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15 The Book of Jasher 
and the Latter-day Saints

Edward J. Brandt

The question of so-called extrascriptural writings, 
while either ignored or unknown to most in the Church, presents 
an interesting challenge to all those who are acquainted with such 
materials. Some seek corroboration of truths already revealed or 
known, and for them these writings sometimes provide strength 
and witness. For others, however, most often those who naively 
receive such things, the extrascriptural works become detractors 
or detours from truth and its fountains. Some wrongly assume 
that if a work is “scripture-like” or “scripture sounding,” it 
must therefore be true or at least legitimate. Even if it be only 
gospel-related, some adopt it as genuine; and for some it becomes 
their new “scripture”—holding an unauthorized or uncanonical 
place beyond the official scripture. An individual’s motive for 
such an action is difficult to discern. For some it may be a new
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kind of “authority,” for others a sort of “one-upmanship” of “I 
know something you don’t” about the ancients. For the weak or 
misdirected, any zealous espousal and promotion of these 
surrogate scriptures often result in embarrassment, not only to 
themselves, but also to the Church and to the serious, prepared 
student of the scriptures. Through the years I have labored with a 
number of such individuals, particularly in connection with ques-
tions, concerns, and abuses of a work entitled the Book of 
Jasher.'

The biblical record mentions such a book in the report of two 
separate events. The first is a historical report of Joshua’s 
miraculous defeat of the Amorite coalition that had brought the 
city of Gibeon, an alliance-servant city to Israel, under siege 
(Joshua 9:1-27; 10:1-11). After describing the early success in 
the battle, the record then reports:

Then spake Joshua to the Lord in the day when the Lord 
delivered up the Amorites before the children of Israel, and he said 
in the sight of Israel, Sun, stand thou still upon Gibeon; and thou, 
Moon, in the valley of Ajalon.

And the sun stood still, and the moon stayed, until the people 
had avenged themselves upon their enemies. Is not this written in 
the book of Jasher? So the sun stood still in the midst of heaven, 
and hasted not to go down about a whole day.

And there was no day like that before it or after it, that the Lord 
hearkened unto the voice of a man: for the Lord fought for Israel. 
(Joshua 10:12-14.)

The second mention of such a book is recorded in the report 
of the reaction of David to the defeat and death of King Saul and 
his sons. The advanced military skill and preparation of the 
Philistine forces contributed to this tragic setback for Israel. The 
scriptural writer reports that additional preparation was made 
and that the use of weaponry was introduced to the military 
forces of David: “Also he bade them teach the children of Judah 
the use of the bow: behold, it is written in the book of Jasher” (2 
Samuel 1:18).

These scriptural citations suggest an additional record pro-
viding a more complete and comprehensive report of these 
events. Scholars have long theorized as to what might be the 
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meaning of the biblical expression transcribed as “book of 
Jasher.” Some Jewish writers have interpreted the Hebrew 
phrase from which the name was translated to be another name 
for “the book of law,” since it is literally translated “the book of 
the upright” (i.e., righteous men, Israelites).2 Some have 
supposed it is another name for the book of Judges or even the 
twelve books of the prophets.3 Other studies have suggested that 
the book referred to was an ancient record of events of the people 
of Israel. It has been conjectured that these writings contained 
“national songs” about the “upright or just one” in a full 
spectrum from military, political, or moral adulations to funeral 
eulogies.4 With the development of textual criticism the Hebrew 
word yashar was imagined to be shir because of the reading of the 
Septuagint (LXX). This popularized the interpretation that it was 
a book of songs.5 More recently, however, the textual meaning of 
the “upright” or “just one” has been quite commonly accepted 
as a proper translation for the word yashar.6

Other attempts to explain these biblical expressions have been 
extraordinarily creative. A reconstruction of the Book of Jasher 
was once attempted through the assignment of certain Old Testa-
ment passages dealing with themes of uprightness, military vic-
tories, prophecy, and promise.7 This proposal was rejected by 
most scholars.8 One single trend is found in almost every attempt 
to explain these scriptural passages, and that is that they reflect 
sources older than the extant biblical text.9 The limited academic 
turmoil concerning this Book of Jasher was summarized by one 
scholar who wrote, “The data are too scanty and obscure to 
determine either the character of the book or the meaning of its 
title.”10 However, the intrigue resulting from the Old Testament 
references to such a book has given rise to a seemingly continual 
search for the work. As a result, numerous volumes on this 
subject have appeared through the years, in many languages, 
some claiming to be the missing scriptural Book of Jasher.

