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New Book a Milestone 
in Mormon Studies

Latter-day Saint scholar Terryl L. Givens has 
recently made two extraordinary contributions to 
Mormon studies. The first, Viper on the Hearth: 
Mormons, Myths, and the Construction of Heresy, was 
published by the prestigious Oxford University 
Press in 1997 and received virtually uniformly glow­
ing reviews. If one wishes to understand the com­
plex of interests and motivations—pecuniary, per­
sonal, and ideological—that fuel both sectarian and 
secular anti-Mormonism, Viper is the book to con­
sult. The editors at Oxford appreciated the merits of 
this well-written, informative book and invited 
Givens to publish again with them. The result is By 
the Hand of Mormon: The American Scripture That 
Launched a New World Religion, published this year.

In this latest book, Givens examines the roles the 
Book of Mormon has played for both believers and 
detractors. He discusses its coming forth, its contents, 
and the debate over its historical authenticity. To have 
Oxford publish such a detailed, highly favorable, and 
competent study ofthe Book of Mormon is an extra­
ordinary accomplishment that may signal an end to 
the outright hostility or at least studied indifference 
to the Book of Mormon common among those with 
scholarly interests in religion. Those interested in the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, whether 
believers or not, will benefit from giving this remark­
able book close attention.

With considerable sensitivity to various audiences 
and with subtle understatement and exceptional 
skill in analysis and argumentation, Givens examines 
how the Book of Mormon has served for some as a 
kind of barometer of gullibility and for others as 
solid evidence of blasphemy, while for the faithful it 
has served primarily as a sacred sign that the heavens 

are once again open, that Joseph Smith is God's 
prophet, that the “end time” is approaching, and 
that the world is again pulsing with divine powers. 
The most original and insightful chapter comes near 
the end of the book, where Givens describes what 
he calls “dialogic revelation”—the divine special 
revelations in the Book of Mormon that result from 
a kind of dialogue with God and that are radically 
different from traditional concepts of revelation. 
This revelatory process was exemplified in the recov­
ery ofthe Book of Mormon, and the Joseph Smith 
story and the Book of Mormon itself invite people 
to experience it for themselves.

Givens shows exactly why it has been impossible 
to understand Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon 
by finding some “new middle ground” between or 
beyond the polarities of authentic ancient history or 
fraudulent composition—and hence also between 
Joseph Smith as seer or charlatan, prophet or blas­
phemer, kingdom builder or disturber ofthe peace. 
Givens demonstrates that both the book and the 
story ofits recovery work together to force those 
who receive it to 
choose between 
these radically 
different alterna­
tives. And both 
invite those who 
encounter the 
book to enter 
into a world not 
unlike that 
described within its pages, a world in which the 
heavens are open and God communicates with his 
children in ways entirely unlike the vagaries and 
obfuscation found in mystical intuition or in end­
lessly subtle theological speculation. Givens ably 
explains why such a strange, controversial book has 
been such a successful conversion tool even though
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research in progress

Nephi's Later Reflections on 
the Tree of Life Vision

An interesting phenomenon concerning 1 and 
2 Nephi is that parts of the latter book draw on the 
tree of life vision that Nephi and his father shared, 
as recorded in 1 Nephi 8, 11—15.1 In an earlier 
FARMS Update,John A.Tvedtnes demonstrated 
that Nephi drew on this vision when composing 
the psalm in 2 Nephi 4.2 Further study suggests the 
likelihood that Nephi's exhortation in 2 Nephi 31 
was similarly informed by that sublime vision.

In concluding his record, Nephi writes “con­
cerning the doctrine of Christ”in order to show 
“the way ...whereby man can be saved in the 
kingdom of God”(2 Nephi 31:2,21).At a culmi­
nating point in that final testimony, he exhorts 
us:“Ye must press forward with a steadfastness in 
Christ, having a perfect brightness of hope, and a 
love of God and of all men. Wherefore, if ye shall 

Nephi’s Psalm, by Robert T. Barrett. Charcoal.

press forward, feasting upon the word of Christ, 
and endure to the end, behold, thus saith the 
Father: Ye shall have eternal life”(v.20).

