BOOK OF MORMON CENTRAL
https://bookofmormoncentral.org/

Type: Manual Lesson

An Approach to the Book of Mormon

Author(s): Hugh W. Nibley
Published: Salt Lake City; The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints,
1957

Abstract: Everyone who reads this manual will find new material in it—material that has
not appeared in print before and is, therefore, of vital importance. The work is a new
approach to the Book of Mormon and for that reason demands careful reading and study of
every member of the priesthood classes using it.

In this work the Book of Mormon is seen in a new perspective; we see it in a world setting,
not in a mere local one. It takes its place naturally alongside the Bible and other great
works of antiquity and becomes one of them. As we study the manual, the mystery that
some writers have tried to throw around the Book of Mormon disappears and the book
and its characters become real and natural. False arguments which in the past have
prospered against it are shattered by the material of this course. The author has thrown up
such a background for the study of the Book of Mormon, and has fitted it into such a
framework of world history as to make it one of the great books of all time. The success or
failure of the study of the course depends upon seeing and clearly grasping this point of
view and one will be rewarded according to the energy expended in gaining such an
important vision.

Archived by permission.


https://bookofmormoncentral.org/

HUGH NIBLEY

Course of Study for the
MELCHIZEDEK PRIESTHOOD QUORUMS OF
THE CHURCH OF JESUS CHRIST OF LATTER-DAY SAINTS

1957

Published by
THE COUNCIL OF THE TWELVE APOSTLES

of
THE CHURCH OF JESUS CHRIST OF LATTER-DAY SAINTS



An Approach to the Book of Mormon

Copyright 1957
by
David O. McKay
Trustee-in-Trust for
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints

Deseret News Press
Salt Lake City, Utah
PRINTED IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA



PREFACE

The Book of Mormon is one of the most marvelous
records ever revealed to the world. Many members of
the Church do not seem to realize that when this record
was revealed to Joseph Smith he was but a lad in his
teens and that when it was translated and the Church
organized he was but twenty-four years of age. Because
of family circumstances his privilege to attend school
was extremely limited and it is absolutely beyond compre-
hension how any youth, by his own initiative and ability,
could have produced such a record. In fact, we may
defy all the learned men in the world to produce such
a work and present it to the world as an authentic docu-
ment giving the history of an ancient, but lost people.
Should they attempt it their effort would be filled with
glaring errors and their work could not endure.

No book ever published has passed through the in-
tense criticism and the most bitter opposition of the
learned as well as the ignorant, yet it has triumphed over
them all. Had it been a work of fiction it would have
been forgotten, notwithstanding the divine claims which
it contains. The truth has met with severe opposition
all through the ages, yet it goes on. The thousands who
have come into the Church can testify that the words of
Moroni are true. Every man who seeks to know the
truth will come to the light if there has been a sincere
and prayerful desire to know the truth. It is only natural
that a record of this kind which is true, would have to
face the most intense and bitter opposition.

In these lessons Dr. Nibley has approached the
study of the Book of Mormon from a rather unique, but
very interesting point of view. It will appeal to every
sincere student and should be studied by every member
of the Church. It is to be hoped that all the brethren
holding the Melchizedek Priesthood will show their
gratitude to Dr. Nibley by taking a deep interest in these
lessons, which sustain the record of the Book of Mormon
from this new and interesting approach.

Joseph Fielding Smith



FOREWORD

Everyone who reads this manual will find new
material in it—material that has not appeared in print
before and is, therefore, of vital importance. The work
is a new approach to the Book of Mormon and for that
reason demands careful reading and study of every
member of the priesthood classes using it.

In this work the Book of Mormon is seen in a new
perspective; we see it in a world setting, not in a mere
local one. It takes its place naturally alongside the Bible
and other great works of antiquity and becomes one of
them. As we study the manual, the mystery that some
writers have tried to throw around the Book of Mormon
disappears and the book and its characters become real
and natural. False arguments which in the past have
proscered against it are shattered by the material of this
course. The author has thrown up such a background
for the study of the Book of Mormon, and has fitted it
into such a framework of world history as to make it one
of the great books of all time. The success or failure
of the study of the course depends upon seeing and clearly
grasping this point of view and one will be rewarded ac-
cording to the enercy expended in gaining such an
important vision.

Some of the lessons of the manual are too long for
one recitation period. This should disturb neither the
instructor nor the class members—two or even more
recitation periods, in some cases, can be profitably spent
on one lesson.

Every member should be constantly encouraged to
carefully and earnestly read every lesson that he may
contribute to the mastery of such vital material.

The captions, and notes at the back of the book, if
carefully used, can be made to enrich the text. These
notes should not be neglected.

While many of the references cited will not be
available to all, others may be. These will also help to
enrich the study of the manual.



Foreword vii

The questions at the close of each lesson may well
be assigned to members of the class for brief discussion
in order to bring boldly to the front significant points in
the lesson.

This is a course that needs diligent and prayerful

study.
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AN APPROACH TO THE BOOK OF MORMON
Lesson 1

INTRODUCTION

Prospectus of Lesson 1: This is a general introduction to the
lessons. It declares the purpose of the course as being to illus-
trate and explain the Book of Mormon, rather than to prove it.
In many ways the Book of Mormon remains an unknown book,
and the justification for these lessons lies in their use of neglected
written materials, including ancient sources, which heretofore
have not been consulted in the study of the Book of Mormon.
In spite of the nature of the evidence to be presented, the average
reader is qualified to pursue this course of study, though he is
warned to avoid the practice common among the more sophisti-
cated critics of the Book of Mormon of judging that book not in
the light of the ancient times in which it purports to have been
written, but in that of whatever period the critic himself arbi-
trarily chooses as the time of its production. The Book of Mor-
mon must be read as an ancient, not as a modern book. Its
mission, as described by the book itself, depends in great measure
for its efficacy on its genuine antiquity. After stating this pur-
pose, the present lesson ends with discussion of the “Great
Retreat” from the Bible which is in full swing in our day and can
only be checked in the end by the Book of Mormon.

Purpose of the Lessons: These lessons are dedicated to
the proposition that no one can know too much about
the Book of Mormon. To believe in a holy writing is
just the beginning of wisdom and the first step to under-
standing. In these lessons on the Book of Mormon we
intend to get a closer view of the mighty structure
through the mists of time, and to size it up from new
positions and angles. Our purpose is to illustrate,
explain, suggest and investigate. We are going to con-
sider the Book of Mormon as a possible product not of
Ancient America (for that is totally beyond our com-
petence) but of the Ancient East (which is only slightly
less so). The book itself claims its origin in both these
worlds, and the logical starting point for an investigation
is in the older of the two.

“Proving” the Book of Mormon is another matter.



2 An Approach to the Book of Mormon

You cannot prove the genuineness of any document to
one who has decided not to accept it. The scribes and
Pharisees of old constantly asked Jesus for proof, and
when it was set before them in overwhelming abundance
they continued to disbelieve: . O ye hypocrites, ye
can discern the face of the sky; but can ye not discern the
signs of the times?” (Matt. 16:3.) When a man asks
for proof we can be pretty sure that proof is the last
thing in the world he really wants. His request is thrown
out as a challenge, and the chances are that he has no
intention of being shown up. After all these years the
Bible itself is still not proven to those who do not choose
to believe it, and the eminent Harry Torczyner now de-
clares that the main problem of Bible study today is to
determine whether or not “the Biblical speeches, songs
and laws are forgeries.”l So the Book of Mormon as an
‘unproven” book finds itself in good company.

The Forgotten Evidence: The Book of Mormon
can be approached and examined by specialists in many
fields. In exploring the past, a leading archaeologist
reminds us, ' no tool may be ignored,” and the findings
in one field of research even when they seem perfectly
clear and unequivocal, may not override contradictory
findings in other fields. For example, when the experts
went about dating the recently discovered Dead Sea
Scrolls, the specialists in each field, the textile experts,
literary historians, linguists, paleographers, theologians,
pottery experts, chemists, and numismatologists all came
up with different answers, sometimes many centuries
apart. Only by comparing notes could they come to an
agreement, and those who refused to compare, in the
conviction that as authorities in their fields honestly
pursuing rational methods they could not be wrong, still
maintain that their dating is the only correct one and all
the other equally competent people are wrong!? The
moral of this is that the Book of Mormon must be ex-
amined by experts in many fields, but may not be judged
by the verdict of any one of them.
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But if all types of research are important for under-
standing this book, all are not equally important, and
the reason for writing these lessons is the author’s con-
viction that some of the most important evidence of all
has heretofore been completely ignored. A competent
biologist has considered the problem of bees in the Book
of Mormon, a mathematician has studied the ingenious
Nephite monetary system, a great many people have dug
among the ruins or taken due note of native American
customs and traditions. All that is essential, but in the
zeal to conduct scientific research the investigators have
entirely overlooked the most telling evidence of all —
that of the written documents.

For centuries it was maintained that all knowledge,
scientific or otherwise, was contained in the writings of
the Ancients. Oddly enough, when that claim was
made, it was very nearly true, for ancient science was
actually far ahead of Medieval. But with the rise of
modern science it was no longer true, and the reac-
tion against the documents was carried to the opposite
extreme, which taught that science alone could teach us
all there is to know about the world. That was a mis-
take. If the documents do not tell us everything, it does
not follow that they tell us nothing. They are in fact
the diary of the human race, that alone can tell us what
men have been doing and thinking all these years. Run-
ning into millions of pages and going back thousands of
years, they are the lab-notes and field-notes from which
the ways of mankind may best be studied. There is no
substitute for these documents. There are no natural
laws by which the social scientist can tell whether events
and situations described in the Book of Mormon were
real or not; all we have is a huge heap of ancient records
which will indicate more or less whether such things
were possible or plausible.

The total neglect of these documents, the most
powerful and effective instrument for testing and exam-
ining our revealed scriptures, has cost a heavy price in
misdirected effort and useless wrangling. The only
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realm in which every page of the Book of Mormon may
be examined has become a lost and deserted world, for
our modern education regards the reading of ancient
texts as pre-eminently impractical, and those areas of
basic research which used to make up the subject and ob-
ject of university education have yielded to the more in-
gratiating disciplines of “education for success.”

Who is Qualified? The real cause of the neglect of
those studies which alone make possible a critical in-
vestigation of the Book of Mormon is the tremendous
language barrier they present. As we have fully de-
monstrated elsewhere, no document can be studied criti-
cally in translation.3 The ancients communicated with
each other by language, as we do. They also commu-
nicate with us by language—hbut it is their language, not
ours. Who, then, is qualified to receive their message?
Neither the writer of these lessons nor, in all probability,
the reader.

The one is merely a filing-clerk, who has been told
to look something up and does it—the other is a person of
normal intelligence who in the light of what he knows
about the Book of Mormon (the only ancient text in a
modern language) can decide for himself when any-
thing significant is being conveyed.

By far the most important area in which the Book
of Mormon is to be tested is in the reader’s own heart.
The challenge of Moroni 10:4 is by no means unscienti-
fic; every man must build his own structure of the uni-
verse but in so doing must forego the prerogative,
reserved by God alone, of calling his own work good.

Anyone who attempts to read a historical source
with an eye to being critical will naturally refer every-
thing in it to his own experience. In so doing he will
quickly discover in the document the most obvious paral-
lels to the world in which he lives. This stuff, he decides,
could have been written yesterday, and therefore must
have been. If the document is an ancient one, however,
he will also run into absurd and unfamiliar things so
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foreign to his experience or that of his fellows as to
prove beyond a doubt that the document is a wild fabri-
cation. This is the normal method and result of Book
of Mormon criticism, which always finds proof for fraud
in two kinds of matter: (1) that which is obvious and
commonplace and therefore shows that Joseph Smith
was simply writing from his own experience, and (2)
that which is NOT obvious and commonplace and
therefore shows that Joseph Smith was making it up.
The critics, putting their trust in the easy generalizations
of our shallow modern education, are apparently un-
aware that any authentic history of human beings is
bound to contain much that is common and familiar,
while on the other hand any genuine ancient record of
any length is bound to contain much that is strange and
unfamiliar to modern readers.

The Only Valid Approach:  According to Blass, the
first thing to do in examining any ancient text is to con-
sider it in the light of the origin and background that is
claimed for it. If it fits into that background there is no
need to look farther, since historical forgery is virtually
impossible.d Five hundred years of textual criticism
have shown the futility of trying to judge ancient writ-
ings by the standards of modern taste, or of assuming
that any ancient document is a forgery before it has been
tested. Yet today the literary condemn the Book of
Mormon as not being up to the standards of English lit-
erature that appeal to them, social scientists condemn it
because it fails to display an evolutionary pattern of his-
tory, and the exponents of Pure Thought are disgusted
with it because it entirely ignores the heritage of Medi-
eval Scholaticism and fails to display the Victorian
meliorism which should be the mark of any 19th century
history of humanity.

Today some critics are fond of pointing out that the
Book of Mormon is written in the very language of Jo-
seph Smith’s own society. That is as if a professor of
French literature were to prove Champollion a fraud by
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showing after patient years of study that his transla-
tion of the Rosetta Stone was not in Egyptian at all but
in the very type of French that Champollion and his
friends were wont to use! The discovery is totally with-
out significance, of course, because Champollion never
claimed to be writing Egyptian, but to be rendering it
into his own language. To test his Egyptian claims we
would have to go back not to Grenoble but to Egypt;
and for the same reason to test the claims of the Book of
Mormon to antiquity we do not go back to the town of
Manchester but to the world from which it purports to
come. There is only one direction from which any
ancient writing may be profitably approached. It must
be considered in its original ancient setting and in no
other. Only there, if it is a forgery, will its weakness be
revealed, and only there, if it is true, can its claims be
vindicated.

Yet this is the one test to which the Book of Mor-
mon has never been subjected. The usual thing today is
to regard the problem of the origin of the Book of Mor-
mon as solved if one can only show, as Alexander
Campbell did a century and a quarter ago, that the Book
deals with matters of doctrine commonly discussed in
the world of Joseph Smith. One of the latest studies of
the subject finds decisive proof for the origin of the Book
of Mormon in the fact that it treats “the very doctrines
which thirty years of revivalism had made most intensely
interesting to the folk of western New York.”s But it
can be shown that those very same doctrines have been
a subject of intense interest to the folk of every land and
every century in which the Bible has been seriously read,
and one might argue most convincingly that the Book of
Mormon had its real origin in any one of those times and
places,—but it would be a waste of time. This obvious
point has been completely missed in the case of the Book
of Mormon.

Why the Book of Mormon? The 27th and 29th
chapters of the Book of Il Nephi explain the conditions
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under which the Lord has brought forth the Book of
Mormon in modern times and his purpose in doing so:

To show the human race the vanity of their wisdom and to
show them . that | know all their works.” (2 Ne. 27:26*27.)

To teach the meek and correct ancient misunderstandings.
(2 Ne. 27:25, 30.)

To serve as a great central rallying point for the work of
the last days: ... a standard unto my people,” recalling them to
their covenants. (2 Ne. 29:1*2.)

To stand beside the Bible as . . . the testimony of two na-
tions ... a witness unto you that | am God, that | remember one
nation like unto another.” (2 Ne. 29:8.)

”... that | may prove unto many that | am the same yester-

day, today, and forever . . . for my work is not yet finished. . . .”
(2 Ne. 29:9)

It is “. . . written to the Lamanites . . . and also to Jew and
Gentile . . . Which is to show unto the remnant of the House of

Israel what great things the Lord hath done for their fathers; and
that they may know the covenants of the Lord, that they are not
cast off forever—ANd also to the convincing of the Jew and
Gentile that Jesus is the Christ, the Eternal God, manifesting him-
self unto all nations.” (Preface to the Book of Mormon)

At a time when men ... cast many things away which are
written and esteem them as things of naught” (2 Ne. 33:2), the
Book of Mormon, containing *“ . . the fullness of the gospel of
Jesus Christ to the Gentiles and to the Jews also; . . . was given
by inspiration, and is confirmed to others by the ministering of
angels, and is declared unto the world by them—Proving to the
world that the holy scriptures are true, and that God does in-
spire men and call them to his holy work in this age and genera-
tion, as well as in generations of old; Thereby showing that he
is the same God yesterday, today, and forever. Amen.” (D & C
20:9*12))

But does the world really need more than the Bible
to do these things? Nephi predicted what the reaction
of the world would be to the claims of the Book of Mor-
mon: “ . . many of the Gentiles shall say: A Bible! A
Bible! We have got a Bible, and there cannot be any
more Bible.” (2 Ne. 29:3.)) The moment the book
was presented for sale this prophecy began to be ful-
filled, when the most eminent newspaper of the region,
“The Rochester Daily Advertiser of Rochester,” New
York . .. published . . . the following opinion:
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BLASPHEMY

Book of Mormon—Alias the ‘Golden Bible’

The Book of Mormon has been placed in our hands. A viler
imposition was never practiced. It is an evidence of fraud, blas-
phemy, and credulity, shocking to both Christians and moral-
ists . . .e

The Great Retreat:  For a century the Book of Mor-
mon continued to be regarded as an unspeakable affront
to the claims and the very existence of the Bible. But
in our own day a strange thing has happened: A large
influential number of diligent Bible students have de-
clared that the Bible itself is nothing but mythology, and
that in order to mean anything to modern man it must
be “demythologized” or “deeschatologized,” that is, ev-
erything of a miraculous, prophetic, or supernatural na-
ture must be removed from it! That is tantamount to
putting the Book of Mormon and the Bible on the same
footing, not by accepting the one, but by rejecting the
other—and the men who do this are clergymen.

When the rest of the clergy have risen in indigna-
tion and charged these “existentialists” with taking out
of the Bible all that gives it power and removing from
Christianity all that is uniquely Christian, the others have
rightly retorted that the clergy itself have always taken
the lead in discrediting supernatural demonstrations of
God's power.? When Bultmann says that no one who
makes use of electric light, radio, or modern medical sci-
ence can possibly believe in the miracles of the New
Testament, even the liberal clergy protest that he is go-
ing too far; yet for a whole century their strongest charge
against the Mormons has been that they have been
guilty of “seeing visions in an age of railways.”s

So now the Christian world has reached a point of
decision; it must either believe what the Bible says or re-
ject it—it is no longer possible to have it both ways by
the clever use of scholarly jargon and sanctimonious
double-talk. The show-down has been forced by what
one scholar calls “the breakthrough of the eschatologi-
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cal interpretation/ which he compares to a strategic mili-
tary breakthrough that throws a whole army into panic
and disorder? Conventional and long-established views
of the nature of the Christian religion, whether liberal or
fundamentalist, are so completely out of line with new
discoveries that the ™existentialist” school now proposes
to ignore history altogether. This decision is, we are
told,

witness to the increasing embarrassment felt by Christian think-
ers about the assumed historicity of their faith. Such a sugges-
tion of embarrassment in this connection may possibly cause
surprise and provoke an instant denial that such a situation exists
in any significant academic circle. However . . . the historical
character of Christianity, which was once proclaimed apologeti-
cally as the greatest argument for the validity of that faith, has
gradually been found to be a source of great perplexity if not of
weakness.

Until now, according to this authority, Christian scholars
have willingly accepted

the claim that . . . Christianity + . . must be investigated by the
most austere standards of historical judgment. For many decades,
under the aegis of the liberal tradition of scholarship, this task
was undertaken with fervent conviction, and great was the
knowledge amassed by such methods of research about Primi-
tive Christianity. But in time this process of investigation into
Christian origins has gradually revealed itself to be a journey
ever deeper into a morass of conjecture about the imponder-
ables which lie behind or beyond the extant literary documents.0

In all this what is found wanting is not the Bible
but men’s interpretations of it, the root of the trouble
being that they simply don’t have enough evidence to
go on one way or the other. The noisy protests brought
against the Book of Mormon, that the Bible contains a
fulness of knowledge to add to which is only blasphemy,
are now seen to have been unjustified and premature.
And now the learned hold the Bible responsible for their
own shortcomings and denounce it as a fraud, whose his-
torical claims Bultmann and his school, like the Jew
Torczyner attack with “truly vehement repudiation.”ll

To the hopeless inadequacy of man’s knowledge
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may be attributed what now goes by the name of ‘“the
Modern Predicament,” which is, “that man seems to be
faced with an unbridgeable gulf between . . . knowl-
edge and faith.. . . Religion was born in a world different
from ours—a tiny, comfortable world. . . . That ancient
world has been nibbled away by science and the question
arises whether against a new and scientific background
religion in any form will find it possible to survive.”l2 It
was just that “tiny, comfortable world” of conventional
Christianity that was so mortally offended by the com-
ing forth of latter-day prophecy; the mighty revelations
of the Book of Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants, and
Pearl of Great Price were an unpardonable affront to
the established Christian framework of time, place, and
custom. The Christian world is now for the first time
learning how wrong it was, and the experience is not a
pleasant one. In countless journals, Catholic and Prot-
estant alike, a cry of distress goes up “What is left to
us,” they ask, “if the things we have always been
taught are not so?”3 If they only knew it, the Book of
Mormon is the one way out of their dilemma. And
how does it fare?

The Unwelcome Deliverance: “In such an age as
ours,” a modern churchman writes, “critical of all claims
that run counter to what may be scientifically proven, the
Mormon has a heavy burden of proof upon him.”l4 He
is speaking of the Book of Mormon, and fulfilling the
prophecy of Mormon 8:26: “And it shall come in a
day when it shall be said that miracles are done away.”
The same scepticism that has systematically dismantled
the Bible would reject the Book of Mormon out of hand.
But that is not so easy. Dr. Braden may not directly de-
clare that the Book of Mormon “runs counter to what
may be scientifically proven” and then skip lightly out
leaving the “heavy burden of proof” on those that be-
lieve it. He should know that in textual criticism or
law or even by that scientific reasoning to which he is so
devoted anyone who challenges the authenticity of a
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document put forth in good faith has taken upon himself
the whole burden of proving it false. | am not obliged
to prove to you that the dollar bill | offer you in good
faith is genuine; you may believe it is counterfeit and re-
fuse to accept it, but if you do, it is entirely up to you to
prove your case or perhaps face a libel suit.

We offer the Book of Mormon to the world in good
faith, convinced that it is the truest of books. To those
who may say it is counterfeit, actually "running counter
to what may be scientifically proven,” its defects should
be at once apparent, and would be. But what do we
find? "Naturally,” says Braden, speaking of the Proph-
et’s story of the coming forth of the book, “it has been
doubted by those outside the faith and every effort has
been made to find a more plausible explanation of the
sources of this scripture.” (lItalics ours) In view of this
it is strange that this writer cannot present a single telling
argument against Joseph Smith’s story, but not strange
that he avoids responsibility by seeking to drop the whole
problem in the laps of the Mormons.{§

In the following lessons we have attempted to give
full consideration to the principal arguments against the
Book of Mormon as well as those for it. But it must be
admitted that we do not look upon both sides with equal
favor. No fruitful work of science or scholarship was
ever written that did not attempt to prove one thing and
in so doing disprove another. It is impossible to impart
new information or explore new areas without treading
c? controversial ground, since by that very act one is
passing beyond accepted bounds. Anyone defending
the Copernican system may be legitimately charged with
bias against the Ptolemaic system, and if, as some have
noted with disapproval, there is little in our writing to
disprove the Book of Mormon, it is because we honestly
believe that the arguments against it are few and feeble
—the case of Dr. Braden shows that. We leave it to
others to show that we are wrong.
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Questions

1. How is it possible for specialists in different fields
to reach conflicting conclusions regarding the same ob-
ject of study?

2. When two such investigators disagree, which is
to be believed?

3. Why must the Book of Mormon be tested first
of all in the light of its purported background?

4. Friedrich Blass says every ancient text must be
assumed to be genuine until it is proven otherwise. Is
that a prejudiced approach?

5. Can the Book of Mormon be judged in the light
of common sense and everyday experience alone?

6. What is the principal threat to the authority of
the Bible today?

7. Why can it no longer be claimed that the Bible
itself contains all that it is necessary to know about it?

8. Why do the “existentialists” reject historical evi-
dence as a support of the Christian faith?

9. What is the “Modern Predicament”? Is it strict-
ly modern?

10. Why have the written documents been neg-
lected as a source of information on the Book of Mor-
mon?

11. Why does the Christian world need the Book
of Mormon today?

12. Why is a completely unbiased study of the
Book of Mormon impossible?



Lesson 2

A TIME FOR RE-EXAMINATION

Prospectus of Lesson 2: The Book of Mormon can and
should be tested. It invites criticism, and the best possible test
for its authenticity is provided by its own oft-proclaimed prove-
nance in the Old World. Since the Nephites are really a branch
broken off from the main cultural, racial, and religious stock, that
provenance can be readily examined.

In case one thinks the Book of Mormon has been adequately
examined in the past, it is well to know that today all ancient
records are being read anew in the light of new discoveries. In
this lesson we discuss some of the overthrows of the last decades
that make it necessary to undertake the thoroughgoing re-
evaluation of ancient records, including the Bible. The old evo-
lutionary interpretation is being re-examined, while in its place is
coming the realization that all ancient records can best be under-
stood if they are read as a single book.

Claims of Book of Mormon Can Be Tested: A century
and a quarter ago a young man shocked the world by
bringing out a large book which he had set up right be-
side the Bible not as a commentary or Key to the Scrip-
tures, but as original scripture—the revealed word of
God to man: “And the Book of Mormon and the holy
scriptures are given of me for your instruction,” says the
Lord. (D. & C. 33:16) Likewise the book was given out
as genuine history: “Which contains a record of a fallen
people, and the fulness of the gospel of Jesus Christ to
the Gentile and to the Jews also.” (D. & C. 20:9)

How can one “control” such a claim? In the Primi-
tive Church it was taught that no one had a right to
question a prophet on “intellectual” grounds. History,
however, is another thing. If the Book of Mormon is to
convert the honest in heart it must provide convincing
tests for them. For the righteous, Moroni 10:4 offers
adequate conviction; for the others, who must either
convict the Book of Mormon of fraud or be convicted
by it, the best and most immediate of many checks upon
it are to be found in its Old World background. The
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“fallen people” that it tells us about are described by
one of their prophets as a “branch of the tree of Israel,
and has been lost from its body in a strange land.”
(Alma 26:36) Another says they are a “lonesome and
a solemn people, wanderers, cast out from Jerusalem

'’ (Jac. 7:26) These two statements, written pur-
portedly 410 years apart, show that our Book of Mor-
mon people never think of themselves as an indigenous
or autochthonous culture in the New World, but always
and only as the heirs of Old World civilization. The
very metal plates on which the book was preserved from
generation to generation were made in imitation of older
records brought from Palestine (1 Ne. 19:1-6); its lan-
guage and style from the first were consciously modeled
after the literary and linguistic usage of the Old World.
(1 Ne. 1-2) The Book of Mormon in many ways de-
clares itself to be an authentic product of the Near East;
it gives a full and circumstantial account of its own pro-
duction, declaring that it is but one of many such books
to have been produced in the course of history and
placing itself in about the middle of a long list of sacred
writings, beginning with the first Patriarchs and con-
tinuing down to the end of human history; it cites lost
prophetic writings of prime importance, giving the names
of their authors; it traces its own cultural roots in all
directions, emphasizing the immense breadth and com-
plexity of such connections in the world; it belongs to
the same class of literature as the Bible, but along with
a sharper and clearer statement of Biblical teachings
contains a formidable mass of historical material un-
known to Biblical writers but well within the range of
modern comparative study, since it insists on deriving
its whole cultural tradition, even in details directly from
a specific time and place in the Old World.

