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"Joseph Smith, a fallen Prophet" was the boisterous 
cry of many disillusioned Mormons, among whom were 
those who once purported to be tried and true believers of 
the new faith The shock wave of their shrill accusations and 
derision shook the core structure of Mormon society in 
Kirtlan& Ohio. As community and church leader Parley P. 
Pratt penned, "I also was overcome by the same spirit in a 
great measure, and it seemed as if the very powers of 
darkness which war against the Saints were let loose upon 
me."' Joseph Smith, seeing the spirit of apostasy afflict even 
the "elect," wondered whom he could still trust. To 
returning missionary Wilford Woodruff he lamented, 
"Brother Woodruff, I am glad to see you. I hardly know 
when I meet those who have been my brethren in the Lord, 
who of them are my fiends. They have become so scarce."' 
As the once f a i m  turned their heels and willfully rebelled 
against teachings they had once embraced, some of the 
youngest--but surely the brightest--succumbed. 

Of those who fell, few had excelled in educational 
attainment orreligious zeal as John Famham B~ynton.~ Thls 
native son of Massachusetts had been schooled at Columbia 
in New York City in his teens. He had entered medical 
school in St. Louis by the age of twenty. His scholastic 
achievements far surpassed his conternporanes, who knew 
little of letters and even less of the rudiments of an 
elementary equivalent. His humble acceptance of baptism 
by the Prophet Joseph Smith clashed with conventional 
norms as modem revelation p i d  the crust of scholastic 
propensity. 

By age twenty-one Boynton had been ordained an 
elder by the authority given to Sidney Rigdon and was 
serving his first missionary journey in the eastern states and 
Canada. Few surpassed his ardent zeal for religious truths 
as Boynton shared the Gospel with kindred and new-found 
fiends. Writing on 20 January 1834 from Sam, Maine, he 
enthusiastically reported, "I have baptized about fourty in 
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this section, and there are more convinced of the truth, but 
are still lingering on the threshold of the church . . . 
Brethren, pray for me, that I may have words of wisdom." 
These prayers were answered as John, "with the stick of 
Joseph [the Book of Mormon] in one hand, and the stick of 
Judah [the Bible] in the other, labor[ed] diligently in this 
world" to bring the message of the Restoration to the 
inhabitants of New England.4 

Perhaps c?. - . 

it was of no 
surprise that 
John Famham 
Boynton, of all 
the faithful 
elders in the 

,a -,a= 
Church in 
1835, should 
be the eighth 
man selected 
by the Three 
Witnesses of 
the Book of 
Mormon to be 
ordained to the 
Quorum of the 
T w e l v e  
ApostIes, even 
though he was only twenty-three years old and a most 
eligible bachelor. He had been "actively engaged in the 
ministry" from his first introduction to Morm~nism.~ He 
willingly accepted the "Oath and Covenant of the 
Apostleship," to take upan himself the name of Christ "with 
full purpose of heart" and "to go into a11 the world to 
preach" the everlasting gospel. When Oliver Cowdery 
grasped his hand and asked, "[Will] you with full purpose 
of heart take part in this ministry, to proclaim the Gospel 
with aIl diligence, with these your brethren, according to the 
tenor and intent of the charge you have received?* Boynton 
responded in the affirmative. 

His enthusiasm for the work soared as he labored 
with his brethren on a missionary assignment in the eastern 



states. His labors were noteworthy and his conviction true 
and his converts, like Lorenu, Snow, attested to the power 
of his testimony. l3y 1836 Baynton was a recognized chosen 
vessel of the lord, worthy ofthe ennobled title of Saint. The 
Prophet Joseph showed his love for this youthful apostle by 
officiating at his marriage to Susan Lowell on 20 Januaq 
1836 before a "respectable company assembled" at the 
home of Father Johnson? For all intrinsic purposes it could 
be concluded that Boynton had charted his course and was 
equal to the responsibilities of family and Church service. 

