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SINCE 
CUMORAH

NEW VOICES FROM THE DUST

BY HUGH NIBLEY, PH.D.
PROFESSOR OF HISTORY AND RELIGION,
BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY

Editors of the Era take great pleasure In welcoming Dr, Hugh Nibley back to these pages. His fertile mind and gifted 
pen have contributed much of deep significance and lasting value through Era pages over the past two decades. 
Brother Nibley is well qualified to write the current series, Since Cumorah. Trained primarily in classics, he has, 
since joining the staff of Brigham Young University some eighteen years ago, gravitated into the field of religion, 
which is at present his principal academic concern. While a visiting professor at the University of California in 
Berkeley in 1959-60 he did intensive work in Egyptian and Coptic and has recently published a study on the newly 
discovered Coptic Christian writings in Vigileae Christianae. He holds bachelor of arts and doctorate of philosophy 
degrees from the University of California. He has also had long articles on Classic and Semitic subjects appear in 
the Classic Journal, the Western Political Quarterly, the Jewish Quarterly Review, Western Speech, Church History, 
and the Revue de Qumran.

Introduction: A clear and com-
plete survey of newly discovered 
Jewish and Christian manuscript 
treasures would have to run into 
thousands of pages. To present the 
same material in a moderate compass 
and at the same time do it justice is 
as hopeless a task as trying to sketch 
Bryce Canyon by moonlight. Should 
one try for the details? One quickly 
discovers the folly of that. But on 
the other hand, to omit the vast intri-
cacy of the scene is to miss the pe-
culiar and essential quality of it. 
Yet we cannot simply walk off with-
out comment, for what we are 
beholding is of immense significance.

The purpose of the somewhat 
labored pages that follow is to lead 
up to better things by giving the 
reader some idea of what we are 

dealing with, of the scope and na-
ture of the writings that are now 
being read with wonder and amaze-
ment by students of religion, and of 
the strange doctrine and baffling 
problems they present. The rather 
tedious preliminary survey that fol-
lows cannot be avoided: One cannot 
enjoy the pageant that follows with-
out a program, no matter how dull 
the program itself may be. If the 
reader is somervhat bemused at the 
outset, he should bear in mind that 
all the scholars are more or less 
floundering around today in the ris-
ing flood of parchments and papyri 
that has caught everyone by sur-
prise. If we cannot swim or wade 
in these waters, we can at least 
venture down to the shore line to 
see what all the excitement is about.

The time has come for Latter-day 
Saints to turn their attention to 
those ancient Jewish and Christian 
documents the discovery of which 
in recent years, and especially since 
World War II, has brought about 
a radical reappraisal of all estab-
lished views about the nature of the 
two religions and their scriptures. 
The significance of these findings 
can best be demonstrated by refer-
ence to a number of propositions set 
forth in the Book of Mormon, the 
first of which we take from the 
thirteenth chapter of 1 Nephi. Of 
these, proposition number one is 
that the Bible has come down to the 
world in a mutilated form:

. for behold, they have taken 
away from the gospel of the Lamb 
many parts which are plain and most 
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precious; and also many covenants 
of the Lord have they taken 
away. . . .

“. . . because of these tilings which 
are taken away out of the gospel of 
the Lamb, an exceeding great many 
do stumble. ...” (1 Nephi 13:26, 
29.)

Proposition number two is that 
the Lord will put an end to this 
state of things by the bringing forth 
of more information:

“. . . I will be merciful unto the 
Gentiles in that day, insomuch that 
I will bring forth unto them, in mine 

Some of the discov-
eries of ancient rec-
ords in the Near 
East were made by 
desert people such as 
this Arab pictured 
with his donkey and 
little band of sheep.

own power, much of my gospel, 
which shall be plain and precious. 
. . .” (Ibid., 34.)

This knowledge is to be imparted 
by written documents, including 
some of the writings of Nephi’s own 
descendants, “hid up to come forth 
unto the Gentiles.” (Ibid., 35.) But 
aside from them we are told of 
“other books . . . these last records” 
(39-40, both in the plural) which 
are to come forth to and circulate 
among the gentiles before their con-
version to the gospel. Since it is 
made very clear throughout the 
chapter that the gentiles referred to 
are not the Church, it would appear 
that the books and records which 
are “seen among the Gentiles” (40) 
may be other writings besides the 
Book of Mormon.1 Not to labor the 

point, whether we see in 1 Nephi 13 
reference to the Bible and the Book 
of Mormon only or to yet more 
records to come (as is clearly indi-
cated in 14:26), we have at least 
the clear declaration that certain 
books and records apart from the 
Bible are to come forth and change 
men’s view of the Bible itself, be-
cause of whose mutilation “an ex-
ceeding great many do stumble.” 
(Ibid., 29.)