The latter portion of that verse parallels im­
portant elements of the tree of life vision. Lehi 
described four types of people and their reactions 
to the tree.3 One group among the “numberless 
concourses of people” grasped the iron rod,pressed 
forward along the path, reached the tree, and par­
took of the fruit without being ashamed (see 1 Ne­
phi 8:30). This favored group comprises those who 
do not fall away but endure in faith to the end. 
Note the parallels (in italic type) between Nephi's 
description of this scene in 1 Nephi 8:30 and his 
discourse in 2 Nephi 31:20:

1 Nephi 8:30
Behold, he [Lehi] saw 
other multitudes pressing 
forward; and they came 
and caught hold of the 
end of the rod of iron; 
and they did press their 
way forward, continually 
holding fast to the rod of 
iron, until they came forth 
and fell down and partook 
of the fruit ofthe tree.

2 Nephi 31:20 

Wherefore, ye must press 
forward with a steadfast­
ness in Christ, having a 
perfect brightness of hope, 
and a love of God and of 
all men. Wherefore, if ye 
shall press forward, feast­
ing upon the word of 
Christ, and endure to the 
end, behold, thus saith 
the Father: Ye shall have 
eternal life.

Both passages contain the phrase “press[ing] 
forward,” and each passage is preceded by a descrip­
tion of the “strait and narrow path” (see 1 Nephi 
8:20; 2 Nephi 31:9, 18-19). Other parallels are 
found in synonymous ideas and expressions. For 
example, the phrase “continually holding fast”in 
1 Nephi 8:30 equates with “steadfastness” in 2 Nephi 
31:20.Further,“the rod of iron” mentioned in 
the first passage (identified as “the word of God” 
in 1 Nephi 11:25) corresponds to “the word of 
Christ”in the second passage.4

Moreover, “eternal life” parallels “the fruit of 
the tree.”Explaining the vision to his brothers, 
Nephi describes the tree as “that tree of life, whose 
fruit is most precious and most desirable above all 
other fruits; yea, and it is the greatest ofall the gifts 
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of God” (1 Nephi 15:36).Significantly,Doctrine and 
Covenants 14:7 defines “eternal life” in the same 
terms—“the greatest of all the gifts of God” (com­
pare Romans 6:23; Helaman 5:8), thereby rein­
forcing the linkage between “eternal life” and “the 
fruit of the tree.”

The striking parallels between Nephi's account 
of the tree of life vision and his final exhortations 
suggest that his closing testimony was based, at 
least in part, on the great, life-changing truths he 
learned from that vision. !
Notes

1.For  a comparison of the visions, see John W. Welch, “Con­
nections between the Visions of Lehi and Nephi,” in Pressing

Forward with the Book of Mormon, ed. John W. Welch and

Melvin J. Thorne (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1999), 49-53.

2. John A. Tvedtnes, “Reflections of Nephi's Vision in His 

Psalm,”FARMS Update, Insights (February 2000): 2.

3. For more on these four groups, see John A. Tvedtnes, “A New 

Testament Parallel to Lehi's Tree of Life Vision,” in his The 

Most Correct Book: Insights from a Book of Mormon Scholar 

(Salt Lake City:Cornerstone,1999),113-15.

4. See John A. Tvedtnes,“Rod and Sword as the Word of God,” 

Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 5/2 (1996): 148-55.

By Michael B. Parker

NIBLEY FELLOWSHIP PROGRAM

Nibley Fellowship Application Deadline, 
Guidelines

Each year at about this time we remind gradu­
ate students about the Nibley Fellowship Program. 
Those interested in applying for the first time or 
who wish to renew their fellowships for the 2002/ 
2003 academic year must do so by 30 June 2002.

According to new guidelines recently approved 
by the Institute's board, successful candidates must 
be enrolled in accredited Ph.D. programs in areas of 
study directly related to the work and mission of 
the Institute, particularly work done under the 
name of FARMS—studies of the Book of Mormon, 
the Book ofAbraham, the Old and New Testaments, 
early Christianity, ancient temples, and related 
subjects. Applicants cannot be employed at the 
Institute or be related to an Institute employee.

