aatherideclaration of the scope and
effect of the amendment thus secured. Congress was ei@pifivall legislative power

over mere opinion, but was left free to reach actwhish were in violation of social
duties or subversive of good order." The court found that gaohy has always been
odious [disgusting] among the northern and western natioBarope” and had long
been a common law crime. The court's unanimous opinioclwded that the First
Amendment did not protect the practideefnolds v. United States (1879)]




In 1882 and 1887, Congress passed laws to force the Mormon Gbowloandon its
support of multiple marriages (which never involved moeatk0 percent of adult
males). These laws did other things as well. Theyebdgoolygamists from jury service,
voting, or holding office. They allowed evidence of a dd#et's reputation to secure a
conviction for polygamy. They permitted a wife to tBstigainst her husband. They
revoked the right of women to vote (which had been estaddliin 1870 by the Utah
territorial legislature). Finally, they took away tteeritorial charter of the Mormon
Church, which allowed the federal government to confistatgroperty and turn it over
to the public schools.

Altogether, more than 1,000 Mormon men weoeavicted fined, and imprisoned for
being married to more than one wife.

Mormon leaders understood that if they continued totrémsanti-polygamy laws, Utah
would never become a state. Therefore, in 1890, the présiidtie Mormon Church
issued a "Manifesto" calling for the Latter-Day Sairitsréfrain from contracting any
marriage forbidden by the law of the land." This, and assesaseparating the church
from the state, finally removed congressional objestionstatehood, and led to the
admission of Utah into the Union as the 45th state in 1896.

For Discussion and Writing

1. What were some of the problems Mormons encounterdetind’ century. Why
do you think they encountered these problems?

2. What is a theocracy? In what ways did the Mormonsbdish theocracies in
Nauvoo and the Territory of Utah? Do you think theocisaaie a good or bad
idea for the United States? Why?

3. Do you think Congress was right to outlaw polygamy in tkehUerritory, or, do
you think this was a violation of freedom of religion unttee First Amendment?
Explain.