These two propositions more than 
anything else set the Christian world 
in fierce opposition to the restored 

gospel from the beginning. Before 
the Book of Mormon had even come 
from the press, the headlines of the 
Rochester Daily Advertiser screamed 
forth the world’s first recorded re-
action to the mission of the Prophet: 
“Blasphemy! Book of Mormon, Alias 
the Golden Bible!”2 No blasphemy 
could compare with that of declar-
ing that there could be other scrip-
tures besides the Bible, unless it 
was the declaration on the title page 
of the Book of Mormon that the re-
vealed Word of God might contain 
“the mistakes of men.” It is. difficult 
for us today to imagine the shock 
and horror with which these two 
propositions were received by the 
Christian world.3 Since the days of 
Saint Augustine it had been the 
cornerstone of the Christian faith, 

on which the Protestants stood as 
firmly as the Catholics, that the 
Bible was not only the whole revela-
tion of God to man, but that it could 
not possibly contain the remotest 
inkling of an error—the scriptures 
were inerrant and all-sufficient for 
our instruction. And here was a book 
not only put forth as holy scripture, 
but announcing to the world that the 
Bible contained “mistakes of men!”

We say it is difficult now to 
imagine how the Christian world 
reacted to these propositions be-
cause today there is hardly a Chris-
tian scholar in the world who does 
not acknowledge that our Bible in 
its present state leaves much to be 
desired and who does not look for 
improvement from new documentary 
discoveries.4 What has brought 
about this change? Exactly what 
the Book of Mormon predicted—the 
coming forth of more books and 
records. To these we now turn 
our attention.

The New View of the Old Testa-
ment. The change of attitude to-
ward the Old Testament in our day 
has come suddenly and surprisingly. 
Up until the present generation the 
Christian world enjoyed the convic-
tion that it had pretty well taken the 
measure of the Bible, and that the 
future could hold little more than 
an indefinite repetition of familiar 
sermons and commentaries lubri-
cated by the occasional addition of 
learnedly specialized and technical 
footnotes. If the fundamentalists 
had their “once-for-all” Bible, the 
higher critics were no less satisfied 
that their own interpretations were 
definitive. In the same year (1889) 
in which Westcott and Hort issued 
the first edition of what they fondly 
entitled “The New Testament in the 
Original Greek,” thereby serving 
notice that the most formidable of 
all textual problems had been solved, 
“Robertson Smith expressed his be-
lief that . . . nothing of vital im-
portance for the study of the Old
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Testament remained uncertain.”5 As 
in so many other fields, the neat and 
easy rule of evolution, that greatest 
of time and work-savers, explained 
everything: “Owing until recently to 
the lack of any real control of their 
views from external sources, biblical 
scholars have been forced to con-
struct their systems in a historical 
vacuum,” Professor Albright reminds 
us, and since they lacked solid in-
formation, “to redeem their construc-
tions from pure subjectivity the 
ablest of them were forced to em-

The valuable Pyra-
mid Texts were dis-
covered at Gizeh 
near ancient Mem-
phis in Egypt.

ploy some philosophical scheme as 
a frame of reference.” That was 
where evolution came in, a “uni-
lateral evolution from the materialis-
tic, sensuous, and disorderly to the 
spiritual, the ideal, and the orderly,” 
which “formed a bed of Procrustes 
into which all facts and generaliza-
tions had to be fitted.”6

The sudden acquisition of vast 
amounts of solid factual information 
where only speculation was known 
before has left many scholars stand-
ing at the post: “Though Bible 
scholars live in an age of unprece-
dented discovery,” Cyrus Gordon 
notes, “they stand in the shadow of 
19th century higher criticism . . . 
even though archaeology has ren-
dered it untenable.”7

There is no excuse for this, since 

the great discoveries of our time 
were heralded by impressive pre-
liminary rumblings. In 1886, ac-
cording to Eduard Meyer “not a 
single document existed to attest the 
authenticity of the Old Testament 
as history.” A year later the Amarna 
Tablets, a whole library of corre-
spondence between the kings of 
Egypt and the princes of Palestine 
and Syria in the days of the Patri-
archs, came forth.8 But the great and 
revolutionary discoveries came with 
the finding of two other libraries, 

those of Ugarit and Qumran.9 The 
former was first discovered at Ras 
Shamra (“Fennel Cape” on the 
Syrian coast) in 1928, but it is still 
yielding documents, thirty boxes of 
tablets, “a whole new archive,” hav-
ing been found in I960.10 Here is a 
temple archive from the fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries BC, kept by 
Israel’s closest neighbors, the Canaan-
ites. From these records we learn 
for the first time how close the an-
cient Hebrews were in culture and 
religion to those Canaanites and can 
appreciate the force of Lehi’s re-
mark to his sons that the one real 
difference between their own ances-
tors and the earlier inhabitants of 
the land was a moral one: “Do ye 
suppose that our fathers would have 

(Continued on page 820)

SOME IMPORTANT MANUSCRIPT DEPOSITS 
IN THE OLD WORLD

Knossos, where Sir Arthur Evans in 
1900 discovered the library of the Palace 
of Minos, between 3,000 and 4,000 tablets 
from the 15th century BC, written in the 
Minoan Linear Script B. In the 1950’s a 
young British architect, Michael Ventris, 
deciphered the writing and showed it to 
be Greek. This has altered the whole 
picture of ancient Near Eastern civilization 
and brought the Patriarchs of Israel into 
contact with people speaking languages 
related to our own.

