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in their proper perspective, against
the average nonmember, Latter-day
Saints stand head and shoulders
above their peers.

Leslie and Morgan Dubiel
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Mormon Peacekeeping in Practice

In his essay on "The Possibilities
of Mormon Peacekeeping" (Dia-
logue 17, no. 1 [Spring 2004]:
12-45), Patrick Q. Mason takes the
position that the Book of Mormon
is ambivalent on the justification of
war. On the one hand, he uses the
example of the Anti-Nephi-Lehis to
make the case for pacifism in the
Book of Mormon. On the other
hand, Mason quotes Mormon's
counsel to future Lamanites:
"Know ye that ye must lay down
your weapons of war, and delight
no more in the shedding of blood,
save it be that God shall command
you" (Morm. 7:4).

Making the Book of Mormon's
case for what he calls "defensive
warfare," Mason then adds, "Mor-
mon quotes an otherwise unknown
revelation that 'the Lord has said
that ye shall defend your families
even unto bloodshed.' As part of
the Nephites' just war ethic, the de-
fense of these ideals and institu-
tions and people—family, homes,
rights, liberties, and religion—was
in fact 'the duty which they owed to
their God'"( 17).

The problem with the Anti-
Nephi-Lehi episode mentioned
above is that today many people
take it out of context and use it as
a scriptural justification to "fight
for freedom, family, and liberties"
in modern times. That modern
use of the scripture necessarily as-
sumes that the Nephites received
a revelation giving them some
kind of standing commandment
to defend their families and liber-
ties with bloodshed if necessary.
That the Nephites did not have
such a standing commandment
but had to get a commandment in
each specific instance before go-
ing to war is evidenced by several
passages in the Doctrine and Cov-
enants and Book of Mormon. For
example, we read in Doctrine and
Covenants 98:33-35:

And again this is the law that I
gave unto mine ancients, that they
should not go out unto battle
against any nation, kindred,
tongue, or people, save I, the
Lord, commanded them.

And if any nation, tongue, or
people should proclaim war
against them, they should first lift
a standard of peace unto that peo-
ple, nation, or tongue;

And if that people did not ac-
cept the offering of peace, neither
the second nor the third time,
they should bring these testimo-
nies before the Lord;

Then I, the Lord, would give
unto them a commandment, and
justify them in going out to battle
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against that nation, tongue, or peo-
ple.

The scripture in the Doctrine and
Covenants suggests that there was
no standing commandment to en-
gage in "defensive war." A divine in-
junction had to be obtained each
time.

Evidence that the Nephites un-
derstood that they had no standing
commandment to defend their fam-
ilies and liberties but had to get di-
vine permission each time is found
in the account of Alma and his peo-
ple when an army of Lamanites was
approaching. His people became
frightened and gathered in the city
of Helam. Alma did not tell them to
fight the Lamanite army. Instead
"Alma and his people went forth
and delivered themselves up into
their [the Lamanites'l hands"
(Mosiah 23:29). A peaceful means
of escape was later devised through
divine intervention.

Moroni was familiar with this
principle. He told Pahoran:

Behold, the Lord saith unto me: If
those whom ye have appointed your
governors do not repent of their sins
and iniquities, ye shall go up to bat-
tle against them. And now behold,
I, Moroni, am constrained, accord-
ing to the covenant which I have
made to keep the commandments of my
God; therefore, I would that ye
should adhere to the word of God,
and send speedily unto me of your
provisions and of your men, and

also to Helaman. (Alma 60:33-34;
emphasis mine)

Indeed in the same oft-quoted
passage cited by Mason regarding
defending their families and liber-
ties by bloodshed if necessary,
Alma records that the Lord would
"warn them to flee, or prepare for
war, according to their danger"
(Alma 48:15).

Facing "numerous hosts" and
with nothing in the record indi-
cating that they had a divine in-
junction to fight, Gideon told
King Limhi: "It is better for us to
be in bondage than that we
should lose our lives; therefore, let
us put a stop to the shedding of so
much blood" (Mosiah 20:22).

At a time when the Gadianton
robbers were powerful and hiding
in the mountains, waiting to
come down upon the Nephites,
the Nephites asked their leader
Gidgiddoni to "pray unto the
Lord, and let us go up upon the
mountains and into the wilder-
ness, that we may fall upon the
robbers and destroy them in their
own lands." Gidgiddoni replied,
"God forbid, for if we should go
up against them, the Lord would
deliver us into their hands" (3 Ne.
3:20-21). This passage again illus-
trates how the Nephites, when
righteous, sought specific direc-
tions through revelation regard-
ing warfare.
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