The interest of the Latter-day Saints in missing works of 
scripture dates from the early years of the Restoration. By June 
1830 the Prophet Joseph Smith had begun his work on the “new 
translation” of the Bible.11 A few months later, in December 
1830, he wrote the following:
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Much conjecture and conversation frequently occurred among the 
Saints, concerning the books mentioned, and referred to, in 
various traces in the Old and New Testaments, which were now 
nowhere to be found. The common remark was, “They are lost 
books”; but it seems the Apostolic Church had some of these 
writings, as Jude mentions or quotes the Prophecy of Enoch, the 
seventh from Adam.12

As the Prophet’s work on the Bible continued, even more 
evidence came to light, not only regarding the loss of the 
specifically mentioned items, but also regarding missing or 
incomplete portions of the Bible itself. In the spring of 1832 
Joseph Smith observed, “From sundry revelations which have 
been received, it was apparent that many important points touch-
ing the salvation of man, had been taken from the Bible, or lost 
before it was compiled.”13 In a letter sent to some of the Church 
leaders in June of 1833, he indicated that the interest in missing 
scripture had not been lost, for he wrote:

We have not found the Book of Jasher, nor any other of the lost 
books mentioned in the Bible as yet; nor will we obtain them at 
present. Respecting the Apocrypha, the Lord said to us that there 
were many things in it which were not true, and to those who desire 
it, should be given by the Spirit to know the true from the false.14

These references to the Book of Jasher and to the Apocrypha 
of the Bible manifest the continuing interest and search for these 
“lost” scriptures and for greater understanding of scriptural 
truth. The last statement also suggests prophetic insight that the 
time of their coming forth was not yet at hand.

In June of 1840, a notice from the New York Sun was pub-
lished in Nauvoo, Illinois. The following is an extract from that 
notice:

THE BOOK OF JASHER
We shall shortly have a literary, or rather a Biblical curiosity, to 

present to the American reader, which we feel confident in 
predicting, will excite great interest among those who take pleasure 
in reading and studying the Scriptures. It is the Book of Jasher 
referred to in the Bible, in Joshua, and in the second book of 
Samuel, and which has been in the progress of translation from the 
Hebrew for several years in England, and is now completed, and 
will be published in a few days in this city. ... It is full of interest, 
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and written with a warmth of piety and sacred devotion, worthy of 
taking an equal rank with any of the missing books, not strictly 
canonical. It does not differ with the Bible in a single instance, but 
amplifies the events recorded in Scripture, with the single difference 
in chronology of some 50 years, by making Noah and Abraham 
contemporary—commencing with the creation of Adam, and 
ending with the death of Joshua. . . . The discovery of missing 
books referred to in the Scripture, and the many yet to be dis-
covered, joined to the singular signs of the times in relation to the 
chosen people, give great interest to this and similar works.—This 
Book, which makes nearly three hundred pages, clears up some 
points somewhat obscure in the Bible, and is very full in detailing 
the events of the reign of Nimrod; the building of the Tower of 
Babel, and confusion of tongues; the causes preceding the destruc-
tion of the doomed cities; the sacrifice of Isaac and the life of 
Joseph; and has some curious facts about the deluge.1’

What was this Book of Jasher being published in New York 
in 1840? It was the first printing of the English translation of an 
old Hebrew work entitled Sefer Hayasher. The work was first 
published in Hebrew in Venice, Italy, in 1625.“ No known early 
or complete manuscripts for the book are extant, but one is men-
tioned in early Hebrew bibliographies as having been used by the 
first-edition printers.17 It has been asserted that this work was 
first published in 1552 or 1613 in Naples,18 but no known extant 
copy of such an edition has been found.