Modem Pylos in Messenia, where C. 
Blegen in 1939 discovered 600 tablets of a 
Mycenaean palace archive. More tablets 
were discovered after 1952 when work 
was resumed after World War II. These 
tablets, in Linear B script, showed that the 
Mycenaeans were Greeks, and that Greeks 
(whose language is often surprisingly close 
to our own) were busy in the Near East 
as early as the times of the Patriarchs.

Karatepe where since 1946 have been 
discovered inscriptions in Phoenician and 
Hittite, telling how people migrated and 
founded cities in the century before Lehi.

Constantinople, where in 356 the Em-
peror Constantius founded the Imperial 
Library, from which a vast number of 
ancient mss. came to Europe in 1453ff. 
The city had a very ancient patriarchal 
library and many monastic libraries. There, 
in the library of the Jerusalem Patriarchate, 
the Greek P. Bryennius in 1872 discovered 
among many valuable early Christian 
Apocrypha the only known text of the 
Didache, which describes the organization 
and function of the church cir. 140 AD.

Boghaz Keui, where beginning in 1906 
H. Winckler excavated the royal archives 
of the Hittites—more than 10,000 cunei-
form tablets from the 14th and 13th cen-
turies BC, mostly written in Hittite, a 
language related to our own. Scholars had 
formerly maintained that the Hittites, with 
whom Abraham has intimate dealings in 
the Old Testament, were either a myth or 
a scribal mistake—that they never existed!

Ras Shamra (ancient Ugarit), where C. 
Schaeffer beginning in 1929 brought forth 
thousands of tablets from a temple archive 
of the Canaanites going back to the 14th 
century BC. They are in a language 
closely related to Hebrew and contain 
many expressions and concepts that are 
close to those of the Old Testament, mak-
ing it possible to solve many Bible mys-
teries and brightly illuminating certain 
phases of the early history of Israel. Thirty 
more boxes of tablets were excavated 
in 1960.

Qumran and the surrounding area, 
where since 1947 hundreds of caves have 
been explored, many of them yielding 
written documents comprising tens of thou-
sands of fragments and more than 400 
separate works. The most valuable of
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these were written by Jewish sectaries 
in the first century BC. The remarkable 
resemblance of their institutions and lan-
guage to those found among the early 
Christians has called for a complete re-
evaluation of the nature both of early 
Christianity and of Judaism.

Lachish, where in 1935-6 J. L. Starkey 
discovered the first of the Lachish Letters, 
the office files of a military garrison of 
the time of Lehi. These 18 ostraca (writ-
ing on potsherds), written in Hebrew, give 
eyewitness accounts of the state of things 
in Palestine just before the fall of Jerusalem. 

Q Gizeh near ancient Memphis, where the 
Pyramid Texts were discovered cut in the 
walls of tombs and passages of the kings of 
the V and VI Dynasties of Egypt (2600?- 
2200 BC). First collected and published by 
G. Maspero in 1881, they run in K. Sethe’s 
edition to 712 spells and 1,048 pages. 
These writings are continued with new ad-
ditions in the Coffin Texts, written on the 
inner sides of non-royal wooden coffins of 
the IX through XI Dynasties, and pub-
lished by A. De Buck in 7 volumes. It is 
now realized that the frequent reSemblance 
of these writings to the literature of Israel 
ifrinot accidental.

U TeU el-Amama, where in 1887 two

hundred cuneiform tablets were dug up 
by peasants, followed by hundreds of 
others, many of which were smashed and 
lost on the way to the dealers. In 1892 F. 
Petrie discovered the source of the docu-
ments, the royal archives of Ikhnaton at 
Amama. The available collection consists 
of 358 cuneiform tablets, being the corre-
spondence, in the Akkadian language 
(some of the letters are in Hittite), be-
tween the Egyptian court and the princes 
of Palestine and Syria, 1370-1348 BC, dur-
ing the time of Israel’s wanderings in 
the area.