The Rediscovery of the Ancients: In the light of these
claims recent developments in the study of scriptures
take on an intense interest for students of the Book of
Mormon.
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We are living in a time of the re-examination and
re-evaluation of all ancient records. It is not only in the
field of religion but in all ancient studies that precon-
ceived ideas are being uprooted on all sides. New dis-
coveries should be received with joy, for though they
bring into question the forms in which the labors of
scholarship have molded the past, they bring a new
substance and reality to things which the learned of an-
other age had never thought possible. The same dis-
coveries which, it appears, may alter the theories of the
doctors, are at the same time vindicating that Bible world
which they had consigned to the realm of myth.l Years
ago the celebrated Niebuhr observed that Ancient His-
tory is always treated “as if it had never really hap-
pened”—it is a thesis, a demonstration, an intellectual
exercise, but not a real account of real people.l “In-
grained in our subconscious,” says a recent study of
ancient Egypt, “is a disbelief in the actual existence of
those times and persons, which haunts us through the
schools and in the theaters and libraries and dominates
the whole concept of ‘Antiquity’.”3

From this mood of academic complacency the
learned ones are now aroused to face another world
entirely. Among other things that must be viewed in
the new cold light of day is the Book of Mormon. If
this seems a late date to be asking, “What is the Book
of Mormon?” it should seem far stranger to ask "What
is the Iliad?” “What are the apocrypha?” “What is the
Book of the Dead?” or “What is the Bible?” Yet these
questions are being more seriously considered today than
at any other time. Up until the present scholars have
thought they had a pretty good idea of what the histori-
cal, literary, philosophical or religious writings of the
past were all about. Not so today! The whole question
of ancient records is now undergoing a thorough re-
investigation.

Significant Changes: How this state of things has
come about may best be illustrated by considering the
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case of the famous Eduard Meyer. In 1884 the first
volume of his great History of the Ancient World
(Geschichte des Alertums) appeared, presenting to the
world “for the first time a history of the Ancient East
in a scientifically satisfying form, a work which at the
time produced a veritable sensation.” Hardly was the
first edition completed, however, when the author was
hard at work revising the whole thing, for the history of
the Ancient World must be constantly rewritten. By
considering a few of the things that happened between
Meyer’s two editions one may gain some idea of the
tempo of discovery in our times. As Walter Otto sum-
marizes the developments:

. . the History of the Ancient East had taken on a totally
different aspect . . . Times and areas which formerly had been al-
most or completely unknown were brought to light; we have become
acquainted with completely new languages and learned to use them
as sources; people known formerly only by name now stand
before us as concrete realities; the Indo-Germanic element, which
serious scholarship had long concluded was of no significance
for the Ancient East . . . now shows more clearly every day as
an important historical element even in the more ancient periods;
empires, such as the Mitanni and especially the Hittite, of whose
history and structure not long ago only a few scattered details
were known, have recently emerged as worthy rivals of the great
traditional empires of the East, who actually recognized the Hit-
tites as their equal . . 5

In the two decades since those words were written,
things have gone faster than ever. To mention only a few
of the developments, there is afoot today a general re-
evaluation of the oldest Egyptian texts and a far-reach-
ing reinterpretation of the very essentials of Egyptian
religion; the origin and background of Sumero-Baby-
lonian civilization is being reconsidered completely in
the light of excavations made along the periphery of
that area and of epic texts whose real significance has
just begun to dawn on the experts; the unearthing of
the oldest known villages gives us a new and un-
expected picture of a civilization that “seems to have
come into being with relative (even revolutionary) sud-
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denness,” instead of with that evolutionary gradualness
with which all such things were once supposed to have
happened.t The involvement of the Hebrew Patriarchs,
especially Abraham, with our own Indo-European rela-
tives has called for a wholly new picture of Old Testa-
ment times and peoples. The application of new methods
of dating has cut down the conventional time scale, es-
pecially for the earlier periods (e.g. as at Jericho)
abruptly and drastically. The discovery of a new date
for Hammurabi has called for a thoroughgoing re-
vamping of ancient chronology. “The Hurrians have
emerged from total obscurity and have come to occupy
a stellar role. ... A new planet has appeared on the
historical horizon and an area that was formerly dark
has been flooded with a new and strange light.””
Within the last five years with the discovery of a
single inscription a whole world of Greek myth and
legend has been transmuted into the category of flesh
and blood reality. Within the same short period the
decipherment of the Minoan Script B has with a single
sweep rubbed out two hundred years of the Homeric
problem, and shown us the Greeks writing good Greek
a thousand years before anyone had credited them with
literacy. At the same time the mystery of Etruscan has
been solved, and the true nature of the mysterious Runic
writing of our Norse ancestors explained. Today nearly
all scholars accept the original identity of the Hamitic,
Semitic and Indo-European languages—a thing that the
less informed and more opinionated gentlemen of a few
years ago laughed at as a Fundamentalist dream.

The Discovery of the Israelites: In all this fever and
ferment of discovery and re-evaluation no documents
have been more conspicuously involved than those re-
lating to Israel’s past and that of the earliest Christian
Church. Since World War 1l the greatest discoveries
ever made in these fields have come to light. In the great
days of “scientific’ scholarship, the only safe and
respectable position for any man of stature to take was to
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say “no” to any suggestion that the Bible might contain
real history, not the least sensational of Eduard Meyer’s
many ingenious pronouncements was the startling dec-
laration that the Old Testament was not only history
but very good history—by far the most accurate, re-
liable, and complete history ever produced by an ancient
people, with the possible exception of the Greeks, who
came much, much later.8 Time and research have strik-
ingly vindicated this claim.9 It is hard now to realize that
as recently as 1908 Eduard Meyer could announce to
the Berlin Academy: “Twenty-five years ago there ex-
isted not a single historical document” to confirm the
early history of Israel as given in the Bible.ll It was,
however, quite suddenly in the 1880’s that such docu-
ments began to appear, and then like the coming of
spring floods, great collections of material began pour-
ing out year after year in a breathtaking sequence that
appears not yet to have reached its crest.ll

Golden Plates: The main obstacle to a fair and
unbiased testing of the Book of Mormon in the past
has been the story of the golden plates. Scholars have
found it hard to be impartial or even serious in the face
of such a tale, and as recently as 1954 a learned critic
wrote: “To expect anyone to believe in the existence
of the gold plates’ ... is in spite of the witnesses simply
preposterous (unerhort) — Critics of the Book of Mor-
mon often remark sarcastically that it is a great pity
that the golden plates have disappeared, since they
would very conveniently prove Joseph Smith’s story.
They would do nothing of the sort. The presence of
the plates would only prove that there were plates, no
more: it would not prove that Nephites wrote them, or
that an angel brought them, or that they had been trans-
lated by the gift and power of God, and we can be sure
that scholars would quarrel about the writing on them
for generations without coming to any agreement, ex-
actly as they did about the writings of Homer and parts
of the Bible. The possession of the plates would have
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a very disruptive effect and it would prove nothing. On
the other hand a far more impressive claim is put forth
when the whole work is given to the world in what is
claimed to be a divinely inspired translation—in such a
text any cause or pretext for disagreement and specu-
lation about the text is reduced to an absolute minimum:
it is a text which all the world can read and understand,
and is a far more miraculous object than any gold
plates would be.

But still the story of the plates deserve more ex-
amination than our *learned critic’ above was willing
to give it. We learn from the Book of Mormon itself
that gold plates were indeed a rarity, and that the rule
was to keep records on plates of copper (“ore”) or
bronze (“brass’’), and that the practice of keeping rec-
ords on metal plates was of great antiquity in Palestine,
and by no means an invention of the Nephites. We
know that the ancient Hebrews, like the Egyptians,
wrote on leather,l2 and from the Lachish seals, discov-
ered in 1938, for the first time “we now know for certain
that round about 600 B.C. papyrus was being com-
monly used as writing material in Judah.”l3 A private
letter written in Hebrew on a copper plate has turned
up and been dated to the 12th century B.C.14 No doubt
the highly literate and educated Lehi had all sorts of
writing materials.

This is illustrated in the account of how a certain
Book of Mormon king when a royal speech, given at
the great national assembly, could not be heard by all
the people, *“caused that the words which he spake
should be written and sent forth among those that were
not under the sound of his voice.” (Mos. 2:8.) The
same King interpreted the engravings on an ancient
stone (Omni 20), and at great public meetings read to
his people from the ancient plates (Mos. 25:Iff), which,
as his son Heleman says, “enlarged the memory of this
people.” (Alma 37:8.) Exactly so “Darius the Median”
who was to liberate the Jews of Lehi’s own generation,
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since a public proclamation of his written on stone could
not be seen by all the people, had copies of it made and
circulated on papyrus throughout the empire, and some
of these have actually turned up in the Jewish colony at
Elephantine, where the Jews of Lehi's day fled when
Jerusalem fell.15 The same ruler had his royal proclama-
tion put on plates of pure gold and silver and buried in a
carefully made stone box, which was discovered in 1938.16
Thus we find parallel practices between Book of Mormon
kings and the kings of the East who ruled in Lehi’s time,
and all this is of recent discovery.

Another pair of gold and silver plates has been
found since the Darius plates, and of these the golden
tablet begins: “Palace of Assurnasirpal ... on tablets
of silver and gold | have established my foundations
. ..7 This has been held to illustrate a general belief
in the East that a building should be founded on plates
of gold and silver recounting the name and the deeds
of the royal builder.ll The great antiquity of the prac-
tice may be seen in the discovery in 1937 of such a gold
tablet in Sumerian Umma,18 and its persistence through
the ages is apparent from the report that the wise Arab
King No’'man of Hira ordered a copy of the Book of
Origins, that told the whole history of the world, to be
buried in his White Palace.l§ Such foundation tablets
are actually histories, and recall Eusebius' report that
Noah inscribed a “history of everything” and then buried
it in the city of Sippar.2

The duplication of the records on a precious metal
is as much a sign of their importance as a device for long
preservation. Certainly lead would have done as well
as silver and a lead tablet recently found in Egypt bears,
with some important exceptions, the same inscription as
is found on a royal stele of stone. It is a mysterious
writing in a peculiar type of Egyptian that has never
been deciphered, and its age is not known.2

Within the past decade some silver plates from the
time of Lehi have turned up not far from his home. They
were found in the “Bertiz” valley, carefully laid away
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in a bronze vessel. The plates measured 4.5 by 5 centi-
meters, were quite thin, and entirely covered with writ-
ing, twenty-two lines of Semitic characters “pressed into
the metal with a hard sharp object.”2 Almost at the same
time small plates made of gold and silver foil and cov-
ered with Hebrew and Aramaic inscriptions were found:
they seem to have been carried about as talismans, and
the writing on them included magic words and names of
power, along with the name of the God of Israel.3 In
form and function they closely resemble the Golden
Tablets of the Orphic mysteries which protected and
guided the bearer in his ways and on which devotees
might also inscribe an account of their wanderings.
One of these plates, recently found in Thurii and dated
to the 4th century B.C., ends with the words, “Halil,
hail to thee, journeying the right-hand road by holy
meadows and the groves of Persephone.”? This im-
mediately suggested to scholars Plato’s description of
Minos sitting in judgment “in the meadow at the divid-
ing of the road, where are Two Ways, the one leading
to the Isle of the Blest and the other to Tartarus (hell). "%
Now there is no more prominent doctrine in Early Chris-
tian or Jewish teaching than this very doctrine of the
Two Ways, which we treat below in connection with
the Book of Mormon.Zl Here it is enough to note that
the carrying of scrolls and plates of scriptures for pro-
tection and guidance on a journey was a widespread
practice in the ancient world. This was especially promi-
nent among the Jews.8 Lehi himself refused to under-
take his wanderings without “the record of the Jews
... engraven upon plates of brass.” (1 Ne. 3:3) And
these plates were closely associated with the Liahona
“which led our fathers through the wilderness,” and
together with the sword of Laban comprised the na-
tional treasure and symbolized the survival and pres-
ervation of the people in their wanderings and their
journey through life. (Mos. 1:16-17) The celebrated
Demotic Chronicle of Egypt, a document of great im-
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portance in the study both of Jewish and Christian
beliefs regarding the coming of the Messiah, was copied
from a text originally written on 13 plates.?

In India and the Far East some very interesting
plates have turned up. To those mentioned in Lehi in
the Desert, etc., (pp. 119ff) may be added the Kalawan
copper-plate inscription of the year 134, which records
the depositing of relics in a shrine, and is “about con-
temporary with the Taxila silver scroll inscription of
the year 136.73 In 1956 the two copper rolls from the
Qumran Cave on the Dead Sea were unrolled and found
to contain, like the Kalawan copper plate, a record of
the depositing of relics.3l If it seems strange that we
should find identical practices going on at the same time
so far apart, it should be remembered that the Sanskrit
writing of India is itself derived from the Aramaic script
of Lehi’s world, and also that an ancient Phoenician
alphabet has been found in Sumatra.? If it was possible
for the Phoenicians, that is the men of Lehi’s Sidon, to
cross the Indian Ocean and reach the Pacific, we must
admit at least that the same way was open to Lehi!

Such metal rolls as described above actually go back
to Lehi’s day, for the seven lead rolls from a private
house in Assur found in 1905 and engraved in Hittite
hieroglyphics are dated “from the end of the 7th cen-
tury B.C.” They were private business letters written
apparently by the owner of the house.33 It is most in-
teresting to find writing on metal practiced even in every-
day affairs by Lehi’s fellow merchants. Of course other
types of writing material were used. “The Hittites also
wrote on wooden boards . . . often covered with wax,”
while the common word for wax-tablet used in Pales-
tine and Syria in Lehi’'s day was an Old Babylonian
loan-word, showing the custom to be very old.3% Very
recently, there were discovered in Assyria some waxed
writing-boards which “take the history of the ‘album’
or book back to the 8th century B.C. . . .”% The signifi-
cant thing about this is that while the folding boards
were often made of wood or ivory they could also be
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of metal. It is still “uncertain whether the boards made
of precious metals were votive gifts (since they must
have been very expensive) or plagues inscribed with a
short dedicatory inscription, or whether they were ‘writ-
ing-boards,’” for the same term denotes a tvord or metal
plate used in overlay-work.”¥ The continued use of
metal plates in Assyria (no actual plates have been
found from the earlier period) is seen in the recent dis-
covery of a copper plate in Maghreb, beautifully writ-
ten on both sides with a continuing text in Arabic.3

We told in Lehi in the Desert, etc., of a Karen in-
scription plate which cannot be read but which to judge
by practices found in the neighboring regions probably
contained the account of the founding of the nation
and/or its ruler’s claim to the throne. We also noted
that visitors to the Karens have often been struck by
what seem to be unusually close affinities to the Jews.3
Now as late as the 19th century the people “were ac-
customed to assemble once a year from all parts of the
nation, to propitiate it (the plate) with offerings. The
gathering of the people takes place in the month of
March, and is with them the great feast day.”¥ One
cannot help thinking of how King Mosiah called all his
people together in a great national assembly in order
to read to them out of holy plates and to discourse to
them on the history of the nation and his own claim to
the throne.4

The general concern and anxious attention to the
keeping of records in ancient Israel was entirely unknown
to scholars until the work of Eduard Meyer and the dis-
covery of the Ugartic library in 1929. The eminent
Orientalist A. H. Sayce describes the surprising result
of that find:

There is no longer any difficulty in believing that there
were abundant literary documents for compiling the earlier books
of the Old Testament. . . . Consequently there is no longer any
need of our believing as | formerly did that cuneiform tablets
lie behind the text of the earlier Biblical books. ... In the Mo-

saic period the Oriental world was so well stocked with books
and what we should call public libraries as it was in the Greek
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epoch. . . . The royal library of David and Solomon would have
preceded the temple libraries in the age of the judges . .
Samuel as a lawgiver or mehogeq would have been accom-
panied by his scribe (Jud. 5:14; Gen. 49:10), and at Shiloh
there would have been a temple library. ... It is significant
that as late as the reign of Solomon the ‘prophecies’ of Ahijah
the Shilonite were still being committed to writing.4l

All this, brought forth since 1930, is a remarkable
vindication not only of the great concern of the Book
of Mormon people with the keeping of books and rec-
ords, but of the peculiar manner in which those records
were kept and the ways in which they were disseminated.
The Book of Mormon writers leave us in no doubt that
the engraving of plates was a hard and laborious busi-
ness which they did not relish. They would much have
preferred writing in ink, as we can surmise from the
state of the Kasia plate:

An interesting fact revealed by this plate is the way in
which copperplates were inscribed. The matter was first written
out in ink on the plate, and when the ink dried the engraver
cut the written letters into the metal. . . . Here the engraver
was manifestly incapable, for only the first line has been carved
and most of the letters in it are bungled. There can be little
doubt that, as his work was so unsatisfactory, the incision of
the rest was given up and the plate was accepted as it was,
written only in ink.42

So we can sympathize with Jacob when he says, “I
cannot write but a little of my words, because of the
difficulty of engraving our words upon plates.” (Jac.
4:1.)

The Book of Mormon bids us look at the larger
background before we judge it. As soon as we attempt
to do so we meet everywhere with striking hints and
suggestions, odd coincidences, and astonishing parallels.
If it is too early to work these into a single consistent
picture, it is not too early to show that they are actually
there. If heavenly books brought by angels and writ-
ings on gold plates seem fantastic to modern man, they
were perfectly familiar to the ancients. A realization of
that is the beginning of wisdom in any examination of
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the Book of Mormon. Plainly we are dealing not with
a modern book but with an ancient one. That must be
the point of departure for any fruitful criticism.

Questions

1. Why must the Book of Mormon be subject to
testing by objective methods? Is it not enough that the
honest in heart believe it?

2. How does the Book of Mormon provoke ques-
tions and investigation? Is that intentional?

3. What has brought about the re-evaluation of
ancient documents at the present time?

4. How does the newly established “oneness of all
ancient literature” affect Bible study?

5. Why has Joseph Smith’s story of the gold
plates always excited derision?

6. Are inscriptions on metal plates a rarity in his-
tory? Why should metal be used as a writing material
at all?

7. Dougherty has shown that papyrus rolls are
mentioned in Cappadocian texts which are dated at 2300
B.C. (Inl. Roy, As. Soc. 1931, p. 786.) What does this
imply as to the “development” of writing materials
through the centuries? Did the ancients use only one
kind of writing material at any one time?

8. Why did scholars once think that writing on
stone and clay was the only type of writing employed?
What made them change their minds?



Lesson 3

AN AUSPICIOUS BEGINNING

Prospectus of Lesson 3: The note of universalism is very strong
in the Book of Mormon, while the conventional views of tribal
and national loyalties are conspicuously lacking. This peculiar
state of things is an authentic reflection of actual conditions in
Lehi's world. Lehi like Abraham was the child of a
cosmopolitan age. No other time or place could have been more
peculiarly auspicious for the launching of a new civilization
than the time and place in which he lived. It was a wonderful
age of discovery, an age of adventurous undertakings in all
fields of human endeavor, of great economic and colonial projects.
At the same time the great and brilliant world civilization of
Lehi’s day was on the very verge of complete collapse, and
men of God like Lehi could see the hollowness of the loudly
proclaimed slogans of peace (Jer. 6:14, 8:11) and prosperity.
(2 Ne. 28:21.) Lehi's expedition from Jerusalem in aim and
method was entirely in keeping with the accepted practices of
his day.

Lehi’s World was “one world”:  The most conspicu-
ous feature of the Near East of Lehi's day was the gen-
eral and pervasive cultural unity brought about by an
unusual if not unparalleled activity in international trade
and travel. This will be the subject of the next three
lessons, but since it will be our practice to begin each
study with the Book of Mormon itself, it is in order now
to point out how that text anticipates the discoveries of
the last decades in this regard.

The most strongly emphasized as well as the most
arresting aspect of history in the Book of Mormon is
the all-pervading universality of its point of view. This
is the more interesting since it is the complete antithesis
of the view universally taken of ancient history up until
the last few decades. Ancient societies were believed
by one and all to have been tribal, exclusive, suspicious,
mutually hostile on principle, super-nationalistic. This
established misconception was inherited by modern
scholarship not from modern science but from the ancient
intellectuals who in their compilations of universal his-
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tory were as obsessed by the evolutionary concept as the
moderns have been? The whole trend of contemporary
study is away from this idea of ancient tribalism to the
awareness of a oneness of world-civilizations that go
back far beyond those Hellenistic times in which world
civilization was so long thought to have had its origin..

Rushing rapidly through the Book of Mormon one
may point out some of the more striking statements
of its universal point of view:

Behold, the Lord esteemeth all flesh in one; he that is
righteous is favored of God. ... (1 Ne. 17:35))

For I, Nephi, have not taught them many things concerning
the manner of the Jews; . . . Wherefore, | write unto my people

.. that they may know the judgments of God, that they come
upon all nations. ... (2 Ne. 25:2-3.)

... (Christ) manifesteth himself unto all those who believe
in him, by the power of the Holy Ghost; yea, unto every nation,
kindred, tongue, and people, working mighty miracles, signs, and
wonders, among the children of men according to their faith. (2
Ne. 26:13.) . . . All men are privileged the one like unto the
other, and none are forbidden. (2 Ne. 26:28.) . . . and he denieth
none that come unto him, black and white, bond and free, male
and female; and he remembereth the heathen; and all are alike
unto God, both Jew and Gentile. (2 Ne. 26:33.)

Know ye not that there are more nations than one? Know ye
not that I, the Lord your God, have created all men . . . and |
bring forth my word unto the children of men, yea, even upon
all the nations of the earth? ... | speak the same words unto
one nation like unto another . . . For | command all men, both
in the east and in the west, and in the north and in the south,
and in the islands of the sea, that they shall write the words
which | speak unto them. ... (2 Ne. 29:7-11.)

For behold, | say unto you that as many of the Gentiles as
will repent are the covenant people of the Lord; and as many of
the Jews as will not repent shall be cast off; for the Lord cove-
nanteth with none save it be with them that repent and believe in
His Son. ... (2 Ne. 30:2.)

For my soul delighteth in plainness; for after this manner
doth the Lord God work among the children of men. . . . for he
speaketh unto men according to their language, unto their under-
standing. (2 Ne. 31 :3)

Do ye not suppose that such things are abominable unto
him who created all flesh? And the one being is as precious in
his sight as the other. And all flesh is of the dust; and for the
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self same end hath he created them, that they should keep his
commandments and glorify him forever. (Jac. 2:21.)

... for thus saith the Lord: Ye shall not esteem one flesh
above another, or one man shall not think himself above anoth-
er. .. . (Mos. 23:7.)

Now my brethren, we see that God is mindful of every peo-
ple, whatsoever land they may be in; yea, he numbereth his peo-
ple, and his bowels of mercy are over all the earth. (Alma 26:37.)

For behold, the Lord doth grant unto all nations, of their
own nation and tongue, to teach his word, yea, in wisdom, all
that he seeth fit that they should have; therefore we see that the
Lord doth counsel in wisdom, according to that which is just
and true. (Alma 29:8.)

. | have other sheep which are not of this land, neither of
the land of Jerusalem, neither in any parts of that land round
about whither | have been to minister. (3 Ne. 16:1.) ... But |
have received a commandment of the Father that | shall go unto
them, and that they shall hear my voice, and shall be numbered
among my sheep. ... (3 Ne. 16:3.)

... ye must all stand before the judgment seat of Christ, yea,
every soul who belongs to the whole human family of Adam. . .t
(Mormon 3:20.)

... For the power of redemption cometh on all them that have
no law. . .. (Moroni 8:22.) ... if not so, God is a partial God,
and also a changeable God, and a respecter of persons. . . .
(Mormon 8:12.)

The Ancient Near East—A Single Community: But it
is not so much by precept as by example that the Book
of Mormon people display their remarkable freedom
from racial and national prejudice. They simply do not
think in terms of nationalism which is the very essence
of history and history-writing in modern times. Even
Moroni’s “Title of Liberty” campaign is strictly a reli-
gious undertaking. The complete absence of the na-
tion as a factor in Book of Mormon history can only be
explained by a type of social organization in which the
state did not figure conspicuously.? Such a condition of
civilized society has been quite unthinkable to historians
since the Middle Ages. It was first pointed out by the
great Orientalist, Hugo Winckler when he was de-
scribing the peculiar state of things in Jerusalem in the
days of Zedekiah, that is, of Lehi. By way of explain-
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ing Jeremiah’s intimate knowledge of affairs at the court
of Babylon and throughout the Near East generally,
Winckler wrote:

It has been customary to depict conditions in the Ancient
East as those of isolated societies each living its own life. Pre-
cisely the opposite was the case. The Oriental was better ac-
quainted with the situation of other peoples in his cultural area
than the average man is today . . . Before all, the Oriental was
totally unaware of national or language differences as forming an
effective barrier between peoples. Just as Islam united an enor-
mous geographical expanse of races and nations in a single unity
that surmounted political and racial bounds, so in ancient times

. commerce brought people into much closer contact with
each other than our modern means of communication do.4

At the beginning of the present century anyone
wishing to find out about the world of Lehi would have
begun by reading some standard work such as Rawlin-
son’s Ancient History. There he would have discovered
that Lehi, assuming he lived at all, must have moved in
a world peopled by puppets and shadows, the exotic
half-world of the Ancient East as our grandfather knew
it. For Rawlinson’s sources were Greek writers whose
first tangible contacts with the past went back but a lit-
tle beyond 600 B.C.; for them as for him, Cyrus, Psam-
metichus, and Nebuchadnezzar—contemporaries of
Nephi—were the kings of old, and beyond lay only
legend. To try to fit a real Lehi into such a make-
believe world could only lead to trouble.