This Sefer Hayashar has appeared in at least thirty-two 
Hebrew editions or printings. I have non-critically examined a 
number of these various Hebrew printings and have found them 
to be apparently of the same text.” The first known translation 
from the Hebrew appeared in the Yiddish or Judaeo-German lan-
guage by Jacob B. Jermiah Mattithialevi and was first published 
in Frankfurt am Main, Germany, in 1674.20 A number of editions 
of this translation have also appeared through the years. In 1732 
Johann Georg Abicht published the Book of Jasher in Latin in 
Leipzig.21 His studies on this writing had been published earlier.22 
A French translation appeared in 1858, the work of Paul L. B. 
Drach.23 The first English translation of Sefer Hayashar was pub-
lished in 1840 in New York by Mordecai Manuel Noah.24 He was 
not the translator, as some have asserted, but rather co-publisher 
with a Jewish printer of the day, Alexander S. Gould.25 Mr. 



302 The Book of Jasher and the Latter-day Saints

Noah was a prominent Jewish journalist, politician, writer, and 
publisher of his day. He has been characterized as “probably the 
most influential Jew in post-Revolutionary America.”26 It 
appears that Mr. Noah purchased the translation from England. 
The translator chose to remain anonymous because of the un-
favorable climate created in his country by the publication of a 
Book of Jasher in Bristol in 1829, which also claimed to be the 
missing book mentioned in the scriptures.27 This other Jasher had 
been first published in London in 1751, and its reappearance in 
1829 caused a stir and considerable debate. Scholarly evaluation 
of this other Jasher exposed it as a fraudulent fictitious work 
which is most often referred to today as Pseudo-Jasher.2* It was 
widely circulated and accepted in England, creating difficulties 
not unlike the problems we are reviewing here, and it was even 
confused with the Hebrew (Jewish) Book of Jasher which we are 
considering.29 This controversy and debate continued there until 
the latter part of the nineteenth century.30 It should be noted that 
this other Jasher is the one accepted and published by the Rosi-
crucian Order since 1934.31

What is the likelihood that Noah’s printing of the translation 
of Sefer Hayashar—The Book of Jasher—was had by the 
Prophet Joseph Smith and the early brethren? And if they did 
have it, what was their evaluation of it? Two years after the 
notice of the 1840 publication of The Book of Jasher, an editorial 
appeared in the Times and Seasons concerning the “Persecution 
of the Prophets” in ancient times.32 The article cites among 
others the example of Abraham’s trials, and then seeks to corro-
borate the story of the attempt to sacrifice Abraham (Abraham 
1:15)33 through a reference to The Book of Jasher™ as follows:

Abraham, the prophet of the Lord, was laid upon the lion bedstead 
for a slaughter; and the book of Jasher, which has not been dis-
proved as a bad author, says he was cast into the fire of the Chal-
dees.35

It has been suggested that this implied the Prophet’s approval 
and acceptance of the book. But is it not possible that he was 
using The Book of Jasher only to corroborate the account of the 
attempt to sacrifice Abraham which had been revealed earlier to 
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him? The story of Abraham (as translated from the papyrus) had 
been published six months earlier in the Times and Seasons 
(March 1, 1842).36 The citation here of The Book of Jasher was 
as a historical support to the newly revealed and published text 
concerning Abraham, not a declaration of doctrinal acceptance 
of a claimed missing book of scripture.

Only weeks after the appearance of the above-mentioned 
article, John Taylor was appointed the editor of the Times and 
Seasons.31 During his lengthy tenure as editor, he too once cited 
The Book of Jasher in an editorial he entitled “Ancient Ruins.” 
His purpose was to demonstrate that the existence of ruins of the 
past were witness, in part, of men’s evil ways and their eventual 
fall and destruction. In reference to the flood he cited The Book 
of Jasher for support of this argument. He introduced the quote 
with an important qualifying statement: “Let us introduce a few 
paragraphs from the Book of Jasher, not allowing it to be reve-
lation, but history sustained by other history.”38 He then quoted 
a number of lines reporting the wickedness which existed during 
Noah’s day, and concluded in summary by writing, “This is 
simply a corroboration of the Bible: The wickedness of man 
became so great that God had to destroy the whole world, 
wherein was life, by the flood to subdue it, agreeably to a part of 
the command given to Adam.”39

It is interesting that Elder Taylor held this view throughout 
his life. In 1872 he paraphrased a story from The Book of Jasher 
in an address about Abraham and his direction from God. Again 
he referred to the cited text as only a history, not scripture.40 No 
other General Authorities of the Church are known to have used 
this Book of Jasher since these early events.