Hieraconpolis, a prehistoric capital of 
Egypt, where in 1898 J. Quibell found 
a collection of predynastic Palettes con-
taining very ancient ritual and historic 
texts. Just across the river in 1878 Mariette 
discovered the remains of a great royal 
library building, and to the north at 
Thebes where the documents now repro-
duced in the Pearl of Great Price were 
found was the great library of the 
Ramesseum.

£ Elephantine, where in 1906 A. Cow-
ley and in 1911 E. Sachau discovered the 
business and law archives of a Jewish com-
munity of the fifth century BC. In 1953 
more documents were located in Brooklyn,

where they had lain unnoticed in a trunk 
for 50 years. In our opinion these letters, 
written in Aramaic to Persian officials and 
to important Jews in Jerusalem, supply 
the most valuable single commentary to 
the Book of Mormon.
13J Serdabit al-Khadim, ancient mines of 
the Pharaohs where people from Palestine 
were employed around 1500 BC and where 
they left some 30 rock inscriptions behind. 
These were discovered by Petrie in 1905, 
with important additions in 1948. They 
are written with Egyptian symbols but in 
Canaanitish dialect which has been identi-
fied as proto-Hebrew. They show the 
early Egyptianizing of the Semites and 
indicate much closer ties between the 
cultures of Egypt and Israel than have 
heretofore been conceded.

Mt. Sinai, at whose foot in the mon-
astery of St. Catherine, K. Tischendorf in 
1844 first spotted the manuscript of the 
Codex Sinaiticus in a wastebasket. The co-
dex, which he finally acquired in 1859, con-
tains valuable early Christian Apocrypha.
15'''Nineveh, the third capital of Assyria, 
where in 1851 A. Layard discovered the 
huge library of Assurbanipal, founded by 
Sargon in the 8th century BC. Here was 
found what was long thought to be the 
original version of the flood story, and 
many documents illustrating and confirm-
ing the history of Israel.

Nuzi, where in 1925-26 Edward Cheira 
brought forth the great archives of the 
Hurrians, one tablet of which can be dated 
1475 BC. These records contain accounts 
of men engaged in exacdy the sort of activ-
ities as was Abraham and demonstrate the 
authenticity of the patriarchal age as de-
picted in the Old Testament.

Sippar, where a large temple library 
was discovered by H. Rassam in 1879 and 
P. Scheil in 1894. The ritual texts are 
important in constructing the over-all pic-
ture of Near Eastern religions in general, 
and of “pattemism” in particular.
18 Nippur, where H. Hilprecht and others 
discovered a library of thousands of docu-
ments in 1889, including a flood story 
much older than the Nineveh version, and 
much closer to that of the Old Testament.
19M Mari, where in 1935-6 A. Parrot dis-
covered a palace archive which had been 
destroyed by Hammurabi in the 18th cen-
tury BC. Thousands of tablets, including 
correspondence with the king of Babylon, 
depict in great fulness the travels and busi-
ness activities of important men in the 
days of Abraham and strikingly vindicate 
the biblical portrait of the patriarchs.
20 Nag-Hammadi, in which in the remains 
of an ancient Christian community was 
found in 1946(?) a collection of thirteen 
leather-bound volumes containing 49 
separate writings (about 1000 pages). 
Though the books date from the 4th 
century, they contain Christian writings 
going back to the 2nd century of the 
church. By far the oldest Christian li-
brary known.
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(Continued from page 818) 
been more choice than they [the 
Canaanites] if they had been right-
eous? I say unto you, Nay.” (1 
Nephi 17:34.)

The Ras Shamra fragments opened 
up a whole new world to biblical 
study by putting Israel in a new 
world setting. “It is now realized 
that Israel was no more isolated in 
her language than she was in her 
religion and culture, and that He-
brew . . . borrowed freely from other 
languages.”11

In a monastery at the foot of Mt. Sinai, from whose 
summit this picture was taken, the manuscript of the 
Codex Sinaiticus was discovered in a wastebasket in 1844.

Hence it can be “no longer as-
sumed that if a Hebrew passage is 
unintelligible it must be corrupted.”12 
An example of puzzling Bible words 
explained by these records is the 
word khashmal, which is now known 
to mean “brass”—a word which this 
writer long thought to be an anach-
ronism in the Book of Mormon.13

Ideas and words go together, of 
course, and the Ugaritic ritual texts 
cast a flood of light on early Jewish 
cult practices, particularly the Year 
Rite and the Coronation patterns 

which today are “the centre of inter-
est in the study of the relation be-
tween the religions of the Near East 
and the Old Testament.”14 The ritual 
picture that emerges conforms in de-
tail to the long description of an Old 
World coronation rite that meets us 
in the pages of the book of Mosiah.15

It was the Ras Shamra texts more 
than anything else which showed 
that the Old Testament must be 
studied in an ever larger context to 
be properly understood. “The Bible 
strikes root into every ancient Near 
Eastern culture, and it cannot be 
understood until we can see its re-
lationship to its sources in true 
perspective,” according to Albright.1'1