Nibley Fellowship guidelines and application 
forms can be obtained by contacting:

M. Gerald Bradford
Institute for the Study and Preservation ofAn- 
cient Religious Texts, Brigham Young University 
P.O.Box 7113
Provo, Utah 84602
Phone:801-422-8619
E-mail: bradfordmg@aol.com
The Institute awarded Nibley Fellowships to 19 

graduate students for the 2001/2002 academic year: 
Wade Ardern, Anthropology, Brigham Young Uni­
versity; Stephen M.Bay,Classical Philosophy, 
Classic Arabic, University of Illinois at Urbana- 

Champaign; Daniel Belnap, Near Eastern Lan­
guagesand Civilization, Northwest Semitic, Uni­
versity of Chicago; RoseAnn Benson, Ancient Near 
Eastern Studies, Ancient Scripture, Brigham Young 
University; David Calabro, Hebrew Bible, Ebla 
Studies, Vanderbilt University; Cory Daniel 
Crawford, Near Eastern Languages and Civiliza­
tions, Hebrew Bible, Harvard University; John 
Crawford, Near Eastern Studies, Hebrew Bible, 
Johns Hopkins University; D. Morgan Davis,Arabic 
and Islamic Studies, University of Utah; Robert 
Garrett, New Testament and Early Christianity, 
Loyola University of Chicago; Taylor Halverson, 
Biblical Studies, Indiana University; Ronan J. Head, 
Cuneiform Studies, University of Oxford; Robert D. 
Hunt, Ancient Near Eastern Studies, Brigham 
Young University; Kerry Muhlestein, Near Eastern 
Languages and Cultures, Egyptology, University of 
California, Los Angeles; Boyd Petersen, Compara­
tive Literature, Bible as Literature,University of 
Utah; Taylor Petrey, Early Christianity, Divinity 
School at Harvard University;Mauro Properzi, New 
Testament and Early Christianity, Divinity School 
at Harvard University;Aaron Schade,Near and 
Middle Eastern Civilizations, Northwest Semitic 
Epigraphy, University of Toronto; Thomas B. 
Spackman, Near Eastern Languages and Civiliza­
tions, Old Testament Languages, University of 
Chicago; Valerie Triplet, Sciences Religieuses, An­
cient Judaism and Dead Sea Scrolls, Ecole Practique 
des Hautes Etudes, Paris. !

mailto:bradfordmg@aol.com
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BROWN BAG REPORT

Special Report on Critical 
Text Project

In lieu ofthis year's first issue ofthe Journal of 
Book of Mormon Studies, a special report ofthe 20 
October 2001 FARMS symposium on the Book of 
Mormon Critical Text Project will be mailed to 
FARMS subscribers with the next issue of the 
Insights newsletter.

Uncovering the Original Text ofthe Book of 
Mormon: History and Findings ofthe Critical Text 
Project features informative reports on the multi­
pronged effort to determine as far as possible the 
original English translation ofthe Book of Mormon. 
Royal Skousen, the editor and principal investigator 
ofthe project, details the project's history and some 

ofthe more significant findings. Robert Espinosa 
reviews his team's painstaking work of preserving 
and identifying remaining fragments of the original 
manuscript. Ron Romig narrates the investigation 
into the printer's manuscript, and Larry Draper ex­
plains how the press sheets for the 1830 edition re­
veal overlooked details of the printing process. In an 
insightful response, Daniel C. Peterson interpolates 
evidence from Skousen's research to show the divine 
manner in which the Book of Mormon came forth.

The issuance of this special report will give 
the new editors ofthe Journal ofBook of Mormon 
Studies needed time to effectively plan the next 
issue ofthe Journal. It is hoped that, in the mean­
time, FARMS subscribers will enjoy reading about 
the groundbreaking developments in the Critical 
Text Project. !

Brown Bag Report
On 10 April 2002 S.Kent Brown and Steve 

DeVore gave a brown bag presentation highlight­
ing their work on two documentary films. Brown, 
a professor of ancient scripture at Brigham Young 
University, traveled with DeVore, the films' pro- 
ducer,to Yemen in September of 2001 to shoot 
footage ofthe ancient Incense Trail. The Incense 
Trail,which ran down the west side ofthe Arabian 
Peninsula, was used to transport spices and other 

goods from the Far East to the great empires of
Egypt, Babylon, and Assyria. Brown believes that 
Lehiand his family shadowed this route as they 
moved deeper into Arabia prior to their arrival 
in Bountiful, from where they crossed the ocean to 
the promised land.