What are the nature and content of this Book of Jasher? 
From the use made by these early brethren, it obviously contains 
stories that are parallel with the scriptures. Jewish scholars char-
acterize the work as midrashic agadah or haggada—which is an 
exegetical (explanatory or interpretative) type of legendary or his-
torical narrative—and it is generally thought to have been written 
about the thirteenth century a .d . in Spain.41 It is written in a 
scriptural paraphrase style which is very typical of Jewish litur-
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gical writing of the late Middle Ages. It was arranged according 
to the rabbinical pattern of parashah (the fifty-four sections of 
the Torah read weekly in the synagogue service).42 This organiza-
tional pattern is not found in the English translation, because the 
translator dropped the sections and added a system of chapters 
and verses instead. The Hebrew format parallels the twelve rab-
binical sections for Genesis, but only four from Exodus, and then 
a very brief consideration of items from Numbers, Deuteronomy, 
Joshua, and Judges. The work contains many elaborations, 
enrichments, and amplifications of scripture stories; but also 
many contradictions and deletions, especially stories which 
seemed troublesome, in that they raised a question or concern or 
posed an interpretive challenge.43 Its content, however, is similar 
to many other Jewish writings. It is not highly regarded by Jewish 
authorities, especially since its authorship is unknown.

It should also be noted that I have found in the Hebrew nine 
other works which also bear the title Sefer Hayashar {The Book 
of Jasher). One is a fifteenth-century commentary on the Penta-
teuch,44 and another is an ethical treatise dealing with man’s 
relationship with God.43 Another such titled work was a eulogy 
and tribute for a friend.46 A treatise on the emancipation of the 
Jews was also called in a translation Sefer Hayashar.'' A Karaite 
tract on incest in the Torah was likewise given the same title,48 
along with three additional works containing collections of scrip- 
turally related stories.49 The most famous, however, was a 
Tosafot, a rabbinic critical commentary on a portion of the 
Babylonian Talmud, which has been confused by others with the 
Sefer Hayashar of our study.30

After the 1840 publication of The Book of Jasher by Morde- 
cai Noah, a second translation of Sefer Hayashar in English was 
made by Edward B. M. Browne31 and published in 1876.32 This 
edition never achieved the popularity or use that the Noah trans-
lation did. A series of reprints of the 1840 edition have been the 
source of Latter-day Saint interest in this unique Jewish writing. 
The first of these printings was published by J. H. Parry & 
Company in Salt Lake City, Utah, in 1887, and is found listed in 
many libraries throughout the world.33 This edition is a complete 
resetting of the 1840 edition, although all prefaces from that 
edition are omitted except that of the translators. It is this 1887 
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edition, which was privately photo-reprinted beginning in 1964 
and has continued in print until the present, that has precipitated 
much of the interest among the Latter-day Saints today. A photo 
reprint of the original 1840 edition was also published in 1972 in 
New York under the title The Book of Yashar and with a new 
introduction.54

The published use of Jasher in Church-related materials has 
included several periodical articles,55 an early Sunday School 
manual,56 an Institute of Religion instructor’s guide,57 and a 
number of books.58 Its most frequent use and abuse are by those 
who use it as an equivalent or even a substitute for the scriptures 
themselves.

Perhaps the most conspicuous weakness of this Book of 
Jasher is that, although it contains a parallel account of Joshua 
10:13, the promised additional information—as well as the 
account mentioned in 2 Samuel 1:18—does not even appear in its 
pages. Furthermore, it contains numerous contradictions to the 
standard works of the Church.59 It is my belief that the Jewish 
Sefer Hayashar, translated and published in English as The Book 
of Jasher (1840/1877), is not the lost scriptural book mentioned 
in the Old Testament.