Things are quite different today. Lehi now finds
himself not at the beginning of ancient times, but almost
at the end of them. His century some have claimed to
be the greatest of all centuries, producing from begin-
ning to end more innovating geniuses and more epoch-
making “firsts” than any other century, not excluding
the nineteenth. The overall picture of that marvellously
dynamic age cannot be overlooked in the study of the
Book of Mormon, for Lehi was a child of his century
and steeped in its culture. When they crossed the waters
he and his people took with them a specific cultural bag-
gage—that of the early sixth century and the Near East.
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Never did they forget that they were “a lonesome and
a solemn people,” cut off from the main stream of world
civilization, and never did they cease to cherish and re-
member their cultural origins. Not merely the opening
pages but every page of the Book of Mormon bears the
stamp of its ultimate origin.

Lehi’s World Background: ~ No other time or place
could have been more auspiciously chosen for the launch-
ing of a new venture in civilization. At no other time in
history and from no other spot on earth could the colo-
nizers have set forth more richly equipped. If the Book
of Mormon people lived for a thousand years on a single
cultural endowment, that endowment itself represents the
cumulated and concentrated heritage of all the great
civilizations of the earth. As a matter of fact, our own
twentieth century is scarcely less beholden to the men
of Lehi’s day than the Nephites and Lamanites were.

Recently Cyrus Gordon has made such a claim as
this for the age and heritage of Abraham. Thus he con-
cludes his significant study:

Palestine happened to be the point of maximum synthesis,
where Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and Mediterranean influences
fused with the native Canaanite culture. A picture of what was
happening is clearly reflected in the Narratives. Abraham was
of Mesopotamian origin, and his son and grandson married girls
from their kin in Mitanni. At the same time, Egyptian blood was
in the Patriarchal household; Hagar was Egyptian as was also
her son Ishmael’s wife. Moreover, famine repeatedly drove the
Patriarchs to Egypt from Abraham’s time on. Canaan itself was
a melting pot of Semite, Hurrian, Caphtorian, and other groups.
The Patriarchal Hebrews enjoyed the ideal spot and the ideal
t.me to fall heir to the rich and varied heritage of the entire
ancient Near East, when Egypt and Babylonia were nearly spent.
Furthermore, the pastoral and semi-nomadic purity of Patriarchal
life saved the Hebrews from the decadence of that cosmopolitan
age?

All this applies with equal force to the age of Lehi
as described in the Book of Mormon, not omitting Lehi’s
flight to the *“semi-nomadic purity of Patriarchal life,”
which was so resented by his elder sons, the spoiled
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children of “that cosmopolitan age.” Every year new
finds are revealing some new and heretofore unsuspected
phase of the astoundingly cosmopolitan world in which
Lehi lived.

A Wonderful Age: It was an unsettled age of big
ideas and big projects, a time of individual enterprise and
great private fortunes flourishing precariously under the
protection of great rival world-powers, everlastingly in-
triguing and competing for markets and bases.) A
strange, tense, exciting and very brief moment of his-
tory when everything was “big with the future.” No
other moment of history was so favorable for the trans-
planting of civilization, so heavily burdened with the
heritage of the past or so rich in promise. For a brief
moment the world was wide open. “The Saitic epoch
was a period of great prosperity which was not limited
to the ruling classes but was extended to the working
populace as well.”T Everyone was making money in the
new economic paradises of the XXVI Dynasty and the
revitalized Babylon. After a generation of war the
Assyrian troublemakers had disappeared, like Nazi Ger-
many, literally overnight, and the nations revelled in an
unparalleled post-war boom backed by a phenomenal up-
surge of population.d Wise men and prophets were
worried,) but who would believe that within a few short
years all the glory and dominion of the East as the Old
World knew it would suddenly vanish forever? There
was nothing on the political or economic horizon to indi-
cate that the peace and prosperity achieved by the shrewd
and experienced leaders of Egypt and Babylon could
not be permanent, or that the undreamed-of riches that
were being amassed on all sides actually represented the
burst and glitter of a rocket that would in an instant
vanish into utter darkness. The key to the future was
not in population or business statistics, but where Lehi
saw it, in the moral picture: ... for their works were
works of darkness, and their doings were doings of
abominations.” (2 Ne. 25:2.)
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World Trade in Lehi’s Day:  The population squeeze
accelerated a world-wide activity in exploration and
colonization that had been going on for some time but
that reached its peak almost exactly in 600 B.C., in
which year the two greatest Greek colonies, Massilia
(Marseilles) in the west, and Olbia in the east, were
founded. Everyone was taking part in new settlement
projects or forming companies to finance them. The
search for new resources and new horizons was every-
body’s business. A newly found papyrus from the 4th
century B.C., Wilcken has shown, illustrates conditions
in Lehi's day as well, and deserves to be quoted here be-
cause it has survived as an original document and in
considerable detail. It is a legal text in which certain
merchants living as far apart as Carthage in Africa,
Massilia in France and Elea in Greece pool their re-
sources to form a company for importing oil and aro-
matics from South Arabia and Central Africa to Alex-
andria! The raw product had to be sold to the King of
Egypt for 46 drachmas per metrete, and he in turn im-
mediately resold it to manufacturers for 52 drachmas,
and continued to exercise nominal control over every
stage of the manufacture of the cosmetics. Yet from
first to last the actual operations were carried on by
private individuals and companies, to whom the king
allowed a fair profit, likewise guaranteeing protection
from pirates and caravan raiders. Thanks to the pe-
culiar willingness of the merchants to be content with
the huge profits they were getting, this arrangement
proved amazingly stable and workable: the system was
going full blast in the time of Hatsheput, a thousand
years before this particular document, and in the 3rd
century A.D.—600 years later! In Lehi's day, the most
secure and prosperous of all, it was at its height.*

Colonization—The Search for Promised Lands: Meth-
ods of colonization and exploitation of new lands were
the same, whether followed by Greeks or Orientals. For
a long time the Near East had been getting crowded,
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the pinch being first felt in Syria and Phoenicia—due
perhaps as much to deforestation and over-grazing as
to population increase.ll Of this area Ebers writes:
“Their small country could not contain its numerous
population; accordingly there sailed out of the Phoe-
nician harbors many a richly laden vessel to search out
favorable places of settlement for emigrants bound for
the coasts of Africa, Crete, Cyprus and Sicily.”2 Such
colonies would continue to enrich the Mother city (hence
our word “metropolis™) by furnishing her with markets
and raw materials. The Greeks were playing the same
game.l3 We read already in the Odyssey (VI 7 ff.) how
Father Nausithous led his people on a new colonial
venture after their failure to find rest in the Cyclops
country:

They had first settled down in the wide valleys of Hypereia,

Hard by the Cyclopes, those savage inhospitable men,

Who constantly molested them, being stronger than they were.

Leaving that place, they were led by the godlike Nausithous

To Scheria, a place far removed from any civilized settlement,

Where they built a walled city, erected houses and temples, and
began to cultivate the land . . .

Every schoolboy should know of the wanderings of
“Father Aeneas” who led his people through many toils
by land and sea that he might reach his promised land.
Thus he encourages his people:

Rally your spirits and get rid of this disgraceful fear.

Some day you will be glad to remember these things:

Through all these vicissitudes and dangers

We are making our way to Latium, where Destiny hath

Promised us rest and security; there it is decreed that the

Rule of Troy (the mother city) shall be revived.

Hang on, and look forward to better times! (Virgil, Aen. |, 202
ff)

These are no mere literary inventions. Almost every
important literary figure of the 7th and 6th centuries
participated in such projects, which are often dramatically
described. Thus among the Greeks Hesiod (Works and
Days, 631 ff.) writes of an earlier period:
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Even as my father and yours, foolish brother Perses,

Used to sail around, trying to make a living,

And so landed here, after having journeyed much on the waters,

Having put forth in a black ship from Cyme in Aeolis,

Not running away from prosperity or wealth or success,

But from grinding poverty, such as Zeus gives to men.

So he came here and settled in the Mount Helicon country

In a miserable little community,

Askra—a vile place in wintertime, a hard place in summer, a nice
place never!

In the seventh century Tyrtaeus reminds the Spar-
tans:

Zeus himself gave this place to the children of Herakles,
In the days when they left windy Erineus
And came to the broad island of Pelops.
(Eunomia, cit. Strabo, Geog. VIII, p. 362)

He is urging them as Aeneas did the Romans, to
fight for their homeland as a promised land, granted by
God to the wandering Herakles and all his descendants
in the days of migration. About 600 B.C. Mimnermus
wrote embittered lines on unsuccessful colonizing proj-
ects in which he participated. Thus a fragment cited in
Strabo, Geog. X1V, p. 634:

We left our village on the cliff, Neleius in Pylos,

To come sailing full of hope to Asia Minor,

Where we settled in delightful ~Colophon by force,
Taking everything over as if we owned it.

But the river rose and flooded us out,

And so by the will of the gods we moved to Smyrna. . . .

The great poet Archilochus, who wrote in the sev-
enth century, has left many vivid fragments recalling the
hardships and disappointments of unsuccessful coloniz-
ing ventures in which he participated. Simonides of
Amorgos himself led a colony from Samos, and is full
of tedious practical wisdom. Alceus sought employment
in Egypt in the days of Lehi, while his brother hired out
as a mercenary in Babylon.

An Age of Adventure:  From these and many other
sources we can see what was going on. Small bands of
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people, usually friends and relatives, would go forth
under the direction of an able and daring leader, a
patriarch (for that may well be the origin of the word
“Father-leader’”), from the “mother city” (for that is
definitely the origin of the word metropolis), to try their
luck in some chosen or eagerly-quested spot, a “promised
land” where they could escape the hardships of their old
life. These settlements always remained colonies, how-
ever. The purpose in sending them out was not only to
relieve economic and population pressure at home but to
provide “factories” of raw materials and markets for
finished goods to the mother city. The control of the
mother city depended not on military force but on cul-
tural and sentimentalities which were carefully nurtured
through the centuries, as we learn so movingly in Thu-
cydides. By the sixth century hopeful parties of Greeks
were everywhere being turned back by the discovery
that other settlers—usually Phoenicians but often other
races as well—had already occupied the best spots.l
As the pickings became poorer, explorations became
more daring and settlement projects more ambitious.
Merchants and settlers in Lehi’s day were already mov-
ing along the Atlantic seaboard and into the heart of Asia
and even the Far East!5 In the year Lehi left Jerusalem
the Egyptian government sent an expedition consisting
largely of Syrian and Phoenician personnel sailing clear
around Africa from east to west.ll Shortly after, the
Phoenicians reacted to the challenge by sending Hanno
on the same mission of circumnavigation in the opposite
direction.ll In the middle of the 6th century Scylas re-
connoitered the coasts of the Red Sea and the Indian
Ocean from the Euphrates to the Indus, while in the
west Carthage “reconnoitered the Atlantic Ocean to
north and south with mighty fleets.”l§ The Phoenicians
ended a long phase of fierce mercantile competition in
the Mediterranean by burning the great trading city of
Tartessus—Isaiah’s Tarshish of the proud ships—and
closing the whole western Mediterranean and Atlantic
areas to all trade but their own in 530 B.C.I0
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“The very spirit of the age,” writes Paul Herrmann,
“seems to have been at work in the Punic voyage into the
immense distances of the ocean, announcing the dawn
of a new epoch, . . ,”20 The ancients always chafed at
the limitations of their geographical knowledge (though
we are beginning to realize how much greater that
knowledge was than we have ever given them credit
for), but never until modern times was that knowledge
as great as it was in the 6th century.2

When Father Lehi led his little clan into the wilder-
ness in search for a promised land he was not engaging
in a fantastic enterprise at all. He was only doing what
hundreds of idealistic and courageous men had done be-
fore him. If he had visions of a bountiful land in some
far place (1 Ne. 5:5), so did they. If his followers never
forgot their homeland and wept to remember it in the
desert places, so did theirs, and if he had to rebuke and
encourage them with strong words, so did they. The
Book of Mormon opens on a note of complete authenti-
city. But to Lehi there is much beside, as the next lesson
will show.

Questions

1. How does the attitude of the Book of Mormon
towards nation and tribe differ from that of the Bible?
From that of conventional history?

2. What considerations now make it appear that
the attitude depicted in the Book of Mormon is histori-
cally a correct one; i.e., the attitude actually prevalent in
the Near East of 600 B.C.?

3. In what ways was Lehi’s time favorable to the
project in which he was called to undertake?

4. What historical considerations enhance the
plausibility of the whole story of Lehi’s migration?

5. How did Lehi’s education and business activities
prepare him for his great task?

6. How did the age of Abraham resemble that of
Lehi? Of Moses?
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7. Compare the characters, mission, and activities of
these men.

8. In what ways does Lehi’s age resemble our own?

9. What warning is there for us in the story of
Lehi? What comfort?

10. Does the fact that Lehi was a typical leader of
his age detract from the claim that he was guided by the
Lord?

11. Does the story of the Nephites appear at first
glance to have had an auspicious beginning? Did the
Restored Church of this dispensation have an auspicious
beginning?



Lesson 4

LEHI AS A REPRESENTATIVE MAN

Prospectus of Lesson 4: There are many indications in the book
of First Nephi that Lehi was a merchant. That title meant a
great deal in Lehi's day; there is ample evidence that the great-
est men of the ages engaged in the type of business activities in
which Lehi himself was occupied. But along with that these
same men were great colonizers, seekers after wisdom, political
reformers, and often religious founders. Here we see that Lehi
was a typical great man of one of the most remarkable centuries
in human history, and we also learn how he was delivered from
the bitterness and frustration that beset all the other great men
of his time.

Portrait of Lehi: Lehi does not belong in the fan-
tastic world that passed as the Ancient East a few years
ago. He is at home in a very different kind of world,
and a very real one. In the brief compass of Nephi's
account, which is an abridgment of his father's own
journal, whose type it imitates and continues (1 Ne.
1:2, 15-16), we are given an amazing amount of
information, both general and particular, regarding
conditions in Lehi's day. From this it can be shown that
Lehi has an excellent claim to being a thoroughly repre-
sentative man of his time and place. First consider what
the Book of Mormon says.

Lehi was a man possessed of exceeding great wealth
in the form of . . . gold and silver, and all manner of
riches. . . .” (1 Ne. 3:16, 2:4.) He had “. . . his own
house at Jerusalem;” (1 Ne. 1:7), yet he was accus-
tomed to “‘go forth” from the city from time to time
(1 Ne. 1:5-7), and his paternal estate, the land of his
inheritance, where the bulk of his fortune reposed, was
some distance from the town. (1 Ne. 3:16, 3:22, 2:4.)
He came of an old, distinguished, and cultured family.
(1 Ne. 5:14-16.) The opening verse of the Book of
Mormon explains the expression “goodly parents” not
so much in a moral sense as in a social one: Nephi tells
us he came of a good family and “therefore’ received a
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good traditional education: “l was taught somewhat in
all the learning of my father.” (1 Ne. 1:1.) He was of
the tribe of Manasseh which of all the tribes retained
the old desert ways and was most active in the caravan
trade.l He seems to have had particularly close ties
with Sidon (for the name appears repeatedly in the
Book of Mormon, both in its Hebrew and Egyptian
forms) 2 which at that time was one of the two harbors
through which the Israelites carried on an extremely
active trade with Egypt and the West. He was proud
of his knowledge of Egyptian and insisted on his sons
learning it. (Mosiah 1:4.) He was a meticulous record
keeper, conscientious to a fault, and given to addressing
long moral tirades to youth. (1 Ne. 1:16-17 and else-
where.) From his sons Nephi and Jacob one gathers that
Lehi must have been something of an expert in vine,
olive, and fig and honey culture.

He and his sons were connoisseurs of fine metal
work (gold, silver, “precious things,” weapons, armor,
plates, engravings, “curious workmanship,” “fine brass,”
etc.), though they had to acquire the skill of making
them after they left Jerusalem (1 Ne. 17:9-10, 19:1, 2;
Ne. 5:14-15); that is, their relationship to fine workman-
ship and precious materials had been that of handlers and
owners but not of artisans and craftsmen. As we shall
see, Lehi's behavior was a remarkable combination of
courtesy and firmness, gentleness and toughness, caution
and daring. Put all these things together, and you have
a perfectly consistent and convincing picture of Lehi the
merchant.

Merchants and Supermen: But being a merchant in
Lehi’s day entailed far more than sitting in a counting-
house or bazaar. The ancient merchant blazed his own
trails and made his own markets: “ . .he became patient,
unflinching. . . . Only the bravest men, the most intrepid,
the best swordsmen and fighters, became traders.”4 On
this subject we can do no better than to quote at some
length an essay by Hugo Winckler:
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The merchant went forth in person, and personally sought
out the places and people that would receive his wares. . . . The
caravan visits each place on the route and mingles with the in-
habitants of each, while the modern transport employee knows
only the overnight quarters at terminals and harbor towns . . .
the traveling merchant of the caravans conveys his goods per-
sonally to the buyer, whose taste and temperament he must
understand if he is to do business with him. . . . The person-to-
person system of trade fostered a lively intellectual and cultural
intercourse, as in our own Middle Ages, which was far more
effective in spreading ideas than the modern method of the
printed word. No temple, no center of culture, was ever out of
contact with the great world-centers. . . . The student was obliged
far more than he is today, to seek knowledge at the actual sources.
- .- In Israel no one could be an educated man whose knowledge
did not have ties with the temples of Babylon or Egypt, or whose
degree of education was not judged in terms of how closely it
matched both the theoretical and practical teachings of the great
centers.

Intellectual intercourse was further promoted by the passion
for traveling which is inborn in the Oriental. . . . He is not bound
to the furrow, as the European is. The Islamic pilgrimage to
Meccah is a necessary outlet for this vagrant urge, and the
Orient has at all times known the wandering scholar . . . the man
who was driven from land to land by wanderlust and the thirst
for knowledge, and who covered distances that appear tremen-
dous even to our modern means of communication, and did so
with means and equipment so limited as to be beyond our compre-

hension. . . . Cultural conditions in the East threw men together
and mixed them up in a brisk give and take of trade and crafts-
manship . . . that took no account of language or racial differ-

ences and connection.b

Winckler, as we noted in the preceding lesson,
wrote these words by way of explaining conditions in
Israel in the time of Zedekiah. They say a good deal
for the spirit and background of the Book of Mormon.
The Oriental universalism here described is, as we have
said, one of the most strongly marked characteristics of
the Book of Mormon.

Lehi like his great contemporaries in the East and
West, was a strange combination of man of action and
dreamer. He was greatly worried about the future of
Jerusalem, (1 Ne. 1:5) and his prayers and studies were
rewarded by an apocalyptic vision. (1 Ne. 1:6-14.) His
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attempts to make this public met with a violently negative
reaction which put his life in danger. (1 Ne. 1:20.) After
being severely rebuffed, Lehi was ordered in a dream to

.. take his family and depart into the wilderness.”
(1 Ne. 2:2.) From then on he shows himself as the
great leader and colonizer—daring, resourceful, patient,
and strong-minded.

Some Great Contemporaries; Solon: And so he takes
his place among the titans of the early sixth century; a
seeker after righteousness, a prophet, a poet, a scholar,
a man of the world, a great leader, and a founder of
nations. A thoroughly typical product, we might add,
of 600 B.C. and of no other period in history. Let us
explain this assertion. The Greeks always regarded
Solon of Athens as the wisest and best representative of
their race. He was a gifted poet, an able soldier, an in-
curable idealist, a great political theorist and practical
politician (the real founder of Greek democracy). He
was also a first-rate businessman, who never made much
money but thoroughly enjoyed traveling all over the
world. He built up a reputation for sagacity and honesty
that has made his name proverbial to this day.t His life
span exactly matches that of Lehi.7 He spent a good deal
of time traveling as a merchant in Egypt and the East,
visiting the same important centers as those frequented
by the importers and manufacturers of Jerusalem—in-
cluding Lehi.8

“Solon must have carried many a cargo of oil or
pottery from his own rocky Attica to the wealthy cities
across the Aegean,” writes Professor Linforth, “and in
spite of his love for his own native land he must have
been charmed by the brilliant society which he found in
Asia. . . . He may have been tempted into luxury and
prodigality, as Plutarch supposed when he offered in
excuse for such habits the trials and dangers of his
mercantile career.”§ Certainly Lehi’s sons were so tempt-
ed, and it was to get them away from such “prodigality
and luxury” that the Lord led his family into the wilder-
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ness. Solon’s words to the people of Athens bear
astonishing resemblance to those being spoken at the
very same time by the prophets at Jerusalem, for he was
before all else a preacher of righteousness. No one
would be surprised to discover such statements as the
following in Jewish or Christian apocrypha, or even in
the scriptures:

Behold the inhabitants of the city are minded to bring about
the destruction thereof through their love of gain. They who lead
them are of treacherous minds, but verily great sorrow and lam-
entation are about to fall upon them in their pride. Behold, they
know not how to contain their lust. . . . They heed not the holy
foundations of righteousness (the word dike here used may ac-
tually cognate with the Hebrew tzedek), which in silence lets
things take their course until the latter-end, when surely comes
the time of retribution. Behold a dire destruction cometh upon
all the city and there is none who shall escape. The people have
been quick to do iniquity and bring themselves into bondage.. ..
As if it had fallen to a foreign enemy our cherished city is wasted
away and consumed by those secret combinations which are the
delight of evil men. . . . Thus evil worketh its way among the
people, and many of the poor and needy are loaded with shameful
chains and sold into bondage in foreign lands. . . . No man findeth
security within his own gates, for evil leapeth over the high wall
and finds him out even though he hideth himself in the secret re-
cesses of his inmost chamber. . . .

These lines, quoted by Demosthenes in his oration
on the False Embassy, were written by Solon about the
year 600 B.C. How like some of the prophets they
sound! So might Lehi have spoken to Jerusalem. And
just as Lehi when *“ . . he went forth among the people
and began to prophesy, . . .” was greeted with mockery
that was a prelude of worse things to follow, (1 Ne.
1:18-20), so when Solon went forth to preach to the
Athenians in the market place at that time, he had to
feign insanity so that the people might mock him rather
than put him to death.l0 It should never be forgotten that
it was this man, standing absolutely alone “like a wolf
holding his own against a great pack of dogs closing in
from every side,” who gave Athens her constitution and
later single-handedly preserved it from destruction, and
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thus did perhaps more than any other one man for the
cause of popular government in the world.ll We are still
in his debt.

Thales:  Another who visited the East on business
in Lehi’s day was Thales of Miletus, recognized to this
day as the Father of Western philosophy and science.
His mother was a Phoenician and he received most of
his education in Egypt, which gives him much the same
cultural background as Lehi himself.? Aristotle says that
Thales, being laughed at as an impractical dreamer,
taught his critics a lesson when he turned his remarkable
intelligence to business and in a short time succeeded in
cornering an important market in olive-oil; thereby
qualifying as the first man to achieve a monopoly by
playing the stock market.3 After that he returned to a
life of thought, but it was by no means thought devoid
of action. Like Solon, he remained all his days a traveler
and a man of the world, going from city to city and land
to land imparting freely of his great scientific and politi-
cal knowledge, which were in world-wide demand, to
all who asked for it. Among other things he drafted a
constitution for a United States of Greece.ll

The Seven Wise Men: Like Solon, Thales would
seem to be ages ahead of his time. But was he? Not
at all: these men were no freaks or misfits in their day,
but thoroughly representative. They were contemporary
with, and usually numbered among, the Seven Wise
Men, for example —a fictitious society of the wisest men
then living, who left behind enduring reputations as the
wisest of all time. The imagination of succeeding ages
endowed the Seven Sages with supernatural wisdom
and powers, and told how they used to meet from
time to time to sup together and exchange among them-
selves the choicest wisdom of the East and West.l5 All
the seven, who captivated the imagination of succeed-
ing ages, were thought to combine great powers of
Imagination with sound, disinterested political sense and
unshakeable moral integrity, and though indifferent to
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wealth all had possessed at some time great private for-
tunes.l6  Their historical importance rested on the role
they played as political teachers and advisers in a time
of political world crisis.

The century that saw the fall of Jerusalem also saw
the collapse of the old sacral kingship throughout the
ancient world, and into the vacuum it left behind rushed
all sorts of political parties and theories; almost every
city in the world was torn between oligarchical, dicta-
torial, and democratic factions in a desperate struggle
to establish a new principle of authority in government.l/
Even in the East where monarchy continued its sway,
it was on a new liberal footing established by Cyrus the
Great, the ideal philosopher king whom Jews and Greeks
vied in honoring as a saint and model ruler forever after.18
It is against this background of political ferment that the
Seven Wise Men played their principal role, which was
that of wise and disinterested counselors to a perplexed
and leaderless humanity.ld

The Great Religious Founders: It is not without sig-
nificance that Lehi counted among his contemporaries
not only the greatest first names in science, politics, and
business, but also the most illustrious religious founders
known to history: Gautama Buddha, Confucius, Lao-
tze, Vardhaman Mahavira (the founder of Jainism),
Zarathustra, and Pythagoras were all of Lehi’'s day.2
All these men were seeking for light, and whatever de-
gree of success they may have enjoyed, their lives are
an eloquent commentary on the unparalleled display of
physical, mental, and spiritual energy that renders the
century of Lehi unique among all others. If it seems
asking a lot for the culture of a great nation to derive
its whole substance for a thousand years from a single
moment in history, let us remember that our own civili-
zation of the twentieth century is hardly less deeply in-
debted to the century of Lehi. The political, economic and
religious traditions of the world still bear clearly and un-
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mistakably the stamp of the great Greek and Oriental
innovators of that wonderful age.

But Lehi Was Different: But in one thing Lehi stands
quite apart from all the others save his fellow prophets
in Israel. He actually found what the rest were only
looking for. Solon summarized his life’s experience in
a single famous line: “No mortal ever knows real joy:
all upon whom the sun shines are but miserable
wretches. 2l The same sad conclusion epitomized the
wisdom of all the Seven Wise Men, East and West. One
hears the wise humanity of Solon the merchant behind
this sad but sympathetic conclusion:

Like gaping fools we amuse ourselves with empty dreams.

. Do not doubt it, insecurity follows all the works of men,
and no one knows when he begins an enterprise, how it will
turn out. One man, trying his best to do the right thing, steps
right into ruin and disaster, because he cannot see what is ahead;
while another behaves like a rascal and not only escapes the
penalty of his own folly but finds himself blessed with all kinds
of success.