“One hundred years ago,” writes 
A. Parrot, “in Mesopotamia was dis-
covered that history lies behind the 
Old Testament. . . . Today the Old 
Testament itself is being discovered,” 
to wit, in the Ras Shamra documents, 
in the Mari Tablets (a huge collec-
tion of tablets discovered on the 
upper Euphrates by Parrot himself), 
and in the Nuzi Tablets, vast private 
archives which “make frequent men-
tion of the Habiri,” and the Dawi- 
dum, and even tell of the use of 
fire-signals by the Benjaminites as 
described in the Old Testament.17

“The beginnings of Israel are 
rooted in a highly cultural Canaan,” 
where we now know “Mesopotami-
ans, Egyptians and branches of the 
Indo-Europeans [our own ances-
tors] mingled their cultures and 
their blood”—as we learn from our 
own book of Abraham. Hence “the 
notion that early Israelite religion 
and society were primitive is com-
pletely false.”18

If the Book of Mormon reflects 
the culture of the whole Near East 
of its day, so does the Bible.19 Cyrus 
Gordon would now even bring the 
Greeks into the Hebrew picture (as 
we did in the portrait of Lehi), by 
showing that “the people of ancient 
Greece and Israel have a common 
Semitic heritage based on the flow 
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of Phoenician culture. ... We were 
brought up to believe that the Jews 
gave us ethics and religion, that the 
Greeks willed us science and philos-
ophy. Yet, we now see a similar 
tradition running through both cul-
tures, and we can’t be sure which 
culture gave us what.”2"

It was the Ugaritic texts that put 
the brakes on the higher critics, to 
use Speiser’s expression, by demon-
strating the futility of their favorite 
game, namely cutting every book of 
the Bible up into numerous separate 
sections which they claimed were the 
work of various interpolators and 
commentators.21 Whenever a scholar 
thought he could discern within a 
book of the Bible the slightest pe-
culiarity of language or change of 
mood, outlook, or attitude, he would 
proudly announce the discovery of 
a new author or corrupter of the 
text. “A generation ago,” writes H. 
H. Rowley, “we could speak of ‘criti-
cal’ as over against ‘traditional 
orthodoxy’ . . . we knew exactly 
where one ‘document’ ended and an-
other began. . . .”22

True, “the unedifying conclusion 
of all such study is,” as Gordon 
notes, “that nothing is authentic”; 
but this loss of reality was compen-
sated for by the warm satisfaction 
of all playing the same game and 
wearing the same “badge of inter-
confessional academic respectabil-
ity.”23 But today numerous texts on 
closer examination show that it was 
common practice in the East to intro-
duce a variety of styles and even 
dialects into a single composition.24

“No Egyptologist (or other Orien-
talist in parallel disciplines) is such 
a fool,” writes K. A. Kitchen, “as to 
see ‘sources’ behind such texts ... or 
to scissor up these stone stele” as 
Bible students have scissored up the 
Bible every time an author hits a 
change of pace.25

So now the trend of higher criti-
cism has been reversed, and there 
is “a growing emphasis on the unity 

of the Old Testament ... a signifi-
cant perception that beneath all its 
variety of forms and of ideas, the 
Old Testament has a deep unity.”2" 
Important in this shift has been the 
new view of the prophets.

It was the fashion “a generation 
ago ... to suppose that in the Old 
Testament we have a dualism of two 
irreconcilable concepts of religion, 
the prophetic and the priestly,” 
emphasizing “a contrast between 
bad priests and good prophets.”27 
The evolutionary formula required 

that the prophets, being spiritually 
advanced, should have a deep antip-
athy to the primitive formalities of 
the temple.

But now we know that there is 
“no definite line of demarcation” 
between the various aspects of Old 
Testament religion, and “that the 
evolutionary view of the Old Testa-
ment prophets cannot be accepted 
. . . every stress must be laid on 
continuity.” 28 That is to say, from 
the beginning Israel has had only 
one gospel.

An important illustration of this 
is the case of Isaiah, of particular in-
terest to students of the Book of 
Mormon, where the prophecies of 
Isaiah are put forth as the writings 
of a single man. By the time the 
higher critics had done their work 
on Isaiah “there remained very few 

long passages of unchallenged au-
thority. ... It seemed that the en-
tire book was best described as an 
anthology of the work of many 
writers.”29 But with the discovery 
that prophets and prophetic societies 
were closely bound to the temple, 
it becomes apparent that the actual 
teachings of Isaiah were preserved 
by such a society, “called to a spe-
cial task of guarding and witnessing 
to Yahweh’s revelations vouchsafed 
in the first place to Isaiah”; that is, 
that the writings of Isaiah are really

Ancient marketplace 
in Aleppo in North-
ern Syria.

one;3" for example, “in 1880 there 
was hardly a scholar alive who did 
not believe that Isaiah lifted the pas-
sage (Isaiah 2:2-4) from Micah 
(4:1-3),” the twp being almost word 
for word the same.