Does this Book of Jasher contain any ancient elements of 
truth beyond those found in the scriptures? Scholars have real-
ized from their comparative studies that the roots of many “tra-
ditions” are “in deep antiquity.”60 In studies of portions of Sefer 
Hayashar that have been based on historical criteria, which 
admittedly provides only a limited measurement, one scholar 
concluded: “How unwise and unscholarly it is to neglect, in the 
study of early Jewish exegesis, the testimony of a midrashic col-
lection merely on the ground of its late appearance.”61 In an 
analysis of this problem it has been suggested that much of the 
material in “even late Midrashim may contain ancient ele-
ments.”62 Statements ascribed to an authority, or even anony-
mous statements, may have originated “much earlier.”63 Why 
might a similar story be found in many diverse sources? Bernard 
Bamberger concluded his study by observing:

With few exceptions, the parallels between rabbinic literature and 
Hellenistic, apocryphal, or Christian writings of an earlier date, are 
to be explained as due to the use of common oral sources. A critical 
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study of the various aggadoth, utilizing all the forms in which they 
appear in Talmudic literature a well as extra-rabbinic parallels, may 
help us to trace the development of various traditions, and occa-
sionally to determine the approximate date at which they arose. But 
it is clear that a very considerable part of the material preserved in 
the Talmudic-Midrashic sources is much older than it appears at 
first sight to be.64

Analyses of compilation and comparative studies have shown 
the existence of similar elements and possibly similar roots in the 
scriptural stories and related legends. It has been suggested that 
the “greater part of the older Agada” is preserved in books class-
ified as apocryphal or apocalyptic.65 The term apocrypha has 
been used to generally describe a number of writings both inside 
and outside the canon of some Christian churches and also addi-
tional writings accepted by some Jews. Early Jewish use of them 
provided their introduction to the Christians.66 However, with 
the rise of legalism they came to be rabbinically banned as “out-
side books.”67 This milieu has been suggested as one of the pos-
sible origins of the term.68 The acceptance of some of these 
writings by Rome and not the Protestant churches seemed to 
follow the earlier division between the Palestinian and Alexan-
drian Jews.6’ The designation apocrypha at first applied only to 
those books taken into the Greek and Latin Bible.70 Other writ-
ings were accepted and used by the Oriental church communities 
which have been known under the name pseudepigrapha, an 
appellation now considered inadequate.71 All of these writings 
that have come under the general designation of apocrypha have 
also been categorized into various literary genres, including “his-
torical, romantic, didactic, devotional, and apocalyptic.”72 
Resistance within the Christian churches was the major factor in 
the acceptance of these books by some and rejection of them by 
others.73 The Dead Sea discoveries of recent years have further 
demonstrated the older roots of many of the books.74 Otto 
Eissfeldt characterized some of these discoveries as “Haggadic 
Narrative Works” because of their affinity with writings of that 
nature.75 As a result of the rediscovery of this large corpus of 
literature, the scholars have, at least tentatively, designated the 
entire body as apocalyptic, based on the elements contained in 
them.76
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It should also be noted that the primary emphasis of this con-
fusion has dealt with Christian sources or related documents. 
Most of the Jewish sources dealt with are usually evaluated in 
terms of their relationship to Christian texts or the New Testa-
ment context in general. Untouched by most scholars who study 
apocryphal literature is the vast reservoir of Jewish talmudic and 
midrashic works which also contain ancient roots. The limited 
accessibility of these works is due in part to their being ignored by 
most biblical scholars. They are found, with rare exceptions, only 
in the original Hebrew, Aramaic, Arabic, and Yiddish editions.77 
The Book of Jasher stands out for Latter-day Saints because it is 
an English translation of these Jewish sources. The ancient roots 
of all such writings have forced scholars to attempt seriously to 
understand them.78 However, for the most part the problem has 
not been with these writings themselves, but rather with the theo-
logical orientation of the analysts and users. The early rejection 
and resulting censorship of apocryphal works by both Christians 
and Jews was a “theological decision.”7’ It is now recognized 
that the theological realm of faith, prophecy, and revelation is 
the historical stumbling block in the acceptance or understanding 
of these writings.80 The preoccupation with the elements of form 
and tradition is “a mere way of escape” and has limited scholars 
in finding a resolute understanding of apocalyptic literature.81 
The appeal is for “different and better explanations,”82 but the 
theological blocks of the present seem to remain for most 
scholars only refined and sophisticated versions of the theological 
obstacles of the past.