Brown and DeVore will use the footage shot 
last year, combined with future footage, to pro­
duce two films, one a documentary on the Incense 
Trail and the other an exploration ofthe proposed 
routes for Lehi's journey through the wilderness.

New Book continued from page 1

its contents have been virtually ignored for long 
periods.

He examines how,in his words, this “most 
religiously influential, hotly contested, and, in the 
secular press at least, intellectually underinvestigated 
book in America” has been variously “understood, 
positioned, packaged, utilized, exploited, presented 
and represented by its detractors and by its propo­
nents” (p. 6). This effort, he explains, is necessary 

precisely because, “in spite ofthe book's unparal­
leled position in American religion and its changing 
meaning for apologists, critics, and theologians, 
no full-length study has attempted to present to 
the wider public a study of this book and its 
changing role in Mormonism and in American 
religion generally” (p. 6).

Givens shows that the story of the Book of 
Mormon's recovery and the fact of the book's exis­
tence fixed for the Latter-day Saints the prophetic 
authority of Joseph Smith and his successors. It is 
the book's role as a sacred sign—more than its 
teachings—that fuels the hostility of its critics as it
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[feature continued

continues to shape the identity ofthe Latter-day 
Saints and distinguish them from their sectarian 
neighbors.Givens also shows why and how the 
Book of Mormon has been read as a factual account 
of pre-Columbian peoples who came from the 
Old World in the age of Jeremiah and,further, 
why the book's detractors see it as the mere prod­
uct of Joseph Smith's 19th-century 
environment and not as an 
authentic ancient text and divine 
revelation.

The increasingly sophisticated 
efforts ofthe book's defenders to 
draw upon literary, historical, and 
anthropological support for the 
ancient origin of the Book of 
Mormon has forced its better- 
informed detractors to abandon 
earlier crude explanations and to 
search for subtler arguments and 
new sources from which the book 
might have been composed.

Givens examines virtually all 
ofthe arguments that have been 
directed against the Book ofMor- 
mon. This feature ofBy the Hand of Mormon will 
interest and inform those who appreciate the 
efforts of FARMS to understand the Book of 
Mormon as an authentic ancient text.In fact, 
Givens gives considerable favorable attention to 
the essays published by FARMS. He shows that the 
serious study ofthe Book ofMormon began with 
Hugh W. Nibley and continues with the scholar­
ship being published by FARMS. Shifting somewhat 
from popular earlier speculation, current LDS 
scholarship assumes that the events depicted in 
the Book ofMormon took place in a limited area 
of Mesoamerica and that the book does not tell 
the story of every people in the Americas. For 
Givens, the most recent and sophisticated efforts 
to understand the real-world geography of the 
Book ofMormon tend to try to find Mesoamerica 
in the Book ofMormon (not vice versa), which is 
a much more fruitful way of dealing with the text 
than trying to discover dramatic archaeological 
evidence that would “prove” the truth ofthe Book 
ofMormon.

Givens draws special attention to what he 
labels the “artifactual reality” surrounding the 
Book of Mormon, that is, the gold plates and the 
relics found with them.LDS belief on this point 
diverges from the interiority and subjectivity of 
much religious discourse and hence away from the 
nebulous stuffofmyth,magic,and mysticism. But 

having the church grounded on 
a historical record such as the 
Book ofMormon is a double­
edged sword because it subjects 
the founding text to the exacting 
scrutiny of scholarship, which 
has both advantages and disad­
vantages. Givens writes,

Why, one can fairly ask, should 
it be necessary to spiritualize 
what are, in essence, presented as 
archaeological artifacts? Dream­
visions may be in the mind of 
the beholder, but gold plates are 
not subject to such facile psy­
chologizing. They were, in the 
angel's words, buried in a near­
by hillside, not in Joseph's psy­

che or religious unconscious, and they chroni­
cle a history of this hemisphere, not a heavenly 
city to come. As such, the claims and experi­
ences ofthe prophet are thrust irretrievably 
into the public sphere, no longer subject to his 
private acts of interpretation alone. It is this 
fact, the intrusion of Joseph's message into the 
realm of the concrete, historical, and empiri­
cal, that dramatically alters the terms by which 
the public will engage this new religious phe­
nomenon. (p. 42)

The driving force behind much sectarian theo­
logical discourse has been to emphasize the other­
ness of God and to stress the inability oflanguage to 
describe divine things with any concreteness or in 
any detail.Those steeped in traditional theological 
perspectives are offended because the text Joseph 
Smith gave us, the story of its recovery, and the 
relics are difficult to explain away as allegorical, 
mythical, or merely highly symbolic ways oftalk- 
ing about what is ultimately ineffable and entirely



mysterious.Among such hostile professors of religion, 
either sectarian or secular, is the dogma that angels 
simply do not bring books of new scripture.