In the end, he says, no one can look forward to any-
thing but "death or dire disease or the creeping evil of
old age.”2 Disillusionment and a wise resignation are the
sum and substance of the teaching of the wisest men
who ever lived (read Socrates’ Apology if you doubt
it)—they did not have the answer, and the essence of
their great wisdom was that they were honest enough
to recognize it and admit the fact.

Now Lehi too was of this sober persuasion; he
found neither happiness nor security in his wealth and
success. And then something happened that changed
everything: he had a revelation, and as a result ”... his
soul did rejoice, and his whole heart was filled, because of
the things which he had seen, yea, which the Lord had
shown unto him.” (1 Ne. 1:15.) Lest we hastily con-
clude that Lehi was but a typical wise man of his age,
and no more, we have but to set up his story and his
sermons beside the stories and sermons of his great
contemporaries of the East and West. What a con-
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trast! For all their moral fervor, nothing could be less
like the inspired utterances of the man from Jerusalem
than the teachings of the great Greeks, with their world-
ly wisdom and their bleak pessimism.

Questions

1. Are the “representative men” of their time typi-
cal or average men?

2. In what way are Joseph Smith and Brigham
Young representative men?

3. What were Lehi’'s qualifications for his task?
Which was more important, his training or his character?
Explain.

4. What is significant in the resemblance between
Lehi, Solon, and Thales a) as evidence of the authen-
ticity of Nephi’s account? b) as guaranteeing the quality
of Nephite civilization?

5. What manner of man was Lehi? What were his
weak points?

6. How did Lehi react to the world-crisis and moral
degeneracy of his time?

7. What can the individual do in such a situation?

8. Is it an accident that the greatest religious found-
ers known to antiquity were all contemporary with each
other? With Lehi?

9. How does Lehi differ from the other representa-
tive men of his age?

10. Compare Lehi’'s message to the world with the
message which Solon has to give us.



Lesson 5
LEHI'S AFFAIRS

1. The Jews and the Caravan Trade

Prospectus of Lesson 5: Only within the last few years has it
been realized that the ancient Hebrews were not the primitive
agricultural people that scholars had always supposed they were,
but among other things that they were always very active in
trade and commerce. Their commercial contracts reached for
many hundreds of miles in all directions, which meant an exten-
sive caravan trade entailing constant dealings with the Arabs.
In Lehi’s day the Arabs had suddenly become very aggressive
and were pushing Jewish merchants out of their favored positions
in the deserts and towns of the north. To carry on large-scale
mercantile activities with distant places it was necessary for
merchants to have certain personal and official connections in the
cities in which they did business; here we mention the nature of
such connections. Jewish merchants were very active in Arabia
in Lehi’s day, diligently spreading their religion wherever they
went, and settling down not only as tradesmen in the towns but
as permanent cultivators and colonizers in the open country.
Lehi’s activity in this regard is more or less typical, and closely
resembles that of his predecessor Jonadab ben Rekhab.

The New View of Israel’s Economy: In the preceding
lesson we showed that Lehi, the representative man, was
in all probability a merchant. Now we shall consider
the claim more closely.

Lehi’s day was peculiar as a period of great private
fortunes: *“the artists no longer work only for the court
and the temples,” the archaeologists report of this age,
“they had now to fill orders for a wealthy bourgeoisie.
.. Z'l But one did not acquire “exceeding great riches”
by running a shop in Jerusalem or a farm in the suburbs.
Almost a thousand years ago one of the greatest Arabic
poets wrote:

To travel abroad replenishes one’s wealth and generates a
constant increase of prosperity; but keeping close to home injuries
the faculties, and inevitably brings him who stays there into
contempt . . .2
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One of the surprising results of a recent scholarship
is the impressive picture of a vast and uniform system
of trade and commerce flourishing over the whole ancient
world from the very earliest times.3 The old conception
of the oldest village communities as living under an eco-
nomic system of “Hauswirtschaft” (independent local
economy) in which trade and commerce were completely
unknown{ has given way to the realization that the aston-
ishing transmission of raw materials and finished goods
from the Indus to the North Sea in prehistoric times was
largely the work of caravans. True to form the familiar
evolutionary interpretation of everything led scholars
for generations to conjure up pictures of the first Israel-
ites as primitive village peasants unacquainted with trade
and commerce;

The impression has been generally conveyed (writes H. H.
Gowen) that the Hebrews only passed from the agricultural to
the commercial stage after the exile. | found, on the contrary,
a very considerable number of trade terms which are so natively
Semitic as even to have passed from the Hebrew into Greek and
Latin and other European languages. Even some of the terms
which may originally have been Egyptian or Indian have appar-
ently passed to the west through a Semitic channel and in a
Semitic form.5

This is not surprising when one considers, with Eduard
Meyer, that the records from the very beginning “show
a highly developed industry in the ancient East,” with
“the whole Syro-Arabian steppe and desert forming a
single transmission area,” feeding into the great cities
of Syria and Phoenicia which grew fabulously wealthy
as centers of trade and manufacturing.6 “Already in the
earliest period,” writes Ebers, “we find the caravans
of the Phoenicians and Syrians conveying the commerce
of the Egyptian and Assyrian World Empires along all
the military roads, and making use of the Babylonian
weights and measures.”? There are not a few records of
expeditions sent into the desert by the kings of Babylonia
and Assyria in order to secure the trade-routes used by
their merchants.8 At the beginning of Israel’s history,
the story of Joseph, as Ebers points out, shows the close
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tie-up between Arabic caravans and Egyptian markets.!
At that time to the north of Sidon the wealthy and
sophisticated city of Ugarit “was a terminal of trade-
routes via the Euphrates for Mesopotamia and from the
metal-bearing regions of Anatolia (Turkey) and at the
same time a bridgehead of Egyptian and Mycenaean
Greece in Asia.”ll

With all their neighbors growing rich around them,
“is there any reason,” Gowen asks, “to believe that the
Hebrews were so different from other branches of the
Semitic family that they were indifferent to commerce . . .
and content to leave the monoply to Ishmaelites’ and
Canaanites’?” There is every indication that they were
not. “From the earliest times the Hebrew carried within
himself two opposite tendencies . . . the story of Jacob
plainly reveals a man of immense commercial proclivity
fighting desperately to retain his instinctive appreciation
of the spiritual . . .”’n Certainly Jacob’s sons knew some-
thing about business when they made a deal with Arab
traders on their way to Egypt. “We must abandon once
for all,” says Bertholet, “the idea that Israel from the
beginning kept strictly to itself,” and he proceeds to point
outl? that the Moabites exported wine by caravan in the
days of lIsaiah; that Abraham had dealings with the
Qetura, who were Arab tribes engaged in the Ethiopian
incense trade; that Israelites were acquainted with the
markets of Tyre (Ez. 27:11, Gen. 43:11), and had their
own merchants quarter in Damascus (I Kings 20:34,
16:6); that they were constantly being visited by foreign
caravans;3 that foreign merchants and artisans enjoyed
concessions and had their own settlements in Israel,
where they formed regular commercial corporations.
When the King of Damascus beat Israel’s Omri, one of
the concessions he demanded in the peace treaty was the
right to set up a bazaar in Samaria. The story of the
Queen of Sheba shows Israel’s interest in the old South
Arabia trade, while the ambitious expedition to Ophir
went even further afield — perhaps even to the distant
Zambesi country of Africa.l8
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Thus we see that the children of Israel, far from
being an obscure and forgotten peasant community, as
was so long believed of them, were doing business — and
big business — in the desert long before Lehi’s day and
long after.

Overland Commerce: Jerusalem is an inland town,
and hence all her trade, including that across the waters,
had to move by caravan.

Almost every writer on the Holy Land has drawn attention
to its character as a natural bridge connecting Egypt with the
Empires of the Euphrates Valley. Two great highways of traffic
passed through the land, the one along the coast ... to Egypt,
the other east of Jordan from South Arabia to Damascus. Along
these roads trade flowed uninterruptedly from the earliest times
to the days of Islam, and the inhabitants of Palestine were kept
in touch with the products and markets of India and of Rome, of
Libya and Arabia, of Egypt and Babylon, even of China and
the Malay Peninsula.l6

Of all types of commerce, Eduard Meyer concludes,
“that across the desert played a particularly important
role; to it men were beholden for the most precious and
coveted of all nature’s products, gold and incense. . . .
On that trade rests the fact that in South Arabia among
the Sabaeans about 1000 years before Christ a high civil-
ization was developed, which was in direct commercial
contact with the states on the Mediterranean.”l]

The story of this South Arabic trade is one of the
most important and intriguing chapters in economic his-
tory, and it directly concerns the Book of Mormon. For
many centuries the richest trade-route in the world was
that which ran along the eastern shore of the Red Sea
for almost the entire length of the Arabian peninsula.l8
This is the route that Lehi took when he escaped from
Jerusalem — and even his skeptical family seemed to
think that he knew what he was doing. Not only the
wealth of the Indies, but even the more fabulous wealth
of Africa passed through the sugs of Saba (Sheba) to
Europe and the Near East, and from very early times the
Israelites were in on the trade. “Commercial relations
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with Yemen (the southwest corner of Arabia) begun in
Biblical times were later strengthened by Jewish mer-
chants residing in Babylonia and trading with Sabaea
and Abyssinia.”19 A succession of great Arab states con-
trolled this trade and grew rich on it: “The Minaeans,
Sabaeans, Katabanians, Hadhramautians, and Himyar-
ites succeeded one another to monopolistic control of the
lucrative trade-routes over which the riches of Asia and
Africa flowed into the eastern Mediterranean sea-
board.”2

There is strong philological evidence that the trade
of South Arabia with Palestine and the Mediterranean
was very old indeed.2l But in Lehi's day something
happened that virtually put an end to the lucrative land-
transport between the two regions. Exactly what it was
that caused the Arabic center of gravity to shift from
the south to the north we do not know, though it is not
maintained that it may have been the discovery of the
monsoon winds, enabling shippers to by-pass the South
Arabian ports. At any rate, the great Arab merchant
states in the south gave way to the greatly reduced activi-
ties of the mukarribs, independent merchants who closely
resembled the Greek traders in the west, with whom in
fact, they entered into extensive negotiations through
Sidon and Tyre.2 Along with this there took place in
Lehi’s day a general shift of business and population
from South to North Arabia, where Jewish settlers and
merchants lost the economic advantages which they had
long enjoyed in those regions. As early as the 7th and
6th centuries B.C. Ammon and Moab received a large
influx of desert Arabs, who at the same time were moving
into Gaza and the Negev.23 In the 5th century all the
latter region became Nabataean country, the Nabataeans
being an Arab merchant state which by the end of the
century had become a great empire, even participating
in the struggles among the Greek cities for economic
control of islands in the Mediterranean.24 At the same
time this kingdom was founded, the son of Lehi's con-
temporary, Nebuchadnezzar, founded Teima on the
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north edge of the Hedjaz as a royal residence, since he
“obviously realized its great importance on the con-
verging north and south Arabian trade routes.”2§

In the Old Testament “with abrupt suddenness the
word Arab suddenly appears in the literature in Jeremiah
and Ezekiel, never to vanish again.”% Jeremiah and
Ezekiel, it will be recalled, were contemporaries of Lehi.
Even the enterprise and aggressiveness of the Phoeni-
cians and Syrians which gained them economic control
of the whole Mediterranean failed, Eduard Meyer ob-
serves, even to pose a serious threat to the Arabs’ control
of the caravan trade2i—any great power that wanted to
trade over the deserts had to buy their cooperation, and
though the price was high, it was infinitely cheaper than
the military conquest and occupation of an all but unin-
habitable wilderness half the size of the United States.

World-wide Business Connections: The Jews had long
learned the secrets of getting on with these people.
Before the great “Arab push” of Lehi's day they had
their merchants' quarters carrying on business by special
agreement in the important caravan cities.?8 The same
system seems to have operated here as in the rest of the
ancient world. It takes two parties to carry on business,
and the basic plan on which traders operated from the
earliest times was what the Greeks called the xenia-
contract, the Romans hospitium, and the Orientals
chuwa. To do business in a foreign city you depended on
the support of a friend in that city, and in return gave
him your friendship and support when he visited your
city. Such contracts of friendship could be entered into
either by individuals or groups and were inherited from
father to son through many generations. They go back
to the heroic ages at the dawn of history.29 Inscriptions
show the presence of a Syrian merchant colony in far-off
Puteoli in Italy not long after Lehi, and a colony of
merchants from Tyre flourishing on the Greek Island of
Delos, calling itself “The Society of Tyrian Merchants
and Shippers.”3) Such contracts of friendship were most
indispensable in dealing with the touchy and dangerous
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desert people, where in fact the chuwa still survives as a
hold-over from prehistoric times. Al-Hariri gives us a
glimpse of how it worked 900 years ago; when he writes
of himself:

‘... So that | never entered a city
or ventured into a strange place,
without uniting (literally ‘mixing’) with its governor,
as water mixes with wine,
and strengthening myself by his patronage,
as the body is strengthened by the soul.”3l

On entering a town, that is, one would go straight to
the house of the most important man who could give one
aid and protection. Just so in the immemorial usage of
the desert one repaired directly to the tent of the sheikh
of any tribe upon arriving in its area, to become his
dakhil (protected guest) and ask for the protection and
assistance which no noble chief could deny. It is still
possible today, as it was centuries ago, for a town to
enter into a fraternal covenant with a desert tribe, and
for the payment of a yearly sum to enjoy safe passage
through its terrain and protection from other tribes as
well; for such an agreement of chuwa with a great sheikh
guarantees not only his support but also that of the
other desert chieftains with whom he has like contracts
of brotherhood.

Since such agreements of friendship were reciprocal
and were always associated with trade, it is plain enough
(as the cases of Isaac and Jacob make clear) that the
great lords of the desert were in business from the first.

Hariri describes how he was “once returning from
Damascus, on my way to Bagdad, accompanied by
travellers on camels, of the tribe of Nomir (i.e., they
were Arabs), men distinguished alike by excellence and
affluence.”® ““I was one,” says a typical sheikh of the
desert, “distinguished alike by opulence and munificence,
who had estates and villages and means of hospitality.
.78 It may seem a contradiction to have a desert chief
the owner of landed estates, and indeed, the discovery in
the 1930’s that Abraham did not always dwell in tents
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but may have owned a fine town-house came as a sur-
prise to students: *“. . . we had really learned something
about him,” says Sir Leonard Woolley commenting on
this, "which, as a matter of fact, the literature did not tell
us and which we should never have guessed.”® The
whole economy which we are describing has, in fact,
come to light only with the studies of recent years, yet
it is clearly if casually indicated in Nephi's account taken
from his father's journal.

Jewish Merchants among the Arabs: Now there is a
good deal of evidence that the Jewish merchants who
sallied forth into the desert places and cities of Arabia
exerted a very substantial pressure as missionaries on the
local populations. Solomon’s reputation stood very high
in the land of Sheba in the extreme south of Arabia, and
if "the last Himyarite (South Arabic) king was an ardent
convert to Judaism” he must have been under some real
Jewish influence.3d Everywhere the Jewish merchants
clung to their religion with great tenacity and often
tried to press it on others, earning in the Roman world
the epithet of proselytizing Jews.” “The international
contacts developed by the language of trade,” writes
Gower, "afforded the Jew a marvellous opportunity for
becoming the great missionary of monotheism.”37 Speak-
ing specifically of the later Jewish merchants in Arabia
Wechter writes: "Though developing their own culture
and social patterns they kept in close touch with Baby-
lonian and Palestinian Jewries, but especially with the
Tiberian center.” And he quotes Herschberg: "The
documents and sources testify that Arabian Jewry did not
differ from that of all other lands . . . They lived in
accordance with accepted Jewish tradition.”38 The first
thing a Hebrew merchant would do upon settling down
in a place even for a limited stay was to set up an altar,
exactly as Lehi did at his first important camp. "It is to
be assumed without question that the settlement of Israel-
ite merchants such as those at Damascus (I Kings 20:34)
had an altar that stood on Israelite earth (cf. 11 Kings
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5:17). Without such it would have been impossible to
live after the manner of Israel.”}

Jewish Colonies in the Desert: Even more significant
from the Book of Mormon point of view than the indi-
vidual merchant contacts with the Arabs are those Israel-
ite colonies which from time to time went forth to settle
in various parts of the wilderness. These were perma-
nent colonies of farmers, as ardently Jewish as the mer-
chants, “land cultivators who introduced into Arabia
vine and bee-culture, cultivated the palm and built dams
to store the rainfall. They also distinguished themselves
as craftsmen, especially as armorers and goldsmiths.”4
When we remember that Lehi’s people went into the
desert carrying “all manner of seeds of every kind, and
also the seeds of fruit of every kind” (1 Ne. 8:1), in the
confident expectation of settling down and planting those
seeds, and that they too showed great interest in vine
and bee-culture and betrayed an almost sentimental
love of fine workmanship in metals, especially weapons,
it appears that Lehi was certainly thinking more in terms
of the colonist than of the merchant when he left Jerusa-
lem. However he may have acquired his great fortune,
he left the city under a cloud—an outcast “driven from
Jerusalem” with no hope or thought of returning. (1 Ne.
5:5, 7:14, 17:43-44.) His elder sons, who insisted on
discounting any divine guidance, assumed as a matter
of course that their father’s favorite, Nephi, “.. . lies unto
us . .. that he may lead us away into some strange wil-
derness; and after he has led us away, he has thought to
make himself a king and ruler over us, that he may do with
us according to his will and pleasure.” (1 Ne. 16:38.)
This to them seemed the natural explanation of what was
going on: Nephi and his father Lehi, to them, were run-
ning a colonizing project. When Xenophon was leading
the Ten Thousand out of Asia some accused him, so
he says, of planning to found a city, name it after him-
self, and lord it over the others.dl This was a common
abuse of the colonizing technique. Equally common was
the naming of the colony after the leader — a regular
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Book of Mormon practice, and perfectly familiar from
Greek and Roman history and legend.

The Case of the Rekhabites: In the time of Jeremiah,
or shortly before, a certain Jonadab ben Rechab had led
a colony of permanent settlers from Jerusalem into the
wilderness, where his descendants survived through all
succeeding centuries as the strange and baffling nation of
the Rekhabites.2 What makes them baffling is their
Messianic religion which is so much like primitive Chris-
tianity in many ways that it has led some scholars to
argue that those people must have been of Christian
origin, though the historical evidence for their great
antiquity is unquestionable. When one considers that
Jonadab’s project was almost contemporary (perhaps
slightly prior to) Lehi’s, that his name, ending in adab is
of a type peculiar to the period and to the Book of
Mormon, and that the Book of Mormon specifically
states that the Lord had led other people out of Jerusalem
beside Lehi, and that the Rekhabite teachings are
strangely like those in the Book of Mormon, one is forced
to admit at very least the possibility that Lehi’s exodus
could have taken place in the manner described, and the
certainty that other such migrations actually did take
place.

When the great Nabataean kingdom arose after the
fall of Jerusalem, it absorbed among other people of the
desert the Idumaeans, Arabic-speaking nomads who
“though Jews by religion since the time of Hyrcanus, to
a large extent continued to live like Arabs according to
their former customs, and they undoubtedly served as a
medium whereby the tribes of Arabia were brought into
contact with the Hellenistic world over which the Jews
were spread.”#3 Certainly they show how extensively the
tribes of Arabia had been brought into contact with the
Jewish world and religion in the preceding centuries.

Questions

1. How has our idea of the economic picture of 600
B.C. changed in recent years?
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2. How do these changes influence the interpretation
of Lehi’s activities?

3. What business activities did the Jews of Lehi’s
day engage in?

4. Why would Lehi be obliged to have dealings with
the Arabs?

5. What connections did Jewish merchants have
with the Arabs? How would this economic background
condition the nature of Lehi’s exploit?

6. What kind of business ties would Lehi have in
cities outside Jerusalem?

7. What was the religious attitude of the Hebrew
merchants towards the people among whom they traveled
and lived?

8. Why did they build altars?

9. In what respects could Lehi’s party be called
typical Jewish colonizers?

10. How does the case of the Rekhabites support
the plausibility of Nephi’s story?



Lesson 6
LEHI'S AFFAIRS

2. Lehi and the Arabs

Prospectus of Lesson 6: Here we discuss Lehi's personal con-
tacts with the Arabs, as indicated by his family background and
his association with Ishmael, whose descendants in the New
World closely resemble the Ishmaelites (Bedouins) of the Old
World. The names of Lehi and some of his sons are pure
Arabic. The Book of Mormon depicts Lehi as a man of three
worlds, and it has recently become generally recognized that
the ancient Hebrews shared fully in the culture and traditions
of the desert on the one hand and in the cultural heritage of
Egypt on the other.

Lehi’s ties with the Arabs are many and interesting.
Since the only comprehensive study of this theme is a
chapter of Lehi in the Desert, we can do no better in
this lesson than to quote that chapter, with necessary
alterations and additions.

Significance of Manasseh: Now of all the tribes of
Israel Manasseh was the one which lived farthest out
in the desert, came into the most frequent contact with
the Arabs, intermarried with them most frequently, and
at the same time had the closest traditional bonds with
Egypt.l The prominence of the name of Ammon in the
Book of Mormon may have something to do with the
fact that Ammon was Manasseh’s nearest neighbor and
often fought him in the deserts east of Jordan; at the
same time a prehistoric connection with the Ammon of
Egypt is not at all out of the question. The seminomadic
nature of Manasseh might explain why Lehi seems out
of touch with things in Jerusalem. For the first time he
“did discover” from records kept in Laban’s house that
he was a direct descendant of Joseph. Why hadn’t he
known that all along? Nephi always speaks of “the
Jews at Jerusalem” with a curious detachment, and no
one in First Nephi ever refers to them as “the people”
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or “our people” but always quite impersonally as “the
Jews.” It is interesting in this connection that the Ele-
phantine letters speak only of Jews and Arameans, never
of Israelites.?

“Call Me Ishmael”: The proverbial ancestor of the
Arabs is Ishmael. His is one of the few Old Testament
names which is also at home in ancient Arabia.® His
traditional homeland was the Tih, the desert between
Palestine and Egypt, and his people were haunters of the
“borders” between the desert and the town;* he was
regarded as the legitimate offspring of Abraham by an
Egyptian mother. His was not a name of good omen,
for the angel promised his mother, “. . . he will be a
wild man, his hand will be against everyone, and every
man'’s hand against him. . . .”® So the chances are that
one who bore his name had good family reasons for
doing so, and in Lehi's friend Ishmael we surely have
a man of the desert. Lehi, faced with the prospect of a
long journey in the wilderness, sent back for Ishmael,
who promptly followed into the desert with a large party.
(1 Ne. 7:2-5.) Lehi's family charged him with irrespon-
sibility and lack of candor in leading them out into the
wastes, and in view of what they had to suffer and what
they left behind they were, from the common sense point
of view, quite right. The decision to depart into the
wilderness came suddenly to Lehi, by a dream. (1 Ne.
2:2.) In the same way . . . the Lord commanded him
that I, Nephi, and my brethren, should again return unto
the land of Jerusalem, and bring down Ishmael and his
family into the wilderness.” (1 Ne. 7:2)

Here there is no personal appeal of Lehi to Ishmael,
no long arguments, discussions or explanations, no long
preparation and planning: Ishmael immediately moves
into the desert, . . . and all the house of Ishmael” (1 Ne.
7:22), though his sons complained as bitterly as Laman
and Lemuel. (1 Ne. 7:6) This means that he must have
been hardly less adept at moving than Lehi himself. The
interesting thing is that Nephi takes Ishmael (unlike Zo-
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ram) completely for granted, never explaining who he
is or how he fits into the picture—the act of sending for
him seems to be the most natural thing in the world, as
does the marriage of his daughters with Lehi’s sons.
Since it has ever been the custom among the desert
people for a man to marry the daughter of his paternal
uncle {bint ab-ammi)* it is hard to avoid the impression
that Lehi and Ishmael were related. Yet, it is significant
that Ishmael’'s descendants, Arab fashion, always re-
tained a separate tribal identity (Jac. 1:13, Alma 47:35,
4 Ne. 1:38, Mor. 1:8-9), which strongly implies that
their ancestral heritage was different—without a proud
and independent tradition of their own they could hardly
have preserved, as they apparently did, an independent
tribal identity throughout the whole course of Book of
Mormon history.7

Ishmaelites of Two Worlds: If it was common in the
early days for antiquarians in America, being mostly
ministers, to compare the Red Indians with the Hebrews,
it has ever been the custom of a more critical class of
observers down to the present time to compare them
with the Bedouins of the East. Two hundred years ago
Harmer wrote:

In the smallness of their clans, and in their terribleness to
those of a more settled kind of life, there is some resemblance
between the Arabs and the Indians of North America: shall we
suppose that there is a conformity between the Emirs of the one
and the Sashems of the other, as to the slovenliness in the way of
life?

Then he presents a description of the good and bad
points of the Bedouin that match those of the Indian in
every detail.§ Sir Richard Burton, one of the few men
who have lived both among the Bedouins and the Indi-
ans, marvels that two people so much alike on all points
could have had no common background: it just goes to
prove, he concludes, that life under similar conditions
will beget identical cultures, a statement which has
been exhaustively disproven since it was made. What-
ever the connection, it is certain that life in a wild coun-
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try confirmed the wild ways of the Lamanites. For ex-
ample, “it was the practice of the Lamanites to stand by
the waters of Sebus to scatter the flocks of the people,
that thereby they might drive away many that were
scattered unto their own land, it being a practice of
plunder among them.” (Alma 18:7.) If ever there was an
authentic piece of Bedouin mischief that is it. And of
course it led to fights and reprisals in the best desert
manner. (Al. 18:6) Among others these rascals scattered
the flocks of their own king and yet continued active
in the social and political life of the community—how
weak and poorly organized a government, and how
typical of the East! (Alma 17:26-27; 19:21)

But the Nephites as well as the Lamanites continued
their desert ways. Shortly after landing in America
Nephi himself took his tents and all who would follow
him and continued his wanderings in the new land as
in the old. (2 Ne. 5:5) The great man in his old age
still speaks the language of the desert: .. . may | walk
in the path of the low valley, that | may be strict in the
plain road” (2 Ne. 4:32f), is the purest Bedouin talk
for “may | stick to the wady and not get off the clearly
marked mainline that everyone follows!” One hears the
echo of innumerable old desert inscriptions in his prayer:
“ .. O Lord, wilt thou make a way for mine escape
before mine enemies! Wilt thou make my path straight
before me! Wilt thou not place a stumbling block in my
way—but that thou wouldst clear my way before me,
and hedge not up my way, but the ways of mine enemy.”
(2 Ne. 4:33.) The immemorial desert custom which re-
quired a sheikh to place the edge of his robe (kuffah)
over the back of anyone seeking his protection is clearly
recalled in Nephi’s cry: “O Lord, wilt thou encircle me
around in the robe of thy righteousness!” {lbid., 4:33.)