But a study of ritual texts shows 
that the language of these passages 
“is not the language of prophecy but 
occurs often in the archaic ritual 
texts,”31 from which all prophets 
were free to borrow.

The Patriarchs Come to Life. 
“One of the remarkable results of 
archaeological research during the 
period between the two wars,” G. E. 
Wright informs us, “was the sudden 
emergence of the Patriarchal Age” 
as real history.32 The kind of world 
described in the pages of Genesis 
really existed, and was therefore not, 

(Continued on page 844)
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Since Cumorah

(Continued from page 821)

as the higher critics had assumed, 
the invention of men writing many 
centuries after the times they are 
supposed to be describing; the Old 
Testament gives a vivid and accurate 
picture of the very world in which 
the patriarchs are said to have 
moved, and of no other.'*3

Eduard Meyer and Ed. Konig 
were right when they insisted that 
the Old Testament narratives, unlike 
the dry annals of the Babylonians 
or the fairy stories of the Egyptians, 
were real history: . . this respect
for fact and historical perspective in 
the records of the race finds no 
parallel in the whole literature of 
the ancient Near East until the time 
of Herodotus.”34

The theory that Genesis was not 
intended as history but as “poetic 
media for the conveyance of divine 
truth,” must now be discarded.35 
For “none of the Pentateuchal and 
other early historical sources of the 
Old Testament invented its material 
. . . [they] cannot be charged with 
any kind of fabrication.”36 And not 
long ago it was thought to be all 
fabrication!

“It is clear,” writes Albright, “that 
the substantial historicity of biblical 
tradition has been vindicated to an 
extent which few unprejudiced by-
standers could have deemed possible 
a generation ago.”37 In commenting 
on this, Albright observes that the 
peculiar genius of the Jewish and 
Christian religions, as over against 
all other religions, is the total in-
volvement of their teachings with a 
real historical background; he also 
notes that this background has been 
largely lost today, but has its clear-
est expression in the Book of Mor-
mon, which commits the Mormons, 
whether they like it or not, to a 
literal and historical interpretation 
of the story of salvation.38

At present, attention is being 
called to the distinctly epic nature 
of the earliest patriarchal stories, “a 
distinctive epic attitude,” showing 
that the “pre-Solomonic Hebrew his-
tory [has] been conditioned by a 
specific epic standard.”3” Some 
years ago this writer pointed out at 
considerable length that the oldest 
part of the Book of Mormon, the 
book of Ether, depicts the purest 
epic milieu in the fullest epic detail. 
Is it mere coincidence that Joseph 
Smith hit upon the epic device for 
his oldest stories? Nobody even 
knew there was a genuine epic 
milieu until Chadwick pointed it 
out in the 1930’s.4'’

When a hundred years ago late 
Babylonian parallels to the Hebrew 
flood story were discovered in the 
library of Assur-bani-pal at Nineveh 
(first of the great library discov-
eries), it was instantly concluded 
that the Old Testament version had 
been lifted from this Babylonian 
“original.” But as still older versions 
of the flood story were found in 
Mesopotamia, they were noted to 
be more like the Genesis story the 
older they were, indicating that the 
Bible story might be the oldest one 
after all.41 And now comes the 
Atra-khasis Epic of great antiquity, 
showing that the Babylonian flood 
story which has long been accepted 
as the original source, “has been 
wrenched from its context,” which 
here appears for the first time, offer-
ing “proof . . . that the whole frame-
work of Hebrew tradition in Genesis 
I-X, and not just the episode of the 
flood, has its counterpart in Sumero- 
Babylonian legend.”42

A perhaps even more striking 
vindication of the possible priority 
of much Bible material over the 
sources from which it is supposed to 
have come is the discovery by 
Drioton that a famous monument of 
Egyptian Wisdom literature, which 
is supposed to have been the source 
and inspiration of Hebrew Wisdom 
literature, “is actually an indifferent 
Egyptian translation from a Semitic 

—Hebrew—original. . . . This would 
be the ‘Words of the Wise’ on which 
Proverbs also subsequently drew.”43 
The idea that the Babylonians and 
Egyptians might be dependent on 
the Hebrews for ideas found in the 
Bible instead of the other way round 
is indeed a revolutionary one.