In the vast reservoir of material, the question stands out, 
What is the truth? Among the many legends, stories, and nar-
ratives, how can one know if they are true, or at least contain 
verities? The Latter-day Saints have received revelation as a guide 
to the use of the Old Testament Apocrypha. This direction was 
given to the Prophet Joseph Smith, who at the time was working 
on the “inspired translation” of the Bible.83 On March 9, 1833, 
the Prophet noted, “Having come to that portion of the ancient 
writing called the Apocrypha, I received the following [from the 
Lord]. . . . ”84 This established for the Latter-day Saints a theo-
logical verity by which to evaluate the Apocrypha. The revelation 
(Doctrine and Covenants 91:1-6) states:
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Verily, thus saith the Lord unto you concerning the Apocrypha 
—There are many things contained therein that are true, and it is 
mostly translated correctly;

There are many things contained therein that are not true, which 
are interpolations by the hands of men.

Verily, I say unto you, that it is not needful that the Apocrypha 
should be translated.

Therefore, whoso readeth it, let him understand, for the Spirit 
manifesteth truth;

And whoso is enlightened by the Spirit shall obtain benefit 
therefrom;

And whoso receiveth not by the Spirit, cannot be benefited. 
Therefore it is not needful that it should be translated. Amen.85

Joseph Fielding Smith, who was the tenth President and 
prophet of the Church (1970-1972), commented on this scripture 
of the Latter-day Saints as follows:

He [Joseph Smith] received the answer that ... its value was not of 
sufficient import for time to be taken to revise it. The statement is 
made that those who have the spirit of discernment and are led by 
the Spirit of Truth will be able to cull from these writings the truth 
for their edification.86

Elder Bruce R. McConkie has applied this principle to other 
apocryphal (i.e., pseudepigraphic and apocalyptic) writings with 
the direction that such study would presume an “extended back-
ground” of theological knowledge and “a comprehensive under-
standing” of all the scriptures.87

The question, then, is not whether The Book of Jasher or any 
other similar source contains ancient truth, but how one deter-
mines what those “old roots” might be. This requires a measur-
ing rod or standard, as it were. For the Latter-day Saints the 
primary standard consists of the standard works of scripture— 
the Bible, the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, 
and the Pearl of Great Price. The theological perspective and the 
historical-scriptural view are dependent on these standard works, 
most of which came as a result of the revelatory experiences and 
labors of the Prophet Joseph Smith. The uncovering or discovery 
of any legitimate ancient roots presupposes an extended back-
ground of theological or gospel knowledge and also a compre-
hensive understanding of the standard scriptural works. While a 
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work like The Book of Jasher might contain some ancient roots 
and truths beyond the obvious scriptural paraphrases, to accept it 
as a scripture-like authority in totality is either naive or dishonest, 
or both. The fact that The Book of Jasher presents itself super-
ficially as a separate scripture-like, authoritative volume—in con-
trast to the usual extracting of items from other apocryphal 
sources—has seemingly increased its acceptance by those who are 
vulnerable to that kind of deception.

Almost all concerns that arise over apocryphal items among 
Church members have little to do with one’s personal salvation, 
and particularly the vital realm of personal gospel living. The 
nature of such items is almost entirely historical in nature. The 
interpretive challenge in working with or even searching for these 
“ancient” tidbits is that there is too much zeal in putting the 
proverbial “cart before the horse.” Without a knowledge of the 
gospel and a comprehensive understanding of the scriptures, 
there is a narrowness which leaves the investigator without the 
capacity to recognize the golden threads of verity woven into the 
records of time. Even the uncovering of a part of truth can be dis-
torted by one’s personal theological view—that is, whatever 
one’s articles of faith may be. Warning against such a twisted 
perspective, either for or against the Latter-day Saint view, Elder 
Neal A. Maxwell has advised: “One must not mistake the frag-
ments of original faith for evidence against that faith. One must 
recognize doctrinal debris for what it is—remnants for revealed 
religion, pieces of powerful principles that are as traceable as 
pieces of ancient pottery.”88

For Latter-day Saints, that is an individual, personal chal-
lenge which is dependent on our own preparation and experience 
in gospel understanding and gospel living. Let us drink from the 
source, the fountain—the scriptures—and expect only flickers of 
confirmation from all these assorted “Books of Jasher.”
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