There is a remarkable association between the names
of Lehi and Ishmael which ties them both to the southern
desert, where the legendary birthplace and central shrine
of Ishmael was at a place called Beer Lehai-ro’i.ll Well-
hausen rendered the name “spring of the wild-ox jaw-
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bone,” but Paul Haupt showed that Lehi (for so he reads
the name) does not mean "jawbone” but "cheek,”ll
which leaves the meaning of the strange compound still
unclear. One thing is certain however: that Lehi is a
personal name. Until recently this name was entirely
unknown save as a place name, but now it has turned
up at Elath and elsewhere in the south in a form which
has been identified by Nelson Glueck with the name
Lahai which "occurs quite frequently either as a part of
a compound, or as a separate name of deity or person,
particularly in Minaean, Thamudic, and Arabic texts.”(3
There is a Beit Lahi, "House of Lehi” among the ancient
place names of the Arab country around Gaza, but the
meaning of the name has here been lost.3 If the least
be said of it, the name Lehi is thoroughly at home among
the people of the desert and, so far as we know, no-
where else.

The name of Lemuel is not a conventional Hebrew
one, for it occurs only in one chapter of the Old Testa-
ment (Proverbs 31:1,4), where it is commonly supposed
to be a rather mysterious poetic substitute for Solomon.
It is, however, like Lehi, at home in the south desert,
where an Edomite text from "a place occupied by tribes
descended from Ishmael” bears the title, “The Words
of Lemuel, King of Massa.”l4 These people, though
speaking a language that was almost Arabic, were yet
well within the sphere of Jewish religion, for “we have
nowhere any evidence that the Edomites used any other
name for their God than Yahweh, the God of the
Hebrews.”15

Laman’s name is discussed below.18 It is a striking
coincidence that Condon saw in the name Leimun, as he
renders it (the vowels must be supplied by guesswork),
a possible corruption of the name Lemuel, thus bringing
these two names, so closely associated in the Book of
Mormon, into the most intimate relationship.ll Far more
popular among the Arabs as among the Nephites was
the name Alma, which can mean a young man, a coat of
mail, a mountain, or a sign.l§ While Sam is a perfectly



LEHI'S ARPAIRS 63

good Egyptian, it is also the normal Arabic form of
Shem, the son of Noah.

Lehi’s Three Worlds: Lehi, like Moses and his an-
cestor, Joseph, was a man of three cultures, being edu-
cated not only in “the learning of the Jews and the lan-
guage of the Egyptians,” but in the ways of the desert
as well. “There is a peculiar color and atmosphere to
the biblical life,” says Professor Montgomery, “which
gives it its special tone. . . . And that touch comes from
the expansive and free-moving life of what we call
Arabia. . . ."*” The dual culture of Egypt and Israel
would have been impossible without the all-important
Arab to be the link between, just as trade between the
two nations was unthinkable without the Bedouin to
guide their caravans through his deserts. Without the
sympathetic cooperation of the Arabs any passage
through their deserts was a terrible risk if not out of the
question, and the good businessman was ever the one
who knew how to deal with the Arabs—which meant
to be one of them.*

It should be noted in speaking of names that archae-
ology has fully demonstrated that the Israelites, then as
now, had not the slightest aversion to giving their chil-
dren non-Jewish names, even when those names smacked
of a pagan background.” One might, in a speculative
mood, even detect something of Lehi's personal history
in the names he gave to his sons. The first two have
Arabic names—do they recall his early days in the cara-
van trade? The second two have Egyptian names, and
indeed they were born in the days of his prosperity. The
last two, born amid tribulations in the desert, were called
with fitting humility, Jacob and Joseph. Whether the
names of the first four were meant, as those of the last
two sons certainly were (2 Ne. 2:1, 3:1), to call to
mind the circumstances under which they were born,
the names are certainly a striking indication of their triple
heritage, and it was certainly the custom of Lehi's people
to name their children with a purpose. (Hel. 3:21, 5:6.)
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Lehi at Home in the Desert: There is ample evi-
dence in the Book of Mormon that Lehi was an expert
on caravan travel, as one might expect. Consider a few
general points. Upon receiving a warning dream, he is
ready apparently at a moment’s notice to take his whole
“... family, and provisions, and tents” out into the wilder-
ness. While he took absolutely nothing but the most
necessary provisions with him (1 Ne. 2:4), he knew
exactly what those provisions should be, and when he
had to send back to the city to supply unanticipated
wants, it was for records that he sent and not for any
necessaries for the journey. This argues a high degree
of preparation and knowledge in the man, as does the
masterly way in which he established a base camp, that
is, until the day when he receives the Liahona, he seems
to know just where he is going and exactly what he is
doing: there is here no talk of being ‘led by the Spirit,
not knowing beforehand . . as with Nephi in the dark
streets of Jerusalem.

His family accuse Lehi of folly in leaving Jeru-
salem and do not spare his personal feelings in making
fun of his dreams and visions, yet they never question
his ability to lead them. They complain, like all Arabs,
against the terrible and dangerous deserts through which
they pass, but they do not include ignorance of the desert
among their hazards, though that would be their first
and last objection to his wild project were Lehi nothing
but a city Jew unacquainted with the wild and dangerous
world of the waste places.

Lehi himself never mentions inexperience among
his handicaps. Members of the family laugh contemp-
tuously when Nephi proposes to build a ship (1 Ne. 17:
17-20), and might well have quoted the ancient proverb,
“Show an Arab the sea and a man of Sidon the desert.”2
But while they tell him he is ‘lacking in judgment” to
build a ship, they never mock their brother’s skill as a
hunter or treat him as a dude in the desert. The fact
that he brought a fine steel bow with him from home and
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that he knew well how to use that difficult weapon shows
that Nephi had hunted much in his short life.

Lehi has strong ties with the desert both in his
family and his tribal background. Twenty-six hundred
years ago the Jews felt themselves much closer to the
people of the desert than they have in subsequent times.
“We come to realize,” says Montgomery, “that Israel
had its face turned towards those quarters we call the
Desert, and that this was its nearest neighbor.” The
Jews themselves were desert people originally, and they
never forgot it: “this constant seeping in of desert wan-
derers still continues. . . . There is no barrier of race or
language or caste or religion,” between them and their
desert cousins.2

Lehi’s Desert Background: Ever since the days of Sir
Robert Wood, scholars have been pointing out the close
parallels that exist between the way of life peculiar to
the wandering Bedouins of the East and that of the an-
cient Patriarchs, especially Abraham.? “Rightly do the
legends of Israel depict the father of the nation as living
in tents,” says a typical commentary, “for nomadizing
is the proper business of the genuine old Hebrews, and
indeed of the Semites in general.” Hugo Winckler
pointed out that whereas the cities of Palestine were all
in the north, the country of Judah was really Bedouin
territory, being “the link between northern Arabia and
the Sinai peninsula with their Bedouin life.”% Since
Thomas Harmer, 160 years ago attempted to test the
authenticity of the Bible by making a close and detailed
comparison between its description of desert ways and
the actual practices of the Bedouins, hundreds of studies
have appeared on that fruitful theme, and they are still
being written.Zl In one of the latest, Holscher discovers
that the word Arab as used in the Old Testament *“des-
ignates originally no particular tribe, but simply the no-
madic Bedouins. In this sense the ancestors of the
Israelites were also Arabs before they settled down on
cultivated ground.”28
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A Mixed Culture: But though their nomadic practices
were by no means terminated by agricultural ones, we
must not fall into the error of thinking of the ancient
Patriarchs as desert nomads and nothing more. The
discovery made in the 1930's that Abraham was a
dweller in houses as well as a dweller in tents “came as
a great surprise,”’ though it could hardly have surprised
readers of the Pearl of Great Price. The fact is that
both the city and the wilderness figure prominently in
the story of God's people from the beginning. Winckler
showed years ago that the Bedouins have been in con-
stant contact with the cities throughout history, while
the city~-dwellers of the East have always gone forth into
the waste on business of various kinds.”® There is in-
deed constant conflict between the two ways of life: but
conflict also means contact, and in the Book of Mormon
as in the Bible the city and the wilderness are always
wonderfully close together.

In Bible times as today one could literally step from
an ancient and crowded metropolis into a howling wilder-
ness in the course of a short half-hour stroll!®* This
state of things that seems so fantastic to us is actually
typical of the East in every period. Lachish letter No. 6
in denouncing the prophet Jeremiah for spreading de-
featism both in the country and in the city shows that
Lehi, a supporter of the prophet, could have been active
in either area of “‘the land of Jerusalem.” The fact that
Lehi “dwelt at Jerusalem in all his days” would be an
aid rather than a hindrance to much travel, for “the
wilderness of Judah is a long projection north from the
Arabian deserts to the gates of Jerusalem.”*

The Language of the Desert in the Book of Mormon:
So the patriarchs of old were wandering Bedouins,
though far from barbaric. Their language was that of
the desert people, many of whose words are to this day
closer to Hebrew than to modern Arabic.** As recently
as 2000 B.C. Hebrew and Arabic had not yet emerged
from “what was substantially a common language, un-
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derstood from the Indian Ocean to the Taurus and from
the Zagros to the frontier of Egypt. This common lan-
guage (excluding Accadian) was as homogeneous as
was Arabic a thousand years ago.”83 A curious persist-
ent homogeneity of culture and language has character-
ized the people of the Near East in every age, so that
Margoliouth can affirm that “a Sabean (south Arabian)
would have found little to puzzle him in the first verse
of Genesis.”¥ “The Hebrews remained Arabs,” is the
verdict of a modern authority, “their literature ... in
its recorded forms is of Arab scheme and type . . .”%
It is not surprising that Professor Margoliouth holds that
Arabic seems to hold “the key to every lock” in the study
of the Old Testament. It certainly is indispensable to
the study of Lehi’s activities and background in his na-
tive country.

One interesting linguistic tie between Israel and
the Arabs should not be overlooked since it has direct
application to the Book of Mormon. We refer to those
Hebrew genealogies in which “the nomenclature is
largely un-Hebraic, with peculiar antiqgue formations in
-an, -on, and in some cases of particular Arabian ori-
gin.”% “The loss of the ending on is quite common in
Palestinian place-names,” according to Albright, re-
ferring to places mentioned in Egyptian records.87 One
can recall any number of Book of Mormon place names
—Emron, Heshlon, Jashon, Moron, etc., that have pre-
served this archaic -on, indicative of a quaint conserva-
tism among Lehi’s people, and especially of ties with the
desert people.

Place-names in the Desert: Lehi’s intimacy with des-
ert practices becomes apparent right at the outset of his
journey, not only in the skillful way he managed things
but also in the quaint and peculiar practices he observed,
such as those applying to the naming of places in the
desert.

The stream at which he made his first camp Lehi
named after his eldest son; the valley, after his second
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son. (1 Ne. 2:8.) The oasis at which his party made

their next important camp “. . . we did call . . . Shazer.”
(1 Ne. 16:13.) The fruitful land by the sea “ . . we
called Bountiful,” while the sea itself .. we called
Irreantum. ...” (1 Ne. 17:5))

By what right do these people rename streams and
valleys to suit themselves? By the immemorial custom
of the desert, to be sure. Among the laws “which no
Bedouin would dream of transgressing” the first, accord-
ing to Jennings-Bramley, is that “any water you may
discover, either in your own territory or in the territory
of another tribe, is named after you.”% So it happens
that in Arabia a great wady (valley) will have different
names at different points along its course, a respectable
number of names being “all used for one and the same
valley. One and the same place may have several names,
and the wadi running close to the same, or the mountain
connected with it, will naturally be called differently by
different clans,” according to Canaan,® who tells how
the Arabs “often coin a new name for a locality for
which they have never used a proper name, or whose
name they do not know,” the name given being usually
that of some person.4

This confusing custom of renaming everything on
the spot seems to go back to the earliest times, and
“probably, as often as not, the Israelites named for them-
selves their own camps, or unconsciously co-founded a
native name in their carelessness.”il Yet in spite of its
undoubted antiquity, only the most recent explorers have
commented on this strange practice, which seems to have
escaped the notice of travelers until explorers in our own
times started to make official maps.

Even more whimsical and senseless to a westerner
must appear the behavior of Lehi in naming a river after
one son and its valley after another. But the Arabs don’t
think that way, for Thomas reports from the south
country that “as is commonly the case in these moun-
tains, the water bears a different name from the wadi.”#
Likewise the Book of Mormon follows the Arabic sys-
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tem of designating Lehi’s camp not by the name of the
river by which it stood (for rivers may easily dry up),
but rather by the name of the valley. (1 Ne. 10:16;
16:6.)

In closing we may note the increasing tendency of
recent years to equate Hebrew and Arab. Guillaume
concludes his study with the dictum that the two names
are actually derived from a common original, the name
of Eber, both alike signifying “sons of Eber.”#3 Accord-
ing to Albright, “no sharp distinction is made between
Hebrews, Aramaeans, and Arabs in the days of the
Patriarchs,”—they were all one common culture and
race: the people of the desert.4

Questions:

1. How does the figure of Ishmael support the
authenticity of Nephi’s record?

2. What is significant about Lehi’s connection with
Manasseh?

3. What considerations make one hesitate to see
in the close resemblance of the American Indians to the
Bedouins a pure coincidence?

4, What indications are there that Lehi himself
was a man of the desert?

5. How can one explain the Arabic names of Lehi
and his sons? Why not Hebrew?

6. What is now claimed regarding the relationship
of Hebrews and Arabs?

7. What is significant in the triple cultural heritage
of Abraham, Joseph, Moses, Lehi? How many cultures
are represented in our Mormon heritage?

8. What indications are there in the Book of Mor-
mon that Lehi was a man at home in the desert?

9. Is it possible for such a man to live in the city?
On a farm?

10. What indications are there in the Book of Mor-
mon that Lehi spoke the language of the desert? How
would that language be related to his own native tongue?



Lesson 7
LEHI'S AFFAIRS

3. Dealings with Egypt

Prospectus of Lesson 7: The Book of Mormon insists emphatical-
ly and specifically that Lehi had acquired at least a veneer of
Egyptian culture. Only within the last few decades have stu-
dents come to appreciate the intimate cultural ties between Egypt
and Palestine in Lehi’s day. Here we note some of the discov-
eries that have brought about that surprising realization. Though
Lehi’s loyalty to Egypt seems mainly cultural, there is a good
deal in the Book of Mormon to indicate business ties as well. Here
we present two documents describing business dealings between
Egypt and Palestine in ancient times: the one depicts the nature
of overland traffic between two regions, the other gives a picture
of trade by sea. That Lehi was interested also in the latter type
of commerce is apparent from the prominence of the name of
Sidon in the Book of Mormon.

Israel’s Cultural Dependence on Egypt: Students have
often speculated of recent years on the strange and sui-
cidal devotion of the Jews to the cause of Egypt in the
time of Zedekiah. We shall treat the political side of the
question in the next lesson. Lehi was in the peculiar
position of opposing the pro-Egyptian party (1 Ne.
7:14), while remaining an enthusiast for Egyptian cul-
ture. (1 Ne. 1:2, Mos. 1:4.) There is nothing para-
doxical about that, Egypt had recently come under the
sway of a corrupt and incompetent government, which in
fact was about to fall to a popular revolution, but that
did not mean that Egyptian cultural heritage had ceased
to be the greatest in the world, and the Book of Mormon
concern with Egypt is strictly cultural.

It has been learned within the last generation that
cultural and economic ties between ancient lIsrael and
Egypt were far stronger than anyone had hitherto sup-
posed. J. W. Jack noted in 1938 that “excavations have
shown a closer connection with the land of the Pharaohs
than was suspected . . . the authorities at Lachish were
probably using, or at least were accustomed to the
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Egyptian calendar and the Egyptian system of numera-
tion in their local records.” Though this goes for an
earlier time, “all indications point to this connection with
Egypt continuing unbroken right down to the end of the
Jewish monarchy.”l One anthropologist went so far as
to claim that Lachish was actually an Egyptian colony,
but investigation shows that the same “Egyptian” physi-
cal type and the same predominance of Egyptian culture
prevails elsewhere in Palestine.? Recently found ivories,
seals, inscriptions, and the preliminary study of mounds
throughout the land all tell the same story — over-
whelming and unexpected preponderance of Egyptian
influence, to the equally surprising exclusion of influences
from Babylonia and Assyria.3 At Jerusalem itself, where
excavation is necessarily limited, sealings on jar handles
attest the same long reign of Egyptian culture.4 At the
same time, the Elephantine papyri tell us another thing
that scholars never dreamed of and which they were at
first most reluctant to believe, namely, that colonies of
Jewish soldiers and merchants were entirely at home in
upper Egypt, where they enjoyed free practice of their
religion. The ties between Palestine and Egypt were,
moreover, of a very long standing, centuries of “a com-
mon Hebrew-Egyptian environment” being necessary
to produce the “permeation of Egyptian modes
of thought and expression into Hebrew,” and to load the
Egyptian vocabulary with words out of Palestine and
Syria.b The newly identified Aechtungstexte show that
as early as 2000 B.C. “Palestine was tributary in large
part, at least, to Egypt,” while the excavation of Byblos,
a veritable “little Egypt,” proved the presence of
Egyptian empire in later centuries.6

To say that Egyptian culture is predominant in an
area is not necessarily to argue the presence of Egyptian
dominion. According to Hogarth, Egypt exercised the
following three degrees of empire. The first degree was
rule by direct force, the second by “fear of reconquest
which a few garrisons and agents and the prestige of
the conqueror could keep alive in the minds of indirect
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administrators and native subjects,” and the third degree
“meant little more than a sphere of exclusive influence,
from which tribute was expected but, not being secured
by garrisons or representatives, . . . tended to be inter-
mittent.”7 Thus we see that the position of Egypt as
“most favored nation” in Judah may represent any de-
gree of decayed dominion — even to an “empire” of
fourth degree. It was the Egyptian cultural heritage
rather than her government that was all-powerful,
Egyptian influence being strongest in Palestine after
Egypt had passed her peak as a world power.

In the great days of Egypt the renowned Ipuwer
had said, “the foreigners have become Egyptians every-
where,” and a near contemporary of Lehi can boast,
"Behold, are not the Ethiopian, the Syrian, and all
foreigners alike instructed in the language of Egypt?”t
For centuries it was the custom of the princes of Syria to
send their sons to Egypt to be educated.) No matter
how sorry the plight of Egypt, the boastful inscriptions
of her rulers — sometimes very feeble ones — proclaim
the absolute and unquestioned superiority of Egyptian
civilization to all others; with Egyptians that is an article
of faith. Like the English in our own days, the Egyptians
demonstrated time and again the ability to maintain a
power and influence in the world out of all proportion
to their physical resources; with no other means than a
perfect and tenacious confidence in the divine superiority
of Egypt and Ammon, Wenamon almost succeeded in
overawing the great prince of Byblos. Is it any wonder
then, that in a time when Egypt was enjoying the short
but almost miraculous revival of splendor that marked
the XXVI Dynasty, with its astonishing climax of world
trade, the credit of that country should stand high in the
land of Jerusalem?

Economic Ties: Lehi’'s main business was with
Egypt, carried on both by land and sea. The caravan
business with Egypt was of immense antiquity. The
names of merchants scratched on the hot rocks of the
passes leading into the Nile Valley can still be read,
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and some of them go back to the Old Kingdom, or the
very beginning of civilization.l0 By Lehi’s day the end-
less centuries of coming and going had established a
common system of weights and measures among the mer-
chants of all the East, in which the Egyptian system pre-
dominated.ll In brilliant tomb-paintings we still see the
Amu from Syria and Palestine coming into Egypt with
their wares, while from Arabia come inscriptions that
confirm the story from the other side. ““(This is) the
sarcophagus of Zidbal, son of Zid . . . who imported
myrrh and calamus perfumes for the temples of the Gods
of Egypt . . .”12 One particular document deserves to be
cited at some length, since it is a firsthand account of
intercourse across the desert between Egypt and Syro-
Palestine in the days of the Pharaohs.

A Picture of Contacts between Egypt and Palestine: We
refer to the journal of an Egyptian border official, writ-
ten in 1222 B.C. and discovered on the back of the
Papyrus Anastasi Il in 1899.3 This functionary kept a
careful record each day of persons passing through an
important outpost on the road between Egypt and Syria,
giving their names, families, home towns, destination,
and business. Thus on such and such a day, for example,
Pa-mr-khetem the son of Any of the city of Mr-n-ptah in
the Imr district is on his way to Egypt on official business
as chief of the royal stables. He is carrying two important
letters, one from a certain Pa-ra-m-hb. On another day,
“To Syria, Nht-amon, son of T-r from the castle of
M. in the regions of the borders of Jerrem, with two
letters for Syria, one addressed to Pen-amon, a com-
mander of occupation troops, and the other to the butler
Ra-mes-sw-nekht, from the city.” Again, there passes
through the commander of the archers from the oasis-
post of Mr-n-pth-htp-hr-ma in the mountains, on his
way “to raise troops at the fortress which is called Sile.”
When one remembers that this is the sort of world with
which Lehi’s people were familiar, and that their whole
culture is but an offshoot and reflection of this one, the
strange resemblances of things and names in these letters
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to those in the Book of Mormon (e.g. the exchange of
military letters, such expressions as the “borders of
Jerrem” and the predominance of names compounded
with the elements Pa-, mr-, and -amon) is not to be
lightly brushed aside.

Sidon and the Sea Trades: But to carry on business
with Egypt, ships were necessary as well as caravans,
and for ships, Lehi would have to depend on the people
of the coast. Even the Egyptians of 600 B.C., striving
as they were to regain supremacy of sea-trade, had their
huge seagoing ships manned exclusively by Syrian and
Phoenician crews, though Egypt was a maritime nation.l
But Israel had no ports at all; her one ambitious maritime
undertaking had to be carried on with the aid and co-
operation of Tyre, who took unscrupulous advantage of
her land-lubber neighbor.16

But for centuries it had been Sidon that had taken
the lead; it was Sidon that gave its name to all the
Phoenicians — Homer's Sidonians, and Sidon still re-
mained in business.li But now was Tyre’s great day;
by pushing and aggressive tactics she was running the
show, and no doubt charging excessive rates.ll

Now it is significant that whereas the name of Sidon
enjoys great popularity in the Book of Mormon, in both
its Egyptian (Giddonah) and Hebrew forms, the name
of Tyre never appears in the book. That is actually as
it should be, for in Lehi’s day there was bitter rivalry
between the two, and to support the one was to oppose
the other. The upstart nobility that were running and
ruining things at the court of Zedekiah were putting their
money on Tyre, so to speak, and when Nebuchadnezzar
came west on the fatal expedition that resulted in the
destruction of Jerusalem one of his main objectives,
if not the main one, was to knock out Tyre.18 Up until
quite recently it was believed that his thirteen-year siege
of the city on the rock was unsuccessful, but now it is
known for sure that Tyre was actually taken and de-
stroyed, upon which Sidon enjoyed a brief revival of
supremacy.l9 Now Lehi shared the position of Jeremiah
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(1 Ne. 7:14), who was opposed to the policy of the
court in supporting Egypt against Babylon; that meant
that he was anti-Tyre and pro-Sidon.

A Harbor Sketch: To match the record of the Egyp-
tian border official cited above, we have a recent dis-
covery from Egypt which presents a most vivid picture
of sea trade between that country and Syria-Palestine
in the great days of the XVIII Dynasty. The walls of
a newly opened tomb at Thebes (No. 162) are covered
with pictures of Syrian merchants doing business in an
Egyptian harbor in the time of Amenophis 111 (1405-
1370 B.C.). “The event here recorded,” write Davies
and Faulkner, “was doubtless one of fairly frequent
occurrence during the palmy days of the Empire. We
probably shall not be far wrong if we see in this repre-
sentation the beginnings of that maritime trade from
Syrian ports which . . . culminated in the far-flung mer-
cantile ventures of the Phoenicians,”20 and which reached
its peak, we might add, both for Egypt and Phoenicia,
in the time of Lehi, when “Phoenician galleys filled the
Nile mouths, and Semitic merchants . . . thronged the
Delta.”2

In the tomb in question, which was that of Qen-
amon, the mayor of the great city of Thebes, “in the
lowermost shop a Syrian merchant is trying to sell a
large jar of wine or oil . . . The small hand-scales being
used by the two male shopkeepers suggests the possible
use of gold-dust as a medium of exchange.”2 This
would seem to support our statement in Lehi in the Desert
p. 7, that “lists of goods imported into Egypt from Pales-
tine show that the great men of the East took the gold
of Egypt in return for their wine, oil, grain, and honey,
the first three far outclassing all other commodities in
importance.” If the Jews had to trade for raw gold, they
knew what to do with it when they got it, and some
have maintained that the Hebrews were the greatest gold-
smiths of antiquity. “Goods for sale,” our authorities
continue, “consist largely of great jars of wine or oil,
but a notable item of cargo consists of two humped bulls
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of a foreign breed. Other articles offered consist of
bowls containing costly materials of various kinds and
specimens of the jewellers' craft in the form of vases of
precious metal . . .”2

“Herzfeld estimates that some 133 different
materials were brought to Palestine from these outside
lands in addition to the 87 commodities produced at
home; "3 and Hoelscher described the Phoenician mer-
chants as importing metals, slaves, and riding animals
from overseas to exchange for the ivory, gold, jewels,
spice, balsam, and woven stuffs brought in by the cara-
vans.2t The Egyptians always traded manufactured
goods (weapons, jewelry, glassware, cloth, wine, cos-
metics, etc.), for natural products: gold, myrrh, ebony,
incense, aromatic wood, animals, antimony, ivory, tor-
toise-shell, slaves, etc.?5 In the Qenamon tomb, along
with the big commerce ‘there seems to have been no
regulation against small scale private trading. The water-
side where the foreign ships moored was therefore
lined with small booths in which Egyptian shopkeepers,
women as well as men, plied a lively trade.” In this petty
trade the Egyptians try to sell the visiting sailors “tex-
tiles, sandals, foodstuffs and other items.”28

Precious Things: Another Egyptian tomb depicting
Syrian goods being brought to a local noble gives us a
good idea of what passed as “precious things” in the
world of Lehi; a vase rimmed with finely-wrought pome-
granates and labelled in the picture “a vessel of gold”,
a blue cruse, a chariot, a bow and quiver, horses, a hal-
berd, a blue double-handled jar labelled “vessel of lapis
lazuli’’, a dagger, a jar of incense, an ointment horn, a
jar labelled “silver vessel”, a strip of cloth, a quiver, a
decorated linen sash, a hardwood stick, another silver
vessel so labelled, and bear on a leash.2l It is interesting
that the gold and silver items are so designated, while
the rest go by the collective name of *“precious things”,
since the same usage is evidenced four times in two
chapters of | Nephi. (Chs. 2 6 3) Davies suggests
that in the Theban tomb “No doubt some of the more
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precious and portable articles” were destined as a special
gift for Qenamon himself in return for his services in
smoothing the way as mayor and *“as a commission on
the deal.”28 One cannot help recalling at this point how
Nephi and his brothers tried to bribe Laban by bring-
ing to his court just such precious and portable articles,
to smooth the way in their transaction with him.