It is interesting that the ancient 
Hebrew remains, though not scarce, 
do not have the impact that the 
foreign materials do.44 The Lach-
ish Letters, containing eyewitness 
accounts of the desperate state of 
things in the land of Jerusalem in 
Lehi’s day,43 have excited far less 
comment than the Elephantine 
Papyri which show us a Jewish com-
munity living far up the Nile, 
whither they had fled for safety, 
possibly at the destruction of Jeru-
salem in Lehi’s day.46 In 1954 some 
of these records, the Brooklyn 
Aramaic Papyri, were discovered in 
a trunk, where they had been over-
looked for fifty years.47 Perhaps the 
most surprising discovery about 
these Jews settled so far from home, 
was their program for building a 
temple in their new home.48 Not 
long ago learned divines were fond 
of pointing out that Nephi’s idea of 
building a temple in the New World 
was quite sufficient in itself to prove 
once for all the fraudulence of the 
Book of Mormon, since, it was 
argued, no real Jew would ever 
dream of having a temple anywhere 
but in Jerusalem. So the Elephan-
tine Papyri score another point for 
the Book of Mormon.

The portrait of Abraham as a very 
civilized man who possibly lived in 
“a sophisticated brick house in a 
city,” was something “we should 
never have guessed” until Sir Leon-
ard Woolley discovered it in the 
1930’s.49 Since then all sorts of 
information about Abraham has been 
turning up.50 In 1950 were pub-
lished fragments of a book of Abra-
ham found among the Dead Sea 
Scrolls; they supply interesting side 
lights on our own book of Abraham, 
to which we shall refer below.51 The 
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same year saw the publication of the 
Brooklyn Papyrus, part of an actual 
record kept at an important Egyptian 
prison in Joseph’s day. It includes 
a list of seventy-five prisoners’ names, 
of which forty are of West Semitic 
origin, by which “the genuine an-
tiquity of some patriarchal names is 
. . . brightly illumined.”52 Which 
reminds us that in 1938 Nelson 
Glueck first showed Lehi to be an au-
thentic West Semitic name, at home 
in the borders near the Red Sea.53

In 1958 the same authority was 
able to trace part of Abraham’s 
route through the desert “into the 
Wilderness of Zin from Palestine to 
Egypt and back again. . . . After hav-
ing discovered these Abra(ha)mitic 
sites,” he reports, “the chapters in 
the Bible describing the journeys 
of Abraham and his people . . . be-
came clear to us.”54

“To come forth in their purity.. . 
By far the greatest influence in 
effecting a new reading of the Old 
Testament comes from the Dead 
Sea Scrolls. And the surprising 
thing that the Scrolls show us is that 
the text of the Bible has not been 
so much altered—for actually they 
show that it has been on the whole 
preserved with astonishing integrity 
—as mutilated by the removal of 
material from the original. As Pro-
fessor Albright puts it, “Our Hebrew 
text has suffered much more from 

SFECIAL MOMENT

BY FRANCES HALL

You can be doing some eery simple thing:
Picking beans in a garden,
Making sandwiches for a picnic,
Helping a child put on his galoshes—
And suddenly contentment splashes on your face 
Like a first drop of rain in an unexpected shower. 
A downpour of gentleness shines around you, 
There is an exuberant flash of lightning,
And along the green hills of your life 
Resounds a thunderclap of joy.

losses than from glosses.” And he 
proceeds to illustrate the point from 
a number of books, showing that 
“future translations will have to ex-
pand the text substantially—includ-
ing . . . some [passages] of great 
importance for their content.”55

Which brings us back to our 
original proposition that “they have 
taken away . . . many parts . . . that 
were most precious . . .” and that 
these are to be restored by the bring-
ing forth of “other books” and 
records. There is no better illustra-
tion of both these points to date 
than the Dead Sea Scrolls.

Within a stone’s throw of Jeru-
salem (less than fifteen miles away 
on the average), is a land that had 
been examined with care by Chris-
tian antiquarians since the days of 
Origen and Jerome. Hundreds of 
caves containing thousands of writ-
ten fragments had escaped detection 
through the centuries until the des-
ert suddenly came to life in the 
early 1950’s. “Discoveries tread on 
the heels of discoveries,” cried Pro-
fessor Cross. “The antique riches of 
this land seem limitless.”56 By 1960 
over 230 caves had been explored, 
and writings had been discovered 
in many of them.57 The documents 
that interest us consist of more than 
400 manuscripts covering a span of 
300 years—from the end of the third 
century BC until 68 AD.57 They in-

elude “the first major biblical manu-
script of great antiquity,”56 letters of 
the great leader Simon Bar Kochba 
written by himself,56 the “first known 
Hebrew documents from the early 
Rabbinic period,”60 and above all the 
records and teachings of a pre-
Christian “Church in the Wilder-
ness.”61

