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Young did not know about the planned attack
in advance, but he did know the truth after-
ward, while his church pointed fingers at
everybody else. In their view, Young and other
church leaders were responsible for the gen-
eral climate of fear and open hostility to emi-
grants that drove the local militia to “set aside
principles of their faith to commit an atrocity.”

Except for Mountain Meadows addicts
(and there are a lot of them, both Mormon
and otherwise), this history is likely to disap-
point. Other than a sketchy “epilogue” about
the execution of one militia leader, John D.
Lee, the book says nothing about the after-
math of the murders. A reader who cares to
know how news of the massacre became pub-
lic, how the church managed its long cover-
up, and what happened to the perpetrators
other than Lee will be left high and dry.

For those who are new to this historical
episode, Juanita Brooks’s well-known 1950
chronicle The Mountain Meadows Massacre
or Will Bagley’s Blood of the Prophets (2002)
might be more satisfying. But for people
already familiar with the sordid tale, or for
readers who like their history awash in care-
fully documented detail, this history may be a
useful addition to the library.

T. R. Reid has covered the Rocky Mountain West and the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints for The Washington Post and
National Public Radio. He is the author of several books, including
We’re Number 37! which is forthcoming next year.

Hollywood’s Crucifixion
Reviewed by Aaron Mesh

When Martin Scorsese’s

The Last Temptation of
Christ was released in 1988,
it met with thunderous out-
rage. Paul Schrader, the
film’s screenwriter, recalls
walking into Scorsese’s office
to find the director bemoan-
ing the furor. “I said, ‘Marty, we wanted to
make a controversial film,’ ” Schrader re-

counts. “ ‘We have now made a controversial
film.’ ” Scorsese replied, “I know, I know, but I
didn’t think it would be this controversial.”

Hollywood Under Siege is Thomas R.
Lindlof ’s detailed account of that controversy
and how it dug the trenches for two decades
of social battles between Christian conserva-
tives and left-wing artists. Lindlof, a journal-
ism professor at the University of Kentucky,
observes that Last Temptation was released
before the phrase “culture wars” had ap-
peared much in print. The movie helped to
make it part of the American vocabulary.

In a sense, then, the story of how Last
Temptation came to be made is from a more
innocent time. A prestigious director could
make a movie featuring Jesus Christ fantasiz-
ing about having sex with Mary Magdalene,
and a powerful studio, Universal Pictures,
would green-light the project. Both parties
thought nobody would mind—or that they
would mind just enough to make the film
notorious, and profitable.

The book plays as a bleak comedy of
naiveté lost. During the summer of 1988,
Last Temptation “survived the denunciations
of preachers and politicians, mountains of
mail delivered to Universal City, death
threats to executives, demonstrations at-
tended by thousands of citizens, and assaults
on theaters and moviegoers.” As both Univer-
sal Pictures and Christian groups such as
Focus on the Family congratulated them-
selves for standing firm, they created a tem-
plate for unending hostility: Evangelicals
believe that Hollywood is constantly plotting
new blasphemies, while studios fear that any
treatment of religious content will draw an
outcry.

Lindlof documents absurdities on both
sides. Conservative newsletters, for example,
had long circulated rumors of a movie in the
works that would portray Jesus as a homo-
sexual, and many Christians’ fears about Last
Temptation were intensified when they con-
fused the two projects. Evangelical activists
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first threatened pickets when Last Tempta-
tion wasn’t screened for them—and when
Universal belatedly arranged a showing, they
refused to attend. The most outrageous
preachers relied on anti-Semitism—blaming
Jewish studio heads for attacking Jesus—
even though the movie was directed by a
Roman Catholic, written by a Dutch Calvin-
ist, and based on a novel by the Greek Ortho-
dox writer Nikos Kazantzakis.

But Hollywood made its blunders, too.
Scorsese, a lapsed Catholic whose faith was
informed by existential doubt and struggle,
failed to anticipate how violently evangelicals
would react to a movie that was, as one exec-
utive said, basically It’s a Wonderful Life with
Jesus as George Bailey, conjuring an alterna-
tive world in which he sired children with
several women instead of dying on the cross.
Studio bosses were equally clueless, even
when they thought they were taking pains to
be sensitive: Young Paramount Pictures exec-
utive Jeffrey Katzenberg asked Scorsese to
“pay special attention to not make Jesus
unlikable” in a scene in which he rejects his
mother.

Lindlof is better on the inner workings of

studio politics and crisis management than
he is on evangelicalism. His case that funda-
mentalist leaders seized on Last Temptation
to rebound from the sex scandals of Jimmy
Swaggart and Jim Bakker is purely circum-
stantial, and he never displays a firm under-
standing of the average protester’s mindset.
But Hollywood Under Siege correctly identi-
fies the movie’s release as a cultural water-
shed. It made $8 million at the box office and
broke even, but studios would never again
assume that evangelicals were an extremist
fringe, and grew shy of even mild religious
material.

Nearly two decades after Scorsese’s film,
Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ—“a
reverse image of Last Temptation in almost
every respect,” Lindlof writes—raked in $370
million and proved that fundamentalists
would embrace a cinematic Jesus, so long as
he was portrayed as a sacrificial lamb. It
didn’t even matter if that sacrifice was reen-
acted with ceaseless sadism. Hollywood had
learned its lesson: If you can’t beat ’em, join
’em in beating him.

Aaron Mesh is the chief movie critic and a culture editor for
Willamette Week, an alternative weekly in Portland, Oregon.
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