Let us summarize by recalling what we first learned
about Lehi from the Book of Mormon. He was exceed-
ingly rich, and his wealth took the form of all manner
of precious things, with an accent on gold and silver;
his treasures were portable and he and his sons knew
and appreciated fine metal work when they saw it. In
a land that produced no precious metals, Lehi could
have acquired these things only by inheritance or trade.
What he got by inheritance, however, was an estate in
the country, and the origin of his wealth may be con-
fidently detected in his intimate knowledge of vine and
olive culture. That he traded is clearly implied by his
close — almost sentimental — ties with the great non-
Jewish port of Sidon and with the great culture of Egypt.
That he and his sons knew a good deal about caravan
techniques is obvious, and yet we are explicitly told that
they knew nothing at all about shipbuilding. Why
should they? Shipbuilding was the jealously-guarded
monopoly of the coast people. As far as the business
affairs of Lehi are set before us in the Book of Mormon,
everything is exactly as it should be.

Questions

1. What has been the main trend of discovery re-
garding ancient contacts between Israel and Egypt?

2. How was trade carried on between the two coun-
tries?

3. What type of evidence indicates the cultural de-
pendence of Palestine on Egypt? How extensive was
that dependence?

4. What evidence bears out the report in the Book of
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Mormon that an important man in Israel might learn
Egyptian and have his children do the same?

5. What in the Egyptian frontier official’s reports
reminds one of the Book of Mormon?

6. What indication is there in the Book of Mormon
that Lehi may have engaged in trade by sea?

7. What indication is there in the Book of Mormon
that Lehi had any connections at all with Egypt?

8. What was the nature of Lehi’s “precious things™?
How and where could he have acquired them?

9. How can the prominence of the name Sidon (in-
cluding its Egyptian form Giddonah) and the absence
of that of Tyre, an even more important port, be ex-
plained? Why is Tyre snubbed?

10. How does the commission or bribe to Qenamon
confirm the Book of Mormon account of business meth-
ods in dealing with high officials?



Lesson 8

POLITICS IN JERUSALEM

Prospectus of Lesson 8: Nephi tells us a great deal about con-
ditions in Jerusalem in his day. Lessons 8, 9, and 10 take a
closer look at the city on the eve of its overthrow. From Nephi
we learn that the Elders of the Jews were running things, and
that these Elders hated Lehi. From other sources it is known
that Jerusalem at the time actually was under the control of the
Sarim, an upstart aristocracy that surrounded and dominated the
weak king and hated and opposed both the prophets and the old
aristocratic class to which Lehi belonged. This accounts for
Nephi’s own coldness towards “the Jews at Jerusalem.” Among
the considerable evidence in the Book of Mormon that identifies
Lehi with the old aristocracy, the peculiar conception and insti-
tution of “land of one’s inheritance” deserved special mention.
Also the peculiar relationship between city and country has now
been explained, and with it the declaration of the Book of Mor-
mon that Christ was born in the land of Jerusalem becomes a
strong argument in support of its authenticity. Another signifi-
cant parallel between the Book of Mormon and the political
organization of Jerusalem in Lehi’s day is the singular nature and
significance of the office of judges. The atmosphere of Jerusalem
as described in the first chapters of the Book of Mormon is com-
pletely authentic, and the insistence of Nephi on the greatness of
the danger and the completeness of the destruction of Judah has
recently been vindicated by archaeological finds.

The peculiar social organization of Jerusalem and
the social and political struggles that wracked the city
at the time of its fall have been the subject of a good
deal of recent investigation. Let us consider the newer
finds on each particular topic, after first seeing what the
Book of Mormon has to say about it.

The Rule of the Elders: Nephi tells us casually but
emphatically that things at Jerusalem were in control of
“the elders of the Jews,” who were holding nocturnal
meetings with the powerful and influential Laban.
(1 Ne. 4:22-27.) Poor Zedekiah plays no part at all—
his name occurs half a dozen times in the Book of Mor-
mon, but only to fix a date. These elders were no friends
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of Lehi, for if they had been his life would never have
been in danger. As it was, he “ . . was driven out of
Jerusalem,” (1 Ne. 7:14, Hel. 8:22) by the only people
who could have driven him out, the important people,
those responsible for the ... priestcrafts and iniquities”
that were to be the ruin of them at Jerusalem.
(2 Ne. 10:5))

Bible students recognize today that affairs at Jeru-
salem were completely under the control of the “elders”.
The word “elders” has been understood to mean *“the
heads of the most influential families of a city.”l In
1935 in the ruins of the city of Lachish, 30 miles south-
west of Jerusalem, a remarkable body of documents was
found. They were military reports written at the very
time of the fall of Jerusalem and saved from the flames
of burning Lachish by being covered with rubble when
the watchtower in which they were stored collapsed.
Lachish was the last Jewish town to fall before Jerusalem
itself went down, so here, in the fragments of some
eighteen letters, we have a strictly first-hand, if limited,
account of what was going on.. Now in the Lachish
letters we learn that the men who are running—and
ruining—everything are the sarim, who actually are the
elders, the term sarim designating, according to J. W.
Jack, “members of the official class, i.e. officers acting
under the king as his counselors and rulers.” In these
priceless letters “we find the sarim denouncing Jeremiah
to the king and demanding that he be executed because
of his bad influence on the morale of the people.” In
accusing the prophet of defeatism, the leading men of
Jerusalem were supported by the majority of the people
and by a host of popular “prophets” suborned by the
court, by whose false oracles “Judahite chauvinism was
whipped to a frenzy.” To oppose this front, as Lehi
did was to incur the charges of subversion and defeatism.

The OId Aristocracy and the New: How did the
elders of the Jews” get such power over the king? It
was not entirely Zedekiah’s weakness that was to blame,
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for the real showdown had come in the days of Heze-
kiah, whose every attempt at reform had been syste-
matically frustrated by the sarim™ As in other ancient
states of the time, including those of Greece and Rome,
the king was traditionally a member of the old landhold-
Ing aristocracy, to whom he was obliged to defer on
many points. he ruled by and with the consent and ad-
vice of a council whose nature and composition are still
recalled in our own word “senate,” meaning “council of
elders,” Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Lehi were themselves
members of this ruling class. There is evidence, accord-
ing to Graetz, that the Talmud is right in reporting that
King Hezekiah actually married Isaiah’s daughter after
the Assyrian danger was over,5 and Winckler has shown
how the king at Jerusalem sought the advice and counsel
of Jeremiah as a wealthy and powerful man with impor-
tant connections—though they were mostly Babylonian
connections, highly obnoxious to the ruling clique at
Zedekiah's court.f That cliqgue had come into power in
the days of Hezekiah at which time “the aristocrats
possessed such extensive power in the state of Judah
that it almost surpassed that of the king.”l These aristo-
crats were a new, upstart faction, however, and not that
to which Lehi and the prophets belonged: “The natural
nobility, that descended from the patriarchal conditions
of old, was, so to speak, pushed aside by an artificial
nobility of courtiers.” Linder Hezekiah, that is, the old
fashioned “Elders” of the first families were supplanted
by the new crowd, composed of the younger sons of the
kings and their families, an “appanage”, along with the
families of the favorites of favorites of former kings.8
But how do we know that Lehi was a member of the
old aristocracy? His probable association with Jeremiah,
his education, his noble ancestry that could be traced
back to Joseph and related him to Laban himself,
the fact that a family record had been kept from very
ancient times on expensive bronze plates, his close and
long-standing cultural ties with Egypt and Sidon (rather
than Tyre, which was favored by the ruling group), the
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quantity and nature of his possessions all tell the same
story; but the key to the situation is to be found in the
frequent mention by Nephi of “the land of his inheri-
tance,” which was both the source of his wealth and the
place where he kept it. The pronounced distaste with
which Nephi so often refers to “the Jews at Jerusalem”
as a group to which his own people definitely do not
belong makes it apparent that he is speaking of the
Jewish faction that controlled Jerusalem, both the gov-
ernment and the populace, and also implies that Lehi’s
family did not think of themselves as living in the city.
They are apparently the old landed aristocracy that do
not go along with the crazy ways and policies of the
new rulers.

"The Jews at Jerusalem”: The worst thing Nephi
can say about his brothers is that “. . . they were like
Unto the Jews who were at Jerusalem, ...” (1 Ne. 2:13.)
“ .. those who are at Jerusalem,” he says, “. . . shall be
scourged by all people,” (1 Ne. 19:13), and he tells how
when he thinks of what is to befall them *. . . all my
joints are weak, for those who are at Jerusalem.” (1 Ne.
19:20.) According to him, God takes the righteous
away “from the knowledge of those who are at Jeru-
salem,” (1 Ne. 22:4), while *“. . . because of their priest-
crafts and iniquities, they at Jerusalem will stiffen their
necks against him. . . .” (2 Ne. 10:5.) Nephi refuses to
preserve among his people “. . . the manner of the Jews”
(2 Ne. 25:1-2); which he knows first-hand (2 Ne. 25:
5-6) but of which he strenuously disapproves. There is
something distinctly patronizing in his announcement:
“I have charity for the Jew—I say Jew, because | mean
them from whence | came. | also have charity for the
Gentiles. ...” (2 Ne. 33:8-9.) That is, he has charity
for the Jew because he is a Jew and has charity for
everybody anyway! But when his brother Jacob says
“. .. behold, the Jews were a stiffnecked people; . . .”
and proceeds to expatiate upon their vices, he obviously
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excludes himself and his own people from their number.
(Jac. 4:14f)

Incidentally one should explain here the use of the
term “Jew” as applied to Lehi. The word was not used
to designate all lIsraelites before the exile, but it was
used to designate any citizen of the state of Judah, and
it is in that sense that the Book of Mormon specifically
employs it.8

"The Land of our Inheritance’: The old aristocracy
had always—as in other ancient societies—been land-
holders and cultivators, and the reliable source of their
wealth remained the land.l0 Yet at the same time the
organization of these old families remained a nomadic
one, with families entering covenants of protection and
blood-relationship with each other. Galling has de-
scribed how the old desert system was adjusted to. a
settled and localized patriarchal order in which the
“Elders” ruled because of their wealth, which wealth
had to be derived in turn from “the lands of a man’s
inheritance.”ll We have shown elsewhere at consider-
able length how the constitutions of the earliest civilized
societies all rested on a feudal order. Whenever the
promised land is occupied by an invading host, the king’s
heroes and supporters are rewarded with lands, and
these become the lands of their families’ inheritance and
the title of their nobility. So far as is known to date,
there is no ancient civilization whose records do not open
with the description of a feudal order of society, and
every feudal aristocracy is both a migratory and a landed
nobility. Though their wealth is in “the lands of their
inheritance,” they never cease to travel, hunt, and trade.l?

Such was the old aristocracy of Israel. Eduard
Meyer says that all their power and authority went back
originally to the first land-allotments made among the
leaders of the migratory host when they settled down
in their land of promise. Regardless of wealth of in-
fluence or ability, no one could belong to the old aris-
tocracy who did not still possess “the land of his in-
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heritance.”l3 This institution—or attitude—plays a re-
markably conspicuous role in the Book of Mormon. Not
only does Lehi leave “the land of his inheritance,” but
whenever his people wish to establish a new society they
first of all make sure to allot and define the lands of their
inheritance, which first allotment is regarded as inalien-
able. No matter where a group or family move to in
later times, the first land allotted to them is always re-
garded as “the land of their inheritance,” thus Alma
22:28, 54:12-13, Ether 7:16—in these cases the expres-
sion "land of first inheritance” is used. (Cf. Mor. 2:27-
28, | Ne. 13:15, Alma 35:9, and 14, 43:12, Jac. 3:4,
Alma 27:12, 62:42, Mor. 3:16, etc.) This is a powerful
argument for the authenticity of the Book of Mormon
both because the existence of such a system is largely
the discovery of modern research and because it is set
forth in the Book of Mormon very distinctly and yet quite
casually.

The City and the Country: But along with this no-
madic-agrarian background, there is yet a third element
in the picture, for from their very first settlement in
Judea the Israelites entered into close and constant con-
tact with the city economy of the Canaanites, which they
imitated and adopted. The imposition of a feudal pattern
on city organization produced, we are told, the peculiar
arrangement expressed in the formula: "the city of N . ..
and her daughter-cities.”l4 In each city the Elders were
the ruling body and represented the voice of the free
and traditionally independent citizenry as against the
king’s representative or the Rabu; in the capital city they
were a check on the king himself, and in Jerusalem no
king could be crowned without their approval or pass
important laws without their consent.l5

One important aspect of the early land organiza-
tion and control remains to be mentioned, and that is the
control of an area, already noted, by a "mother city,” to
whom the other cities were "daughters.” Rome was
originally the name of a city and nothing else, yet at all
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times all land under control of that city was called
Roman and its inhabitants if they were free at all had
to be citizens of Rome and had to go to Rome every
year to vote, just as if they lived there. Finally all the
civilized world became Rome and its inhabitants Romans.
It is only in scale and not in nature that this differs from
other cities. Socrates, Sophocles and Euripides were all
Athenian citizens and described themselves as men of
Athens—yet they were born and reared and lived in
villages many miles apart—none of them actually in the
city. In the same way, while the Book of Mormon refers
to the city of Jerusalem plainly and unmistakably over
sixty times, it refers over forty times to another and
entirely different geographical entity which is always
designated as "the land of Jerusalem.” In the New
World also every major Book of Mormon city is sur-
rounded by a land of the same name.

The land of Jerusalem is not the city of Jerusalem.

Lehi ". .. dwelt at Jerusalem in all his days ...” (1 Ne.
1:4), yet his sons had to ". . . go down to the land of
our father’s inheritance, . . .” to pick up their property.

(1 Ne. 3:16, 21.) The apparent anomaly is readily ex-
plained by the Amarna Letters, in which we read that
"a city of the land of Jerusalem, Bet-Ninib, has been
captured.”l6 It was the rule in Palestine and Syria from
ancient times, as the same letters show, for a large area
around a city and all the inhabitants of that area to bear
the name of the city.ll It is taken for granted that if
Nephi lived at Jerusalem he would know about the sur-

rounding country: ". . . I, of myself, have dwelt at
Jerusalem, wherefore | know concerning the regions
round about. ...” (2 Ne. 25:6.) But this was quite

unknown at the time the Book of Mormon was written
—the Amarna Letters were discovered in 1887. One
of the favorite points of attack on the Book of Mormon
has been the statement in Alma 7:10 that the Saviour
would be born “at Jerusalem which is the land of our
forefathers.” Here Jerusalem is not the city “in the
land of our forefathers,” it is the land. Christ was
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born in a village some six miles from the city of Jeru-
salem; it was not in the city, but it was in what we now
know the ancients themselves designated as ““the land of
Jerusalem.” Such a neat test of authenticity is not often
found in ancient documents.18

The Rule of the Judges: In Zedekiah's time the an-
cient and venerable council of elders had been thrust
aside by the proud and haughty judges, the spoiled chil-
dren of frustrated and ambitious princes, who made the
sheet anchor of their policy a strong alliance with Egypt
and preferred Tyre to Sidon, the old established em-
porium of the Egyptian trade, to which Lehi remained
devoted. The institution of the judges deserves some
attention.

Since the king no longer sat in judgment, the am-
bitious climbers had taken over the powerful and digni-
fied—and for them very profitable—*“judgment seats”,
and by systematic abuse of their power as judges made
themselves obnoxious and oppressive to the nation as a
whole while suppressing all criticism of themselves—
especially from recalcitrant and subversive prophets.l
It was an old game. In 1085 B.C. one Korihor, the chief
priest of Ammon, had actually seized the throne of
Egypt, where for a long time the priests of Ammon ran
the country to suit themselves in their capacity as judges
of the priestly courts. These courts had at first competed
with the king’s courts and then by murder and intrigue,
quite forced them out of business.2l This story reads
like a chapter out of the Book of Mormon.

But it is in the New World that we see the old
institutions revived in full force. When King Mosiah
suggested an improvement on the monarchical system
(by which a king, no matter how unrighteous, had to
remain in office until his death) the one alternative that
presented itself was rule by judges. “. .. let us appoint
judges,” he says, (Mos. 29:11) and everyone seems to
know exactly what he means, for in his speech, which
is given in full, he does not have to explain the system
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to his hearers at all, and they adopt his suggestions
quite readily and without any of the confusion and jam-
ming that always goes with a shift from one type of
government to a wholly different one. If Mosiah and his
officers “newly arrange the affairs of this people,” it is
certainly along familiar lines. This is definitely indicated
in the case of Korihor, who was able to gain a great
following in the land by charging that **... the high
priest, and also the chief judge over the land, . . .” under
the new system were simply reviving “ . . ordinances
and performances which are laid down by ancient priests,
to usurp power and authority. . . .” (Alma 30:21-24.)

That there was a real danger of reviving an ancient
priest-rule is apparent from the fact that the new sys-
tem had no sooner been established than a certain Nehor,
in the first case to be tried by the new chief judge, is
charged with being “first to introduce priestcraft among
this people.” The chief judge on this occasion observes
that such a business if allowed by the people “. . . would
prove their entire destruction.” (Alma 1:12.) So the
abuses of the system and its ties with priestcraft were
still vividly remembered from the OIld World. The
Nephites in fact regarded themselves as fugitives from
the . . . priestcrafts and iniquities . . .” of Jerusalem
(2 Ne. 10:5), and while the Nephites “... did not reckon
after the manner of the Jews who were at Jerusalem;
neither did they measure after the manner of the Jews,
...” (Alma 11:4), they did continue to build their sanctu-
aries, and also their synagogues after the manner of the
Jews. That is, they retained certain sacral aspects of
the older civilization. The manner of Nehor’s execution
in itself is ample illustration of the unbroken ties between
the cultic legal practices of the Old and New World.
(Alma 1:15.)

Mosiah’s system of judges worked well for many
years, but with the increase of unrighteousness crime
and lawlessness became so general that several chief
judges were murdered; the high office became an object
of intrigue and manipulation by political cliques and



88 An Approach to the Book of Mormon

finally by criminal gangs, with the “. . . Gadianton rob-
bers filling the judgment seats—. . .” in the end. (Hel.
7:4.) The extreme prominence of judges and judgment
seats in the Book of Mormon, apparent from a glance
at the concordance, is a direct and authentic heritage of
the Old World in Lehi’s day.

Foreign Policy: As to foreign policies, the Amarna
Letters show at great length how the corrupt and am-
bitious lords of Palestine and Syria lost everything many
centuries before Lehi by counting too much on Egyptian
aid that never came. In the time of Hezekiah Judah had
preserved a delicate and precarious neutrality.2l She
would have preferred continuing free of entanglements
with either side in Zedekiah’s time as well, but the
pressure was too great. The geographic and strategic
location of Jerusalem constantly forced its people to
make decisions which they would gladly have avoided.
For two and a half centuries, since the conquests of
Assurbanipal, every state in the East had been con-
stantly involved in endless underground activities, plots
and intrigues, espionage, revolts, punitory expeditions
and secret alliances. The division of Jerusalem in two
parties was thoroughly typical, the same division exist-
ing in Tyre and Damascus at the time.22 Judah had to
choose between Babylon and Egypt; both were at the
peak of their splendor and prosperity which was actually
a fool's paradise built on a war-time boom economy.
Who would have guessed that within forty years both
of them would be under the rule of a nation of simple
nomads that hardly anyone had ever heard of! This was
Babylon’s last fling, as it was Egypt’s.23

Chaos and Destruction: When the bubble burst
everything went at once. Wiedemann sees no reason
for doubting that the prophecy of Jeremiah about Apries
of Egypt was literally fulfilled and that the king lost
his life in a revolution.4 When the blow fell on Judah
it was far more catastrophic than scholars have hitherto
been willing to believe, with “all or virtually all, of the
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fortified towns in Judah razed to the ground.”?% It was
not until 1925 that we learned that “Tyre actually fell”
at that time. It is now believed, in fact, that in 586
southern Judah was “so frightfully depopulated” that
the Arabs simply moved into the vacuum and occupied
the southern country without opposition forever after.

The unsurpassed destruction of Judah was pre-
ceded by an unparalleled atmosphere of terror and gloom
that still speaks to us in the Lachish Letters. The coun-
try was divided into two factions, “the two parties, pro-
Egyptian and pro-Babylonian, existed side by side in
the land,” each accusing the others of bad faith and bad
judgment.28 It was “a time of dissension and heart burn-
ing, when divided counsels rent the unhappy city of
Jerusalem,” and, as things became ever worse in an
atmosphere “charged with unmixed gloom Zedekiah
stubbornly followed the path to ruin by conspiring with
Pharaoh.”? Other cities were divided by the same fac-
tion and strife, “but it was especially at Jerusalem that
passions ran high.”3 The vivid and imaginative descrip-
tion of a French scholar tells how towards the end, "In
Jerusalem things were desperate. All the cities of Judah,
except Lachish and Azekah, had fallen to the enemy;
the country of Benjamin was a mass of ruins among
rivers of blood. At the six gates of the city the guards
had been doubled, but desertions became more numerous
every day. Passions were at their height. The crowd
disputed at the street-corners day and night, and their
discussions were always accompanied by the steady
hammering of the battering rams.”3l The false prophets
continued their foolish and mercenary activities to the
end, while the Elders charged the true prophets with
treason and “the sarim were in permanent session in the
Palace” sitting day and night to try cases of defection—
a hysterical attempt to run down “subversives” when it
was all too late.

For years scholars insisted that the “destruction”
of Jerusalem in 586 was not a real destruction at all but
just the taking away of a number of noble hostages.
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Today they know better. The Book of Mormon was
quite right after all in insisting on describing that event
as a complete destruction: *“. . . for | know that the day
must surely come that they must be destroyed, save a
few only, who shall be led away into captivity.”
(1 Ne. 17:43.) What the Book of Mormon describes
with particular clarity and power is the atmosphere of
tension and gloom in the city leading up to the final
catastrophe. Nowhere is the “dissension and heart-
burning that rent the unhappy city of Jerusalem” more
clearly shown forth than in those impassioned scenes
within Lehi’s own household. Two of his sons supported
him, but the two eldest, taking the part of the Jews at
Jerusalem, resisted and protested in the bitterest terms;
they beat their younger brother, they exerted influence
on their mother, and finally went so far as to try to put
their father out of the way: “ . . the Jews also sought
to take away his life; yea, and ye also have sought to
take away his life; wherefore, ye are murderers in your
hearts and ye are like unto them.” (1 Ne. 17:44.) These
are terrible words to be spoken in a family, and they
plainly show what the conflict was about. While Lehi

.. truly testified of their wickedness and their abomi-
nations; . . .” the Jews simply laughed at him (1 Ne.
1:19), and his older sons went along with them, pro-
testing to their father that *“. . . the people who were in
the land of Jerusalem were a righteous people; for they
kept the statutes . . . according to the law of Moses;
wherefore, we know that they are a righteous people. . . .”
(1 Ne. 17:22.) So Lehi's family was incorrigibly split
right down the center, even as Jerusalem itself and all
the cities surrounding it.

Questions:

1. Who were “the Elders of the Jews™?

2. To what did they owe their power?

3. How does the role of Zedekiah in the Book of
Mormon agree with what is now known of the man’s
character and history?
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4. What was the composition of the “new aristoc-
racy”? Of the old?

5. What indications are there that Lehi was a
member of the old aristocracy?

6. What is Nephi’s attitude towards “the Jews at
Jerusalem”? How can that attitude be explained?

7. Is it correct to call Lehi a “Jew™?

8. What is designated by the expression “the land
of one’s inheritance” in the Book of Mormon? What is
the significance of the concept as evidence for the au-
thenticity of the book?

9. How does the statement in Alma 7:10 that the
Lord would be born in Jerusalem actually support the
authenticity of the Book of Mormon?

10. How is the institution of judges in the Book of
Mormon related to conditions in lIsrael in Lehi's day?

11. How does the situation within Lehi’s family as
described in the Book of Mormon compare with con-
ditions in Jerusalem at the time, as scholars now describe
them?

12. How does the “atmosphere” at Jerusalem as
described by Nephi agree with that depicted in such
recent finds as the Lachish Letters?



Lesson 9

ESCAPADE IN JERUSALEM

Prospectus of Lesson 9: There is no more authentic bit of Orien-
tal "culture-history” than that presented in Nephi’'s account of
the brothers' visits to the city. Because it is so authentic it has
appeared strange and overdrawn to western critics unacquainted
with the ways of the East, and has been singled out for attack
as the most vulnerable part of the Book of Mormon. It contains
the most widely discussed and generally condemned episode in
the whole book, namely, the slaying of Laban, which many have
declared to be unallowable on moral grounds and inadmissible
on practical grounds. It is maintained that the thing simply could
not have taken place as Nephi describes it. In this lesson these
objections are answered.

Two Missions in Jerusalem: The final business of
Lehi’s people in Jerusalem was conducted during a
couple of quick and dangerous visits to the city by his
sons. After the family was well out of Jewish territory
and camping Bedouin fashion ' deep in the wilderness,”
it was necessary to send the young men back to town
on two important missions. The second was only to
“the land of Jerusalem” to pick up Ishmael. The fact
that this was a simple and uncomplicated assignment
at a time when things would have been very hot for the
brothers in the city itself (where they had been chased
by Laban’s servants on their former expedition, and
would be instantly recognized), implies that Ishmael,
like Lehi, may have lived well out in the country.
(1 Ne. 7:2-5)

But the first mission was an exciting and dangerous
bit of work in the city itself. It was not undertaken
originally as a raid, for we are explicitly told that the
young men took their tents with them, (1 Ne. 3:9),
which was never done on a raid and which showed their
intentions to be peaceful and honorable. They went in
boldly and openly to Laban and frankly stated their
business to him. Yet they were expecting trouble and,
in the immemorial and inevitable manner of the desert,
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drew lots to see who would go in to Laban—they knew
their man, and none of them wanted the job! (1 Ne.
3:11) After they failed to gain their point with Laban
the trouble began. The record tells of hiding without the
walls (as Arabs do when they reconnoiter a town),
daring exploits in the dark streets, mad pursuits, danger-
ous masquerading, desperate deeds, and bitter quarrels
—a typical Oriental romance, one might say, but typical
because such things actually do, and always did, happen
in eastern cities.