Givens describes in some detail the Cold War taking 
place along the Wasatch Front over the historical authen­
ticity of the Book of Mormon.He argues that the claims 
made by the Book of Mormon are,as Nibley has shown, 
open to critical inspection by scholars using whatever 
means they have at their disposal.The Book of Mormon 
does not ask to be shielded from such inspection. Of 
course, the faith of the Saints does not depend on the 
apparent results of such debate. This frustrates those who 
want a final proof one way or another right now.So the 
debate continues.

Fueled by a massive production of scholarly works, 
specialization in Book of Mormon studies has proceeded 
at such a pace that now no one trained in any one disci­
pline seems to have leverage on the question of the his­
torical authenticity of the Book of Mormon.As a conse­
quence, meaningful discussion of the Book of Mormon 
goes on in more and more complex and subtle ways.By 
the Hand of Mormon makes a solid contribution to Book 
of Mormon studies because it deftly surveys the twists 
and turns of this debate with insight, care, and compre­
hensiveness. One wonders why it has taken so long for a 
book like this to appear. This seminal book is available 
from FARMS at the usual subscriber discount (see the 
enclosed order form). !
By Louis C. Midgley
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The Hor Book of Breathings: A Translation and Com­
mentary, by Michael D. Rhodes, treats the fragments 
of the Joseph Smith Papyri associated with Facsimiles 
1 and 3 of the Book of Abraham. The book features 
hieroglyphs that were custom designed for this proj­
ect. Available in June 2002.

Susanna: Texts, Translations, and Technical Notes, edited 
by Mark A. Sedwick, includes the Greek, Latin, and 
English texts of the apocryphal book of Susanna. This 
publication is the third monograph in the Ancient 
Texts and Mormon Studies series. Available in June 
2002.

Uncovering the Original Text ofthe Book of Mormon: 
History and Findings of the Critical Text Project 
publishes the proceedings of the 20 October 2001 
FARMS symposium “The Original Text of the Book 
of Mormon: Findings from the Critical Text Project.” 
This special report in lieu of Journal of Book of Mor­
mon Studies 1 1 / 1 (2002) will be mailed to FARMS sub­
scribers in July along with the next Insights newsletter.

Insights Staff
Don L. Brugger, Managing Editor 
Jacob D. Rawlins, Assistant Editor 

Katie Peterson, Editorial Intern

FARMS is part of Brigham Young University's Insti­
tute for the Study and Preservation of Ancient Religious 
Texts. As such, it encourages and supports research on 
the Book of Mormon, the Book of Abraham, the Bible, 
other ancient scripture, and related subjects. Under the 
FARMS imprint, the Institute publishes and distributes 
titles in these areas for the benefit of scholars and inter­
ested Latter-day Saint readers.

Primary research interests at FARMS include the his­
tory, language, literature, culture, geography, politics, 
and law relevant to ancient scripture. Although such 
subjects are of secondary importance when compared 
with the spiritual and eternal messages of scripture, solid 
research and academic perspectives can supply certain 
kinds of useful information, even if only tentatively, con­
cerning many significant and interesting questions about 
scripture.

FARMS makes interim and final reports about this 
research available widely, promptly, and economically. 
These publications are peer reviewed to ensure that 
scholarly standards are met. The proceeds from the sale 
of these materials are used to support further research 
and publications. As a service to teachers and students of 
the scriptures, research results are distributed in both 
scholarly and popular formats.

It is hoped that this information will help all interested 
people to “come unto Christ” (Jacob 1:7) and to under­
stand and appreciate more fully the scriptural witnesses 
of the divine mission of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.

For more information or to order publications,contact us at 
P.O. Box 7113, University Station, Provo, UT 84602 

1- 800-327- 6715 (or 801- 373-5111) 
Web site: farms.byu.edu
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