However, by 1837, as financial speculation engulfed 
the Kirtland society, Boynton became embroiled in an 
enticing scheme of trafticking merchandise for quick 
wealth. In so doing he failed to heed Oliver Cowdery's 
earlier waning to avoid "worldly objects."' Heber C. 
Kimball reported, "Trade and traftic seemed to engross the 
time and attention of the Saints. . . . two of the Twelve, 
Lyman E. Johnsa and John F. Boynton, went to New York 
and purchased the amount of $20,000 worth of good., and 
entered into the mercantile business, borrowing 
considerable money. . . which they have never repaid."" 

The failure of the Kirtland Safety Society bank 
became the scapegoat for Boynton's neglect to repay his 
debts. Clinging to his personal gains, he feigned losses in 
the speculative venture. A m t  Hale, a young contemporary, 
wrote, "The Prophet Joseph Smith called on hun poynton] 
for money. He had the money but refused. This was a 
turning point in his life."1° 

Unwilling to acknowledge personal blame for his 
business fiasco, John pointed a plt-ridden h g e r  at the 
church's leader. "Joseph Smith a fallen Prophet!" he 
shouted. As the disenchanted and wayward listened and 
then embraced his lies, the faithful like Heber C. Kimball 
noted his new stance. "John F. Boynton said to me," Heber 
recorded,, "if I was such a damned fool as to go at the call 
of the fallen Prophet, Joseph Smith, [to England] he would 
not help me a dune."" 

But to himself John Boynton was liberal with his 
means and his own self-appraisal. Dubbing himself a 
"reformer," like the reformers of yesteryear (Luther, Calvin 
and Wesley), he joined with other apostates in seeking to 
demean the Prophet in the eyes of the Saints, establish a 
new religion, and seize possession of the dedicated Kirtland 
Temple. Before a morning service in the temple he entered 
armed with a pistol and a bowie-knife and sat in the Aaronic 
Priesthood pulpit. Soon after the service commenced, he 

rallied other dissidents and rushed into the congregation 
claiming control of the holy editice. He threatened to "blow 
out the brains of the fist man who dared to lay hands on 
him" to stop the melee.12 Summoned local officials had to 
forcibly remove John hm the temple. 

Mother Smith related a similar disruption in the 
temple. As her husband, the Patriarch Joseph Smith, Sr., 
was publicly denouncing the dissident Warren Parrish, the 
angry agitator attempted to drag Father Smith h m  the 
pulpit. William Smith, a member of the Quorum of the 
Twelve, grabbed Panish, and "at this John Boynton stepped 
fward, and drawing a sword h m  his cane, presented it to 
William's b- and said, 'if you advance one step further, 
I will run you through."'" 

This type of unrestrained, violent reaction to the 
problems in Kirtland and his continual assertion of the 
fallen state of Joseph Smith led to fonnal accusations that 
the apostleship of John Farnham Boynton be revoked On 
3 September 1837 he "endeavored to confess," before a 
Church court, "justifying himself in his former conduct by 
reason of the failure of the bank." John claimed that he, ". 
. . understood the bank was instituted by the will of God, 
and he had been told that it should never fail, let men do 
what they would."" He was dismissed fkom the Twelve. 

Knowing his claim was unfounded, however, one 
week later Boynton admitted his failings and was reinstated 
m the Twelve. Oh, that his repentance had been like that of 
Parley P. Pratt, who noted, "I went to brother Joseph Smith 
in tears, and, with a broken heart and contrite spirit, 
confessed wherein I had erred in spirit, murmured or done 
or said amiss."" Unfortunately Boynton's repentance was 
short-lived. The same quarrelsome spirit and rebellious 
nature led to his being dropped again fiom the quorum in 
December 1837 and excommunicated fiom the Church on 
12 April 1838. 

Five years fiom the date of the first court 
proceedings, John Boynton surprised the Prophet by a visit 
to Nawoo. No record was left of their discussion, but it did 
not result in Boynton's reuniting with the Saints. In 1872 he 
travelled to the Salt Lake Valley to visit Brigham Young 
and the Mormon pioneers. As he mingled with his former 
fiiends he was warmly greeted and referred to as "Brother 
John." Erastus Snow, who had been ordained a teacher m 
the Aaronic Priesthood by Boynton, recalled telling him that 
he had taught the Gospel ever since his ordination. Boynton 
replied, "Stick to if for it is good."16 Nevertheless, for him 