It has ever been an established and conventional bit
of gallantry for some Bedouin bravo with a price on his
head to risk his life by walking right through a city
under the noses of the police in broad daylight—a very
theatrical gesture but one which my Arab friends assure
me has been done a thousand times. It was while reading
the Beni Hilal epic that the writer was first impressed by
the close resemblance of the behavior of Lehi’s sons on
that quick trip to Jerusalem to that of the young braves
of the Beni Hilal when they would visit a city under like
circumstances. The tales of the wanderings of the Amer
tribe tell the same story—camping without the walls,
drawing lots to see who would take a chance, sneaking
into the city and making a getaway through the mid-
night streetsl—it is all in { Nephi, chapters 3 and 4 and
all quite authentic.

The All-Important Records: The purpose of the first
return trip to Jerusalem was the procuring of certain
records which were written on bronze plates (the Book
of Mormon like the Bible always uses “brass” for what
we call bronze—a word that has become current only
since its translation). Lehi had a dream in which he was
commanded to get these records which, as he already
knew, were kept at the house of one Laban. Nephi does
not know exactly the reason for this and assumes, in-
correctly as it turned out, that the object was to “pre-
serve unto our children the language of our fathers.”
(1 Ne. 3:19.) It is interesting that the Beni Hilal in
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setting out for their great trek felt it necessary to keep
a record of their fathers and to add to it as they went,
“so that the memory of it might remain for future gener-
ations.” The keeping of such a daftar, as it was called,
was also known to other wandering tribes.?

It was in fact the keeping of such records that dis-
tinguished civilized nomads from the floating riffraff of
the desert, to judge by Jawad Ali’s remarks in the open-
ing of his big new work on the Arabs before Islam. The
Jahiliyah, or “time of ignorance,” gets its hame, he says,
not as has commonly been supposed from the ignorance
of the true religion in which the primitive Arabs lived,
but from the fact that it describes a period in which the
people were ignorant of reading and writing: “They
were nomadic tribesmen, living in ignorance and sloth,
having no contacts with the outer world, and keeping no
records.”d Actually their ancestors had reached a very
high peak of civilization, but after the fall of the great
kingdoms they had kept no records, and so had degen-
erated into the state of desert tramps—a condition which
has always been regarded as utterly deplorable by the
highest type of nomad, to whom adab, the preservation
and cultivation of a literary tradition and especially the
pure language of the fathers, is the highest human vir-
tue. At the beginning of their long wandering, the
Sheikh of the Beni Hilal ordered them to keep a record
of each important event, “that its memory might remain
for the members of the tribe, and that the people might
read it and retain their civilized status” (ifadah). Ac-
cordingly verses recited on notable occasions were writ-
ten down on the spot, just as Nephi wrote down his
father's utterances by the river of Laban.4

Nephi’s Wild Night: The records were in posses-
sion of a certain Laban—kept in his house. The figure
of Laban will receive special attention hereafter; here
it is the picture of Jerusalem that “"concerns us. Having
failed in two attempts to get the records from Laban,
and having in the process c-ompletely-ruined their chances
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of any kind of a bargain, what were the brothers to do?
The elder men worked off their frustration by beating
their brother, but he proposed to risk it alone the third
time. Leaving the others hidden without the walls, “I,
Nephi, crept into the city and went forth towards the
house of Laban." (1 Ne. 4:5) It was very late at night
and this was not the strictly legitimate way of going
about things; but Nephi had been encouraged by an
angel and he was resolved to get the plates by fair
means or foul. ““I was led by the Spirit, not knowing
beforehand the things which | should do.” (1 Ne. 4:6.)
He had reached the end of his resources and his
situation was completely desperate. Not far from
Laban’s house, where he had been so roughly and
meanly treated before, Nephi stumbled upon the pros-
trate form of Laban, lying dead drunk in the deserted
street. (1 Ne. 4:7) The commander had been (so
his servant later told Nephi) in conference with
“the elders of the Jews out by night among them”
(1 Ne. 4:22), and was wearing his full dress armor.
What a world of inference in this! We sense the gravity
of the situation in Jerusalem which “the elders” are still
trying to conceal; we hear the suppressed excitement of
Zoram’s urgent talk as he and Nephi hasten through the
streets to the city gates (1 Ne. 4:27), and from Zoram’s
willingness to change sides and leave the city we can be
sure that he, as Laban’s secretary,’ knew how badly
things were going. From the Lachish letters it is clear
that informed parties in Jerusalem were quite aware of
the critical state of things at Jerusalem, even while the
sarim, “the elders,” were working with all their might
to suppress every sign of criticism and disaffection. How
could they take counsel to provide for the defense of the
city and their own interests without exciting alarm or
giving rise to general rumors and misgivings? By hold-
ing their meetings in secret, of course, such midnight
sessions of civil and military leaders as Laban had just
been attending.
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The Death of Laban: W.ith great reluctance, but
urged persistently by “the voice of the Spirit,” Nephi
took Laban’s own sword and cut off his head with it.
This episode is viewed with horror and incredulity by
people who recently approved and applauded the far
less merciful slaughter of far more innocent men on the
islands of the Pacific. Samuel ibn Adiyt, the most fam-
ous Jewish poet of Arabia in ancient times, won un-
dying fame in the East by allowing his son to be cruelly
put to death before his eyes rather than give up some
costly armor which had been entrusted to his care by a
friend.6 The story, true or not, is a reminder that eastern
and western standards are not the same, and that the
callousness of Americans in many matters of personal
relationships would shock Arabs far more than anything
they do shocks us.

A famous test-case for liberal scholars in Islam was
whether God would permit children to die in the Deluge
or not: to answer that in the affirmative was to mark
oneself a blind reactionary.? Yet children still die in
floods every year. Does the self-styled liberal with his
glib and fastidious horror of killing ever stop to consider
his own behavior pattern? What is meant, for example,
by “backing the attack™ Anyone who has backed at-
tacks both from the front line and the rear can affirm
that “backing the attack” simply means sharing the full
guilt of the slaughter without sharing the redeeming risk
of combat. The front line soldier is exposed to a danger
at least equal to that to which he exposes his opponent—
each has a sporting chance of getting as much as he is
giving. There might conceivably be some merit or honor
in that. But what excuse is there for one who has sup-
plied the means and enjoyed the profits of war in perfect
safety to affect a sanctimonious and enlightened superi-
ority to the base business of slaughter? Those who would
strike the story of Laban’s death from the Book of Mor-
mon as immoral or unbelievable are passing hasty judg-
ment on one of the most convincing episodes in the whole
book.
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The Book of Mormon is no more confined to mild
and pleasant tales than is the Bible; it is for the most
part a sad and grievous tale of human folly. No one
seems more disturbed by the demise of Laban, however,
than Nephi himself, who takes great pains to explain his
position. (1 Ne. 4:10-18) First he was “constrained by
the Spirit” to kill Laban, but he said in his heart that he
had never shed human blood and became sick at the
thought: ““I shrunk and would that | might not slay him.”
The Spirit spoke again, and to its promptings Nephi
adds his own rationalizings:

I also knew that he had sought to take away mine own
life; yea, and he would not hearken unto the commandments of
the Lord; and he also had taken away our property.

But this was still not enough; the Spirit spoke again,
explaining the Lord’s reasons and assuring Nephi that
he would be in the right; to which Nephi appends yet
more arguments of his own, remembering the promise
that his people would prosper only by keeping the com-
mandments of the Lord:

. and | also thought that they could not keep the command-
ments . . . save they should have the law.

which the dangerous and criminal Laban alone kept them
from having.

And again, | knew that the Lord had delivered Laban into
my hands for this cause. . . . Therefore | did obey the voice of the
Spirit.

At long last, and with great reluctance, Nephi
did the deed. If the Book of Mormon were a work
of fiction, nothing would have been easier than to have
Laban already dead when Nephi found him (killed per-
haps in a drunken brawl) or simply to omit altogether
an episode which obviously distressed the writer quite
as much as it does the reader, though the slaying of
Laban is no more reprehensible than was the beheading
of the unconscious Goliath.
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Is the Laban Episode Believable?: From time to time
the claim is put forth, that the story of Laban’s death is
absurd, if not impossible. It is said that Nephi could not
have killed Laban and made his escape. Those who are
familiar with night patrolling in wartime, however, will
see in Nephi's tale a convincing and realistic account.
In the first place, the higher critics are apparently not
aware that the lighting of city streets, except for festivals,
is a blessing unknown to ages other than our own. Many
passages might be cited from ancient writers, classical
and Oriental, to show that in times gone by the streets
of even the biggest towns were perfectly dark at night,
and very dangerous. In the famous trial of Alcibiades
for the mutilation of the Hermes, we have the testimony
of one witness who, all alone, beheld by moonlight the
midnight doings of a drunken band in the heart of down-
town Athens, from which it is clear that at that time
the streets of the greatest city in the western world were
unlighted, deserted, and dangerous at night.* To move
about late at night without lamp bearers and armed
guards was to risk certain assault, as we are reminded
by Juvenal's immortal satire:

Consider now the various dangers that confront you by night.
You are just plain crazy if you go out to dinner without having
made out your will—as if nothing could happen to you! For
when you go about at night danger lurks in every open window:
you can consider yourself lucky if they confine themselves to
dumping garbage on your head. Then there is the drunk and
disorderly character, who hasn't killed anybody yet that night
and can't sleep until he has. However much on fire with youth
and wine he will give a wide birth to the rich escort with torches
and bronze lanterns. But I who go by moonlight or with the
stub of a candle am fair game. He blocks the way and orders
me to halt: I comply—what else can you do if the guy is crazy
and twice as strong as you are? “Where do you think you're
going?” he shouts, “what strange synagogue do you hide out
in?” ... Well, it's the poor man's privilege to request his assail-~
ant, as he is being beaten up, to allow him to retain a few teeth.
But that is not all you have to worry about: for you can always
count on being robbed if you stay at home—even after everything
has been tightly locked and barred—when some armed bandit is
on the loose in the neighborhood.?
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These are the perils of night in the streets of the
greatest city in the world, at the very height of its gran-
deur and sophistication. The extreme narrowness of
ancient streets made their blackout doubly effective.
From the Greek and Roman comedy and from the poets
we learn how heavily barred and closely guarded the
doors of private houses had to be at night, and archae-
ology has shown us cities farther east (e.g., Mohenjo-
Daro) in which apparently not a single house window
opened onto the public street, as few do even today at
ground level. East and West, the inmates simply shut
themselves in at night as if in a besieged fortress. Even
in Shakespeare’s day we see the comical terror of the
nightwatch passing through the streets at hours when
all honest people are behind doors. In a word, the
streets of any ancient city after sundown were a perfect
setting for the committing of deeds of violence without
fear of detection.

It was very late when Nephi came upon Laban (1
Ne. 4:5, 22); the streets were deserted and dark. Let
the reader imagine what he would do if he were on pa-
trol near enemy headquarters during a blackout and
stumbled upon the unconscious form of some notori-
ously bloodthirsty enemy commander, renowned for his
brutal and treacherous treatment of friend and foe
alike. By the rough code of war the foe has no claim
to a formal trial, and it is now or never. Laban was
wearing armor, so that the only chance of dispatching
him quickly, painlessly, and safely was to cut off his
head—the conventional treatment of even petty cri-
minals in the East, where beheading has always been by
the sword, and where an executioner would be fined
for failing to decapitate his victim at one clean stroke.
Nephi drew the sharp, heavy weapon and stood over
Laban for a long time, debating his course. (I Ne. 4:
9-18.) He was an expert hunter, a skilled swordsman,
and a powerful man:1 with due care such a one could do
a quick and efficient job and avoid getting much blood on
himself. But why should he worry-about-that? There
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was not one chance in a thousand of meeting any honest
citizen, and in the dark no one would notice the blood
anyway. What they would notice would be the armor
that Nephi put on, and which, like the sword, could easi-
ly be wiped clean. The donning of the armor was the
natural and the shrewd thing for Nephi to do. A num-
ber of instances from the last war could be cited to
show that a spy in the enemy camp is never so safe as
when he is wearing the insignia of a high military official
—provided he does not hang around too long, and
Nephi had no intention of doing that. No one dares
challenge “big brass™ too closely (least of all a grim
and hot-tempered Laban); their business is at all times
“top secret”, and their uniform gives them complete
freedom to come and to go unquestioned.

Nephi tells us that he was “led by the spirit.” He
was not taking impossible chances, but being in a tight
place he followed the surest formula of those who have
successfully carried off ticklish assignments. His auda-
city and speed were rewarded, and he was clear of the
town before anything was discovered. In his whole ex-
ploit there is nothing in the least improbable.

How Nephi disguised himself in the clothes of La-
ban and tricked Laban’s servant into admitting him to
the treasury is an authentic bit of Oriental romance, (e.
g. Haroun al-Rashid) and of history as well. One need
but think of Sir Richard Burton’s amazingly audacious
masquerades in the East, carried on in broad daylight
and for months on end with perfect success, to realize
that such a thing is entirely possible.ll

Questions

1. Why was it so important for Nephi to get the
brass plates?

2. Did Nephi and his brethren go back to Jeru-
salem as brigands or outcasts?

3. Does the account of the behavior of the breth-
ren when they got to Jerusalem ring true? Can it be
checked against real experience?
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4. What conditions enabled Nephi to carry out his
dangerous mission undetected?

5. What are the implications of the night meet-
ings of the Elders in Jerusalem?

6. How does the unpleasantness of the episode of
the killing of Laban speak for its authenticity? What
is Nephi’s attitude toward that exploit?

7. Was the killing of Laban a physical impossi-
bility? Is Nephi’'s escape incredible?

8. Is the story of Nephi’s exploits in Jerusalem too
dramatic and exciting to be believed?

9. In times of war and revolution people do things
they would not normally do, and do them differently. Is
a student who has spent every day of his life safe with-
in the four walls of an institution in a position to judge
whether Nephi and his brethren could or would have
done this or that?

10. Explain the saying: ‘Wo to the generation
that understands the Book of Mormon!”



Lesson 10

PORTRAIT OF LABAN

Prospectus of Lesson 10: Laban is described very fully, though
casually, by Nephi, and is seen to be the very type and model
of a well-known class of public official in the Ancient East.
Everything about him is authentic. Zoram is another authentic
type. Both men provide food for thought to men of today: both
were highly successful yet greatly to be pitied. They are repre-
sentatives and symbols of a decadent world. Zoram became a
refugee from a society in which he had everything, as Lehi did,
because it was no longer a fit place for honest men. What be-
came of “the Jews at Jerusalem” is not half so tragic as what
they became. This is a lesson for Americans.

Laban as a Representative Man: Laban of Jerusalem
epitomizes the seamy side of the world of 600 B.C. as
well as Lehi or Jeremiah or Solon do the other side.
With a few deft and telling touches Nephi resurrects
the pompous Laban with photographic perfection—as
only one who actually knew the man could have done.
We learn in passing that Laban commanded a garrison
of fifty, that he met in full ceremonial armor with “the
elders of the Jews” for secret consultations by night, that
he had control of the treasury, that he was of the old
aristocracy, being a distant relative of Lehi himself,
that his house was a depository of very old family rec-
ords, that he was a large man, short-tempered, crafty,
and dangerous, and to the bargain cruel, greedy, un-
scrupulous, weak, vainglorious, and given to drink. All
of which makes him a Rabu to the life, the very model
of an Oriental Pasha. He is cut from the same cloth
as Jaush, his contemporary and probably his successor
as “military governor of the whole region, in control of
the defenses along the western frontier of Judah, and
an intermediary with the authorities of Jerusalem,” or as
Hoshiah, *“apparently the leader of the military com-
pany situated at some outpost near the main road from
Jerusalem to the coast,” who shows his character in the
Lachish Letters to be one of “fawning servility.”!
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Ever since the time of Hezekiah the greatest check
on the power and authority of the king at Jerusalem had
come from the leader of the new aristocracy of which
we have spoken, that scheming and arrogant nobility
which ran things with a high hand. Their chief bore
only the harmless title of “Head of the Palace” (‘aZ-/ia-
Bait), yet like other Mayors of the Palace in later ages
he knew how to make all things bow to his tyrannical
will, and the prophets called him the “wrecker” or “de-
spoiler,” he being stronger than the king himself..

For ages the cities of Palestine and Syria had been
more or less under the rule of military governors of na-
tive blood, but in theory at least, answerable to Egypt.
“These commandants (called Rabis in the Amarna Let-
ters) were subordinate to the city-princes (chazan),
who commonly addressed them as ‘Brother or ‘Fa-
ther.’ ”3 They were by and large a sordid lot of career-
ists whose authority depended on constant deception and
intrigue, though they regarded their offices as heredi-
tary and sometimes styled themselves kings. In the
Amarna Letters we find these men raiding each other’s
caravans, accusing each other of unpaid debts and
broken promises, mutually denouncing each other as
traitors to Egypt, and generally displaying the usual
time-honored traits of the high officials in the East seek-
ing before all things to increase his private fortune. The
Lachish Letters show that such men were still the lords
of creation in Lehi’'s day—the commanders of the towns
around Jerusalem were still acting in closest cooperation
with Egypt in military matters, depending on the pres-
tige of Egypt to bolster their corrupt power, and still
behaving as groveling and unscrupulous timeservers.

Laban’s office of headman is a typical Oriental in-
stitution: originally it was held by the local representa-
tive or delegate of a king, who sent out his trusted
friends and relatives to act for him in distant parts of
the realm. The responsibilities of such agents were as
vague as their powers, and both were as unlimited as
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the individual chose to make them. The system of an-
cient Empires was continued under the Caliphate, who
copied the Persian system in which *“the governor, or
Sahib, as he was then called, had not only charge of the
fiscal administration but also had jurisdiction in civil and
penal matters . . . the sovereign power never gave up in
full its supreme rights over every part of the body poli-
tic, and this right devolved upon his representative;”
so that in theory the rabi could do anything he wanted
to. In the appointment of such a trusted official charac-
ter counts for everything—in the end his own honor and
integrity are the only checks upon him; but in spite of
all precautions in their selection, and as might be ex-
pected, “the uprightness of the Cadis depended only
too often upon the state of society in which they lived.”!
And the moral fibre of Laban’s society was none too
good.

The Typical Pasha: Al-Magrizi (1364-1442 A.D.)
has left a classic description of the typical pasha in his
glory, which we reproduce here from Gottheil:

The rank of such a one was the highest of the dignitaries of
the turband and the pen. Sometimes the same was also a preach-
er .. . All religious matters were in his care. He took his seat
every Saturday and Tuesday . . . upon a divan (‘matress’) and
a silken cushion . . . Near him were five attendants; two in front,
two at the door of his private room, and one to introduce those
that came to him as litigants. Four guards stand near to him;
two facing two. He has an ink stand and ornamented with sil-
ver, which is brought to him from the state treasury; a bearer is
appointed for it, who is paid by the government. From the
stables there is brought for him a gray mule; one of such a color
being reserved for him alone. From the saddle-magazine a
saddle is brought for him, richly adorned, on the outside of
which is a plaque of silver. In the place of hide, silk is used.
Upon state occasions he wears chains and robes of honor faced
with gold . . . When he is appointed preacher as well as judge
.. . the accompaniment of the dignity of the preacher is the
drum, the clarion, and special flags; for this one is the keeper
of the flags with which the Wazir ‘Chief of the Sword' is hon-
ored . . . He is borne (in state) by the lieutenants of the gate
and the attendants. No one approaches his presence . . . nor
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does messenger or mission approach, except they receive per-
mission . . . The head of the Treasury must report to him. He
has, also, to watch over the Diwan of the Mint, in order to
render an account of the money that is minted.4

One need only compare this officer with some digni-
taries in the court of Pharaoh (including Joseph him-
self) thousands of years before, to realize how little
some things change in the East. The pampering, the
magnificence, the armed guards and servants, the broad
and general powers, especially those connected with
the treasury, the forbidding presence and frightening
display of power and temper in one who is supposedly
a public servant—one can see Laban in every sentence!

Laban as a Man of the World: On the other hand,
it must be admitted in all fairness that Laban was a
successful man by the standards of his decadent society.
He was not an unqualified villain by any means—and
that as much as anything makes Nephi’s account of him
supremely plausible. Laban had risen to the top in a
highly competitive system in which the scion of many an
old aristocratic family like his own must have aimed at
the office which he held and many an intriguing upstart
strained every effort to push him from the ladder that
all were trying to climb. He was active and patriotic,
attending committee meetings at all hours of the night;
he was shrewd and quick, promptly recognizing his
right and seizing his opportunity to confiscate the prop-
erty with which Nephi and his brethren attempted to
bribe him—a public official. The young men wanted
some family records from him; they wanted them very
badly but would not tell what they wanted them for.
They were willing to pay almost anything to get them.
There was obviously something shady about the deal
from Laban’s point of view. Very well, he could keep
his mouth shut, but would it be sound business practice
to let the plates go for nothing? With his other qualifi-
cations Laban was a big impressive figure of a man—
not a man to be intimidated, outsmarted, worn down, or
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trifled with—he was every inch an executive. Yet he
plainly knew how to unbend and get drunk with the
boys at night.

Laban at Work:  One of the main functions of any
governor in the East has always been to hear petitions,
and the established practice has ever been to rob the pe-
titioners (or anyone else) wherever possible. The Elo-
quent Peasant story of fifteen centuries before Lehi and
the numerable Tales of the Qadis of fifteen centuries
after him are all part of the same picture, and Laban fits
into that picture as if it were drawn to set off his portrait:

. and Laman went in unto the house of Laban, and he
talked with him as he sat in his house.

And he desired of Laban the records which were engraven
upon the plates of brass, which contained the genealogy of my
father.

And . . . Laban was angry, and thrust him out from his
presence; and he would not that he should have the records.
Wherefore, he said unto him: Behold thou art a robber, and |
will slay thee.

But Laman fled out of his presence, and told the things
which Laban had done, unto us. (1 Ne. 3:11-14.)

Later the brothers returned to Laban laden with
their family treasure, hoping to buy the plates from him.
This was a perfectly natural procedure. In Lesson 8
on ancient merchants we saw that the Syrians who
came to trade in Egypt reserved their most precious
things, portable treasures of gold and silver, as a “pre-
sent” for Qen-amon the mayor of Thebes, that is, the
King's personal representative in that great city, and
that the editor of the text regarded that present as “per-
haps ... a commission on the deal.” The behavior of
Lehi’s sons in this instance shows that they had been
brought up in a family of importance, and knew how
things were done in the world; they were afraid of La-
ban, knowing the kind of man he was, but they were
not embarrassed to go right in and “talk with him as he
sat in his house,” dealing with the big man on an equal
footing. They might have known what would happen:
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And it came to pass that when Laban saw our property,
and that it was exceeding great, he did lust after it, insomuch
that he thrust us out, and sent his servants to slay us, that he
might obtain our property.

And it came to pass that we did flee before the servants
of Laban, and we were obliged to leave behind our property, and
it fell into the hands of Laban. (1 Ne. 3:25-26.)

Compare this with the now classic story of Wena-
mon’s interview with the rapacious Zakar Baal, gover-
nor of Byblos, almost exactly five hundred years before.
The Egyptian entered the great man’s house and “found
him sitting in his upper chamber, leaning his back against
a window,” even as Laman accosted Laban “as he sat in
his house.” When his visitor desired of the merchant
prince and prince of merchants that he part with some
cedar logs, the latter flew into a temper and accused him
of being a thief (“Behold thou art a robber!” says La-
ban), demanding that he produce his credentials. Za-
kar Baal then “had the journal of his fathers brought
in, and had them read it before him,” from which it is
plain that the important records of the city were actually
stored at his house and kept on tablets. From this an-
cient “journal of his fathers” the prince proved to Wena-
mon that his ancestors had never taken orders from
Egypt, and though the envoy softened his host somewhat
by reminding him that Amon, the lord of the universe,
rules over all kings, the hard-dealing official “thrust
him out” and later even sent his servants after him—not,
however, to slay him, but to check up on him and bring
him something in the way of refreshment as he sat sor-
rowing. W.ith cynical politeness the prince offered to
show Wenamon the graves of some other Egyptian en-
voys whose missions had not been too successful, and
when the business deal was finally completed, Zakar
Baal, on a legal technicality, turned his guest over to
the mercies of a pirate fleet lurking outside the harbor.5
And all the time he smiled and bowed, for after all
Wenamon was an Egyptian official, whereas Lehi’s
sons lost their bargaining power when they lost their
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fortune. The Laban story is an eloquent commentary
on the ripeness of Jerusalem for destruction.

The Garrison of Fifty: ~ As to Laban's garrison of
fifty, it seems pitifully small for a great city. It would
have been just as easy for the author of | Nephi to have
said fifty-thousand, and made it really impressive. Yet
even the older brothers, though they wish to emphasize
Laban’s great power, mention only fifty (1 Ne. 3:31),
and it is Nephi in answering them who says that the
Lord is “mightier than Laban and his fifty,” and adds,
‘or even than his tens of thousands.” (1 Ne. 4:1.) As
a high military commander Laban would have his tens
of thousands in the field, but such an array is of no con-
cern to Laman and Lemuel: it is the “fifty” they must
look out for—the regular, permanent garrison of Jeru-
salem. The number fifty suits perfectly with the
Amarna picture where the military forces are always so
surprisingly small and a garrison of thirty to eighty men
is thought adequate even for big cities. It is strikingly
vindicated in a letter of Nebuchadnezzar, Lehi’s con-
temporary, wherein the great king orders: “As to the
fifties who were under your command, those gone to
the rear, or fugitives return to their ranks.” Comment-
ing on this, Offord says, “In these days it is interesting
to note the indication here, that in the Babylonian army
a platoon contained fifty men™;f also, we might add,
that it was called a “fifty—hence, “Laban with his fif-
ty.” Of course, companies of fifty are mentioned in
the Bible, along with tens and hundreds, etc., but not as
garrisons of great cities and not as the standard military
unit of this time. Laban, like Hoshaiah of Lachish, had
a single company of soldiers under him as the perman-
ent garrison, and like Jaush (his possible successor)
worked in close cooperation with “the authorities in
Jerusalem.”

