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the Branch Davidians are drawn towards antinomianism for two
reasons: first, antinomianism is a hallmark of genuine charismatic
leadership of the kind that-albeit in very different ways-John
Humphrey Noyes and David Koresh both exemplify. The gifts that
followers recognize in the charismatic leader give him or her an au­
thority that transcends custom, convention, or law. What passes for
law under charismatic rule is whatever the leader pronounces.
Thus, David Koresh, when asked whether he was above the law,
responded, "I am the law"-a response which to him, as to earlier
charismatic figures, must have seemed not arrogant but simply self­
evident. In much the same way, Noyes's pronouncements over­
ruled all other appeals.

Second, antinomianism exercises strong attractions over groups
that believe themselves to be already living in the millennial age.
They are apt to view law as appropriate to an unredeemed time,
when sin and weakness required external controls. The millen­
nium, by contrast, needs no distinction between the virtuous and
the sinful, the permitted and the forbidden; for in such a time, the
saintly by definition can only act sinlessly. To do what society for­
bids-particularly in areas hedged about by strong taboos, such as
sexuality-is both to burn one's bridges to the corrupt world out­
side, and to acknowledge in one's very flesh that the rule of the
saints has come.

The dangers ofantinomianism are, ofcourse, clear: the openings
it offers to uncontrolled passion and violence. Noyes's organiza­
tional genius lay in his ability to build millennial antinomianism
into the daily life of Oneida while instituting various procedures
and forbearances that kept destructive energies in check, although
sometimes just barely. It is tempting to speculate that Noyes's vir­
tuosity in introducing and then largely controlling antino­
mianism was a product of his own early experiences with unre­
strained millennialism and the personal disorganization it had
caused.

We need look no further than the confrontation outside Waco
to see the dangers ofantinomianism unleashed among millenarians
living communally. In failing to appreciate these dangers, which
Noyes knew so well, the religious entrepreneur can all too easily
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release energies that neither he nor his followers can control. The
vivid spiritual crises of Noyes's young manhood left him acutely
aware of the need to balance expectations of dramatic future
change with social structures that could contain and channel anar­
chic religious impulses. The Oneida Community, with its complex
apparatus of social controls, constituted both a partially realized
millennium in miniature-a circumscribed realm of earthly har­
mony-and a structure that could prevent outbursts of destabiliz­
ing millenarian fervor.
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