More than a decade ago this 
writer, following a clue from an 
apocryphal work called the Assump-
tion of Moses, suggested in the pages 
of The Improvement Era that the 
documents from the caves of Qum- 
ran had not been hastily buried by 
their owners to preserve them from 
the ravages of a Roman army but 
had rather been deliberately buried 
and sealed up to come forth in a 
later “dispensation.”62 Since then, 
the discovery of a fragment of the 
Assumption of Moses itself in one 
of the caves has put scholars on the 
track of investigation which now 
leads them to the conclusion that 
the Scrolls actually were buried “in 
a solemn communal interment” with 
the hope of their discovery in a later 
and better age.63

In this connection, one find in 
particular should be mentioned, 
namely the now famous Copper 
Scroll from Cave IV. It is a 
document of first importance: “. . . 
There is hardly an aspect of Near 
Eastern archaeology, history, and re-
ligion that [it] does not in some way 
illuminate.”64 Originally it consisted 
of copper plates, but these have been 
riveted together so that they could 
be rolled up in imitation of a sacred 
leather scroll.65 Why copper? Be-
cause this record was more valuable 
than any of the other Scrolls, being 
nothing less than a catalog of all 
the buried treasures of the society. 
If this record should perish, many if 
not all of their possessions—all dedi-
cated to the Lord—would be irre-
trievably lost. Hence it had to be 
written on an enduring substance 
and carefully hidden away.66 Con-
sider some items from the Copper 
Scroll:
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Item 4: “. . . tithe vessels, consist-
ing of log vessels and amphorae, all 
of tithe and stored Seventh-Year 
produce and Second Tithe ... in the 
bottom of the water conduit, six 
cubits from the north towards the 
hewn immersion pool.”

Item 26: “. . . buried at three 
cubits, (hidden) there is a pitcher, 
in it, one scroll, under it 42 talents.”

Item 34: “In the (drain) pipe 
which is in the eastern path to the 
Treasury, which is beside the 
Entrance: tithe jars and scrolls in 
among the jars.”67

All these were sacred treasures 
and could only be used for religious 
purposes.08 Note that along with the 
money are sacred writings, one of 
them in a clay vessel such as the 
Dead Sea Scrolls were found in, 
others packed in among the jars. 
The “immersion pool” refers to “a 
ritual bath” according to Allegro’s 
note, and the “Seventh-Year pro-
duce” reminds one of the custom, 
referred to casually in the Book of 
Mormon, of the people’s bringing a 
seven years’ supply to a great 
gathering.69

Pre-Christian baptism and seventh- 
year produce thus ring familiar bells 
to the student of the Book of Mor-
mon. But what is of particular 
interest, of course, is the nature and 
use of the copper plates. By both 
precept and example they proclaim 
from the first time clearly and un-
equivocally that it was indeed an 
ancient Jewish custom to conceal 
sacred records, including records 
kept on metal plates prized for their 
durability. The business of writing 
on such plates was hard and dis-
tasteful work: “The scribe, not with-
out reason, appears to have tired 
toward the end, and the last lines 
of writing are badly formed and 
rather small. One can almost hear 
his sigh of relief as he punched out 
the last two words in the middle of 
the final line.”70 How clearly this 
recalls the protests and explanations 
of our Book of Mormon writers, 

“. . . and I cannot write but little 
of my words, because of the diffi-
culty of engraving our words upon 
plates” (Jacob 4:1) and “. . . I would 
write it also if I had room on the 
plates, but I have not. . . .” (Mor-
mon 8:5.) Writing on plates re-
quires a cramped and abbreviated 
script, Moroni explains (Mormon 
9:32), and Allegro also notes that 
writing on copper plates actually 
produces a new kind of writing that 
is peculiarly difficult to read, char-
acterized by mixing forms of letters, 
ignoring the proper spacing between 
words, “running-over from one line 
to the next in the middle of a word,” 
and general neglect of vowels.71

“A greater deficiency lies in our-
selves,” Allegro concludes, “we sim-
ply do not possess a sufficiently 

. comprehensive technical Hebrew vo-
cabulary to deal with a text of this 
kind.”71 .This should have a sobering 
effect on those people who fondly 
suppose that if we could only dis-
cover some Nephite plates, the 
translation could be left to them: 
this sort of thing needs a Urim and 
Thummim indeed.

Since the past few decades have 
brought forth numerous exemplars 
of ancient writing on metal plates, 
of which Exhibit A are the gold 
and silver Darius plates—sacred his-
tory deposited in a special stone box 
by a near-contemporary of Lehi72—it 
is only too easy to forget that nothing 
in the coming forth of the Book of 
Mormon excited louder howls of 
derision than the fantastic idea of a 
sacred history being written on 
gold plates and then buried in the 
ground. The Copper Scroll and its 
message, compared carefully with 
what the Book of Mormon itself has 
to say about the recording and stor-
ing of bronze and gold plates, should 
give pause to the most skeptical critic 
of the Book of Mormon.

(To be continued next month) 
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