The Case of Zoram: An equally suggestive fig-
ure is Zoram, Laban’s trusted servant whom Nephi met
carrying the keys to the treasury as he approached the
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building. Zoram naturally thought the man in armor
with the gruff voice was his master who he knew had
been out by night among the elders of the Jews. (1 Ne.
4:22.) Nephi, who could easily have been standing in
the dark, ordered the man to go in and bring him the
plates and follow after him, and Zoram naturally thought
that a need for consulting the documents had arisen in
the meeting, “supposing that | spake of the brethren of
the church,” in which case he would act with great dis-
patch in order not to keep the officials waiting. He hur-
ried in, got the plates, and hastened after the waiting
and impatient commander, but not, it must be admitted,
“without another word,”—for he talked and talked as
he hurried after Nephi through the dark streets towards
the gates. What did he talk about? “The elders of the
Jews,” about whose doings he evidently knew a good
deal. For Zoram, as Laban’s private secretary and
keeper of the keys, was himself an important official, and
no mere slave. Professor Albright has shown that the
title “servant” by which Nephi designates him, meant in
Jerusalem at that time something like “official repre-
sentative,” and was an honorable rather than a menial
title.T

That the sarim, who, as we saw in another lesson
“were in permanent session in the Palace,” were full of
restless devices is implied not only in their strange hours
of meeting but in the fact that Zoram seemed to think
nothing strange of the direction or place where Nephi
was taking him. But when he saw the brethren and
heard Nephi’s real voice he got the shock of his life
and in a panic made a break for the city. In such a situ-
ation there was only one thing Nephi could possibly
have done, both to spare Zoram and to avoid giving
alarm—and no westerner could have guessed what it
was. Nephi, a powerful fellow, held the terrified Zoram
in a vice-like grip long enough to swear a solemn oath
in his ear, “as the Lord liveth, and as | live” (1 Ne.
4:32), that he would not harm him if he would listen.
Zoram immediately relaxed, and Nephi swore another
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oath to him that he would be a free man if he would join
the party: “Therefore, if thou wilt go down into the
wilderness to my father thou shalt have place with us.”
(1 Ne. 4:34))

The Oath of Power: What astonishes the west-
ern reader is the miraculous effect of Nephi’s oath on
Zoram, who upon hearing a few conventional words
promptly becomes tractable, while as for the brothers, as
soon as Zoram “made an oath unto us that he would
tarry with us from that time forth . .. our fears did cease
concerning him.” (1 Ne. 4:35, 37.)

The reaction of both parties makes sense when one
realizes that the oath is the one thing that is most sacred
and inviolable among the desert people and their des-
cendants: “Hardly will an Arab break his oath, even if
his life be in jeopardy,”s for “there is nothing stronger,
and nothing more sacred than the oath among the no-
mads,”9 and even the city Arabs, if it be exacted under
special conditions. “The taking of an oath is a holy
thing with the Bedouins,” says one authority, “Wo to
him who swears falsely; his social standing will be dam-
aged and his reputation ruined. No one will receive
his testimony, and he must also pay a money fine.”ll

But not every oath will do. To be most binding
and solemn an oath should be by the life of something,
even if it be but a blade of grass. The only oath more
awful than that “by my life” or (less commonly) “by
the life of my head,” is the iva hayat Allah “by the life
of God,” or *“as the Lord Liveth,” the exact Arabic
equivalent of the ancient Hebrew hai Elohim.ll Today
it is glibly employed by the city riff raff, but anciently it
was an awful thing, as it still is among the desert people.
“I confirmed my answer in the Bedouin wise,” says
Doughty, “By his life ... he said, ‘Well, swear by the
life of Ullah' (God)! ... | answered and thus even the
nomads use, in a greater occasion, but they say by the
life of thee in a little matter.”2 Among both Arabs and
Jews, says Rosenblatt, “an oath without God’s name is
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no oath,” while “both in Jewish and Mohammedan soci-
eties oaths by ‘the life of God' are frequent.”(3

So we see that the only way that Nephi could possi-
bly have pacified the struggling Zoram in an instant was
to utter the one oath that no man would dream of break-
ing, the most solemn of all oaths to the Semite: “As the
Lord liveth, and as | live!” (1 Ne. 4:32.)

Transferred Loyalty: Now Zoram was the most
trusted of secretaries, as his intimacy with the most secret
affairs of state, his liberty to come and go at all hours,
and his possession of the keys to the treasury and ar-
chives attest. Yet in a single hour he shifted all his alle-
giance from the man who trusted and leaned on him to
a stranger. The oath was enough to confirm such a
move, but how could a man be so readily forced to take
that oath? He was not forced into it at all, but talked
into it, softened and persuaded by Nephi’s words, in
particular the promise “that he should be a free man like
unto us if he would go down in the wilderness with us.”
(1 Ne. 4:33.) Plainly with all his influence and privi-
leges Zoram did not think of himself as a free man, and
his relationship with Laban was not one of trust and
affection. Zoram’s behavior is an even more eloquent
commentary than that of his master on the true state of
things in a society that had lost its balance and its faith
and sought only after power and success, “the vain
things of the world.”

Questions

1. There is no passage in the Book of Mormon de-
scribing Laban, yet he is very fully described by hints
dropped here and there throughout the narrative. How
does this support the claim that the Book of Mormon
is not a work of fiction?

2. In what ways was Laban a typical Oriental

potentate? What could Joseph Smith have known about
typical Oriental potentates?
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3. What actual functionaries in ancient Israel ex-
actly match Laban in his official capacity?

4. What reflection does Laban suggest on the na-
ture of worldly success?

5. Is Laban a type characteristic of decadent soci-
eties? Do we have his like among us today?

6. In what way is the Laban story “an eloquent
commentary on the ripeness of Jerusalem for destruc-
tion™?

7. What is the significance of “Laban and his fif-
ty” as historical evidence?

8. What was the position of Zoram? How do his
role and character enhance the plausibility of the story?

9. What did Zoram probably think when he re-
cognized that he was among strange men? How did
Nephi handle him? (Hint: at this time there were plots
and conspiracies in every city and much espionage.)

10. Was Zoram a weak character? Why did he not
consider himself a free man? Are you a free man?



Lesson 11

THE FLIGHT INTO THE WILDERNESS

Prospectus of Lesson 11: To appreciate the setting of much
of Book of Mormon history it is necessary to get a correct idea
of what is meant by “wilderness”. That word has in the Book
of Mormon the same connotation as in the Bible, and usually
refers to desert country. Throughout their entire history the
Book of Mormon people remain either wanderers in the wilder-
ness or dwellers in close proximity to it. The motif of the Flight
into the Wilderness is found throughout the book, and has great
religious significance as the type and reality of the segregation
of the righteous from the wicked and the position of the righteous
man as a pilgrim and an outcast on the earth. Both Nephites
and Lamanites always retained their nomadic ways.

What is a "Wilderness?:  Without the wilderness
to provide a frequent diversion and perpetual back-
ground for its story, Book of Mormon history would be
quite unthinkable. The word *“wilderness” occurs at
least 336 times in the Book of Mormon. There has al-
ways been a prejudice in favor of interpreting the word
“wilderness” as signifying forest or jungle, both out of
courtesy to the jungles of Central America, the classic
Book of Mormon country, and to the language of our
fathers, which grew up in a world happily unfamiliar
with deserts. To our ancestors deserted land was land
grown wild—overrun and choked with vegetation. Yet
according to the Oxford Dictionary that is the fourth
and least common meaning of the word, which properly
refers to desert country. Certainly there is no doubt at
all that the Book of Mormon is speaking of desert most
of the time when it talks about wildernesses.

Wilderness in the Bible: VWe have the Bible to guide
us here, for the Book of Mormon opens in Bible country,
and in the Bible "wilderness” almost always means
desert. Thus when Lehi assures his wife that the Lord
will bring their sons “down again unto us in the wilder-
ness”, even while the young men “journeyed in the
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wilderness up to the land of Jerusalem” (1 Ne. 5:5-6),
we know beyond a doubt that the wilderness in ques-
tion was the country between Jerusalem and the Red
Sea, all of which is very dry and desolate. When in
Arabia, Lehi’s people had to be *“keeping in the most fer-
tile parts of the wilderness”, in order to survive (1 Ne.
16:14), it is clear what sort of country they were in.

The Wilderness in Book of Mormon Tradition: The
eight years of wandering in the deserts of Arabia which
the next few lessons of this series describe, are
simply an introduction to the wilderness — the Book
of Mormon people never entirely leave it. Wandering
in the wilderness is at one and the same time for them
both a type and a reality. One of their first patriarchs
begins a great discourse by comparing his own times to
“the provocation in the days of temptation while the
children of Israel were in the wilderness” (Jac. 1:7),
and recalls that Abraham in the wilderness offering up
his son was the type of Christ being offered in the
world. (Jac. 4:5.)

When Nephi spoke of his own wandering in terms
of the Exodus: “I will also be your light in the wilder-
ness: and | will prepare the way before you, if it so be
that ye shall keep my commandments ... ye shall be led
towards the promised land ...” (1 Ne. 17:13), he was
perfectly aware of the parallel, for he tells us that he
“did liken all scriptures unto us, that it might be for our
profit and learning.” (1 Ne. 19:23.) Hundreds of years
later Mosiah referred to Nephi’s wanderings as a type
and pattern in full effect in his own day: ””... as they
were unfaithful they did not prosper nor progress in their
journey, but were driven back, and . . . were smitten
with famine and sore afflictions, ...” (Mos. 1:7.) A
later prophet explaining this says, *>... they tarried in
the wilderness, or did not travel a direct course, and
were afflicted with hunger and thirst, because of their
transgressions. . . . And now | say, is there not a type
in this thing? For just as surely as this director did
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bring our fathers, by following its course, to the prom-
ised land, shall the words of Christ, if we follow their
course, carry us beyond this vale of sorrow into a far
better land of promise.” (Alma 37:42-45.)

Just as Lehi’'s descendants were constantly re-
minded, as Israelites are everywhere, of the sufferings
and deliverance of their fathers in the wilderness of the
Exodus, so they were reminded of later wanderings and
deliverances in the wilderness of the New World:

. Go and remember the captivity of thy fathers in the
land of Helam, and in the land of Nephi; and remember how
great things he has done for them ... (Mos. 27:16.)

. .. having been brought out of bondage time after time,
and having been kept and preserved until now; and they have
been prospered until they are rich in all manner of things . . .
(Alma 9:22.)

It was the wandering in the wilderness that could
teach the people better than anything else what they
needed most to learn: the feeling of absolute and com-
plete dependence on God at all times for all they had
and were. (Mos. 4:21 ff.)

Quarantining the Wicked: The resemblance of one
migration of God’s people to another is not an accident,
according to the Book of Mormon. In every age when
the wicked reach a point of no return they are stopped
from frustrating God’s plan (which allows men to be
righteous as well as wicked if they so choose), by bring-
ing about a forceful separation between the two. One
might call it a form of quarantine:

... the Father hath commanded me, and | tell it unto you,
that ye were separated from among them because of their iniquity;
therefore it is because of their iniquity that they know not of you.
And verily, | say unto you again that the other tribes hath the

Father separated from them; and it is because of their iniquity
that they know not of them. (3 Ne. 15:19-20.)

Thus the Lord himself explains the principle on
which these things are done. The flight from the wicked
world and wandering in the wilderness is by no means
a unique event, but takes place in every dispensation:
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... he has also brought our fathers out of the land of Jer-
usalem; and he has also . . . delivered them out of bondage and
captivity, from time to time even down to the present day; and
I have always retained in remembrance their captivity; yea, and
ye also ought to retain in remembrance, as | have done, their
captivity. (Alma 36:29.)

Though the righteous go into the desert, it is the
wicked who are cut off and lost; it is they who are put
under quarantine:

And not at any time hath the Father given me command-
ment that | should tell it unto your brethren at Jerusalem. Neither
at any time hath the Father given me commandment that | should
tell unto them concerning the other tribes of the house of Israel,
whom the Father hath led away out of the land. (3 Ne. 15:14.)

It is the Jews at Jerusalem who are left behind and
abandoned:

. | go my way, and ye shall seek me, and shall die in
your sins: whither | go, ye cannot come. (John 8:21.)

. he leadeth away the righteous into precious lands, and
the wicked he destroyeth, and curseth the land unto them. . . .
(1 Ne. 17:38.)

Such was always the Lord’s way. When he brought
Lehi out of Jerusalem, “no one knew about it save it were
himself and those whom he brought out of the land.”
Exactly so did the Lord bring Moses and the people
in secret out of the wicked land of Egypt, and Abraham
fled by night and secretly from Ur of the Chaldees as
Lot did from Sodom and Gomorrah, and so was the city
of Enoch removed suddenly to an inaccessible place.
And in every case, the wicked world thus left behind is
soon to be destroyed, so that those who leave the flesh-
pots and the *“precious things” behind and lose all for
a life of hardship are actually losing their lives to save
them. It would be hard to say whether this pattern is
more clearly set forth in the Old Testament or the New,
but certainly it is most fully exemplified in the Book of
Mormon.

The Flight from Babylon, a Type and a Reality: Lehi’s
flight from Jerusalem was more than an escape, it was
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a conscious and deliberate renunciation of a whole way
of life: “I have charity for the Jew,” Nephi announces,
“l say Jew, because | mean them from whence | came.”
(2 Ne. 33:8); yet he will not teach his people the ways
of the Jews as he knows them,

For I, Nephi, have not taught them many things concerning
the manner of the Jews; for their works were works of darkness,
and their doings were doings of abominations. (2 Ne. 25:1-2.)

. | have not taught my children after the manner of the
Jews. (2 Ne. 25:6.)

Even in temporal matters the Nephites “did not
reckon after the manner of the Jews who were at Jer-
usalem; neither did they measure after the manner of
the Jews.” (Alma 11:4.)) Why this deliberate break
with a tradition which had been so carefully preserved
through the ages and was yet to be preserved through
many generations? Nephi’s successor gives the Lord’s
explanation:

. | have lead this people forth out of Jerusalem, . . . that
I might raise up unto me a righteous branch from the fruit of
the loins of Joseph. Wherefore, | . . . will not suffer that this
people shall do like unto them of old. (Jac. 2:25.)

There comes a time when the general defilement of
a society becomes so great that the rising generation is
put under undue pressure and cannot be said to have
a fair choice between the Way of Light and the Way
of Darkness. When such a point is reached the cup of
iniquity is full, and the established order that has passed
the point of no return and neither can nor will change
its ways must be removed physically and forcibly if
necessary from the earth, whether by war, plague,
famine or upheavals of nature. (Mor. 2:13-15.) When
the Chosen People do wickedly, according to a doctrine
often stated in the Talmud, all nature suffers, and to
save the world and restore the balance of good and evil
God destroys the old generation and raises up a new
people in righteousness. Lehi’s people were neither the
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first nor the last to be led into the wilderness to escape
the wrath to come:

And as one generation hath been destroyed among the Jews
because of iniquity, even so have they been destroyed from gen-
eration to generation according to their iniquities; and never hath
any of them been destroyed save it were foretold them by the
prophets of the Lord. (2 Ne. 25:9))

Other parties before and after the Nephites have
been led even to the New World: the Jaredites at the
time of the great destruction in the days of the Tower,
the people of Zarahemla who “came out from Jerusalem
at the time that Zedekiah, king of Judah, was carried
away captive into Babylon” (Omni 15), and various
communities on the islands of the sea:

. as it says isles (in the plural), there must needs be more
than this, and they are inhabited also by our brethren. For be-
hold, the Lord God has led away from time to time from the
house of lIsrael, according to his will and pleasure. And . . . the
Lord remembereth all of them who have been broken off, where-
fore he remembereth us also. (2 Ne. 10:21-22.)

The Wandering Continued in the New World: Nephi’s
wanderings in the wilderness, undertaken in the fullest
awareness that they continued the traditions of the
fathers, were resumed almost immediately upon arrival
in the New World. This is an extremely important as-
pect of Book of Mormon history which is too often over-
looked. These people did not regard their journey from
Jerusalem to America simply as a transportation project
to carry them from one settlement to another. They
were travelers before they left Jerusalem, and they re-
mained so forever after. Lehi calls the deserts of Arabia
“the wilderness of mine afflictions,” (2 Ne. 3:3) show-
ing that to him the wilderness was both figurative and
real. Hardly had his party landed in the New World
when, Nephi reports, “The Lord did warn me, that I,
Nephi, should depart from them and flee into the wilder-
ness, and all those who would go with me. . . . And we
did take our tents . . . and did journey in the wilderness
for the space of many days.” (2 Ne. 5:5-7.) What



The Flight Into the Wilderness 119

Nephi describes here is an immediate continuation of
their Old World wanderings; neither their ways nor
their customs had had time to change before they were
“fleeing into the wilderness” again, tents and all! And
when Nephi’s party finally settled down and founded
communities and their descendants built cities, people
went right on fleeing from them into the wilderness, just
as their fathers had from Jerusalem. (This theme is
treated more fully below in Lesson XXIX.)

Next after Nephi, Jacob describes his people in
terms of “the days of temptation while the children of
Israel were in the wilderness” (Jac. 1:7); and that this
is more than mere imagery. That he is thinking in very
concrete as well as figurative terms, is brought out in
one of the most moving passages not only in the Book
of Mormon but of all the literature we have ever read:

And it came to pass that I, Jacob, began to be old; and . . .
I conclude this record, declaring that | have written according
to the best of my knowledge, by saying that the time passed
away with us, and also our lives passed away like as it were
unto us a dream, we being a lonesome and a solemn people,
wanderers, cast out of Jerusalem, born in tribulation, in a wilder-
ness, and hated of our brethren, which caused wars and conten-
tions; wherefore, we did mourn out our days. (Jac. 7:26.)

The Nephites never ceased to think of themselves
in those melancholy terms. Five hundred years after
Jacob, Alma could write that his people were both blessed
and sorrowful in their wandering state. Because of their
isolation, he says, God gives them special revelation,
and glad tidings “are made known to us in plain terms,
that we may understand, that we cannot err; and this
because of our being wanderers in a strange land; there-
fore, we are thus highly favored, . . (Alma 13:23))
God, he says,

has been mindful of this people, who are a branch of the
tree of lIsrael, and has been lost from its body in a strange land;
yea, | say, blessed be the name of my God who has been mind-
ful of us, wanderers in a strange land. (Alma 26:36.)
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Nephites and Lamanites both Wander: |If the Nephites
continued their nomadic ways, so no less did the La-
manites. From the first we find them “dwelling in tents,
and wandering about in the wilderness.” (Enos 20.)
At least four hundred years after those words were writ-
ten, Alma tells us that “the more idle part of the La-
manites (most of the nation) lived in the wilderness,
and dwelt in tents;. . .” (Alma 22:28.) At the same time
on the Nephite side we read how Mosiah was “warned
of the Lord that he should flee out of the land of Nephi,
and as many as would hearken unto the voice of the
Lord should also depart out of the land with him, into
the wilderness . . . and they were led by many preach-
ings and prophesyings. ...” (Omni 12.) It is the Jer-
usalem pattern all over again. On more than one oc-
casion an afflicted people “. . . could find no way to
deliver themselves out of bondage, except it were to take
their women and children, and their flocks, and their
herds, and their tents, and depart into the wilder-
ness. ..." (Mos. 22:2.) Sometimes a holy man like
Samuel the Lamanite or Nephi the son of Helaman “de-
parted out of the land, and whither he went, no man
knoweth.”

All these movements were religious in nature. Mo-
siah’s people “were led by many preachings and prophe-
syings” in the wilderness. Such societies are met with
often in the Book of Mormon. Alma founded such a
group by the waters of Mormon, (Mos. 18), and moved
about with them in the wilderness. (Mos. 23.) At that
particular time such movements into the desert seem to
have been popular, many people being “desirous to be-
come even as Alma and his brethren, who had fled into
the wilderness” (Mos. 21:31, 34), while Alma’s people
actually collided with another religious group settled in
the waste — a community of refugee priests. (Mos.
23:31.) Nephi, like Alma, built up communities in the
wilderness (Hel. 16:4), and other groups practiced re-
baptism in the wilderness. (3 Ne. 7:24 1.

All this reminds us powerfully of the Qumran Com-
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munity of the recently discovered Dead Sea Scrolls and
the peculiar type of Judaism that is represented. This
we shall discuss presently, but what we wish to empha-
size here is that the Book of Mormon deals with national,
tribal, cultural and military history, only as incidental
to its main theme, which is the doings of a small segment
of the inhabitants of the New World, namely that
minority of the faithful who continued to attempt to live
the Law in its purity by escaping into the wilderness.

Questions

1. Why is a correct interpretation of the word
“wilderness” essential to an examination or understand-
ing of the Book of Mormon?

2. What is usually meant by “wilderness” in the
Book of Mormon? The Bible? English?

3. What is the place of the wilderness in the re-
ligious traditions of the Nephites?

4. Was it a real wilderness or a “spiritual” one?

5. How does God “quarantine the wicked”? Why?

6. What comfort did the Nephites take in their wan-
derings?

7. Why did the Nephites continue their wander-
ings in the New World?

8. Why did the Lamanites? Were they more
numerous than the city-dwellers?

9. What is the answer to the charge that the Book
of Mormon is but an unimaginative repetition of the
Bible? How does one explain recurrent situations and
events in various dispensations?

10. In what things did Lehi’s people make a break
with the past? Why?

11. In what things did they retain and preserve their
ties with the past? Why?

12. Why does the Lord not want us to be “at ease
in Zion”? What is the meaning of the expression? See
2 Ne. 28:21,



Lesson 12

THE PIONEER TRADITION AND THE TRUE CHURCH

Prospectus of Lesson 12: The Israelites always looked back upon
the days of the wandering in the wilderness as the true schooling
of the Chosen People and the time when they were most nearly
fulfilling the measure of their existence. The concept of man as
a wanderer and an outcast in a dark and dreary world is as old
as the records of the human race. The desert has always had two
aspects, that of refuge and asylum on the one hand, and of trial
and tribulation on the other: in both respects it is a place where
God segregates and tests his people. Throughout the history of
Israel zealous minorities among the people have gone out into
the wilderness from time to time in an attempt to get back to
the ways of the Patriarchs and to live the old Law in its purity,
fleeing from Idumea or the wicked world. This tradition re-
mained very much alive among the early Christians, and is still
a part of the common Christian heritage, as can be seen from
numerous attempts of Christian groups to return to the ways of
Israel in the desert. Only the restored Church of Jesus Christ,
however, has found itself in the actual position of the ancient
saints, being literally driven out into the desert.

The Pioneer Background, a Book of Mormon Tradition:
Time and again the Book of Mormon people were ad-
monished by their leaders always to remember the trials
and deliverances of Abraham in the wilderness, of the
Children of Israel in the Exodus, of Lehi in his wander-
ings, and of the tribulation and release of various wan-
dering saints and ancestors in the New World.I This
is another example of the significant timing of the Book
of Mormon, for none knew at the time of its appearance
that the saints of the new dispensation would soon be
continuing that great tradition of tribulation and triumph
in the wilderness. The Book of Mormon was the best
preparation and training-manual for what was to come.

Recently scholars have become aware as never be-
fore of the importance and significance of the wilderness
and the wandering in the religious teachings both of an-
cient Israel and the primitive Christian Church. A num-
ber of important studies have appeared on the subject,
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and these supply a welcome commentary and confirma-
tion for the rich fund of information that the Book of
Mormon gives us about the ways of the wilderness.

The Hebrews and the Wandering: It has often been
pointed out that the Hebrews always idealized the de-
sert life as the good life. For the prophets of Lehi’s time
the years of Israel in the wilderness were in spite of all
hardships “Israel’s ideal time,” when the people were
nearer to God than ever before or after.. It was to re-
capture the spirit of that time that Jonadab ben Rekhab
and his followers, fleeing from “paganizing influences in
law and religion,” settled in the desert some hundred
years before Lehi.l The idea was much older than that,
however. “The narrative of the exodus,” writes Daube,
“is dominated by the concept of God as goel, ‘re-
deemer’, of the nation, as the mighty relative or legiti-
mate owner who enforces his right to recover a member
of the family or property subjected to foreign domina-
tion.”3 That is, the Exodus was not only a real event,
but also “a type and a shadow of things,” representing
both escape from the wicked world and redemption from
the bondage of sin.

Man the Outcast: ~ Now the idea that this life is a
pilgrimage through the desert did not originate with the
Christians or even the Jews: it has been the religious
memory of the human race from the earliest dispensa-
tions of the Gospel. The apocryphal writings are full of
it, and the great antiquity of the tradition they report
may be judged from Haidar’s study of the oldest known
temple texts—those of the Sumerians. The religious
activity of the Sumerians centered about a ritual drama
that took place at the temples (built for that purpose) at
the New Year, celebrating and dramatizing the
creation of the world, the fall of man, the redemption
and resurrection. The ritual drama began by depicting
the original home of man as a Garden of Eden, “a beau-
tiful place adorned with greenery,” in which the hero, the
father of the race, resided; next “the enemies enter the
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edin (for such the Sumerians called the place), destroy-
ing and carrying off the god to another place, also called
edin . . 74 Edin is thus the world before and also after
its transformation, when it becomes a dark and dreary
place: “we meet with a kind of ‘exodus’ into the desert
as an equivalent to the descensus ad inferos,” in which
man becomes a homeless wanderer in a land of desola-
tion,5 a place not to be confused, however, with the un-
derworld or place of the dead.6
As Halder summarizes it,

In the beginning we meet with the ‘steppe’ flourishing with
verdure being the pasture of the herds. Then, the enemies from
the desert enter the god’s field, destroy it, and make it a desert;
at this moment the god descends to the Nether World. Then
the change occurs, and finally, the god’s triumph over his ene-
mies and his return to life are celebrated, the field again becom-
ing the flourishing dwelling place of the cattle.

What we should notice here is not the important re-
surrection theme, or the Garden of Eden motif, or the
appearance in the earliest known human records not only
of an “eschatology of woe,” but also of a millennial hope
and “eschatology of bliss,” but the specific reference to
this world as a desert. Man has lost his paradise and
though he shall regain it eventually through the sacri-
fice of the hero who overcomes death, he must live mean-
while as an outcast in a dark and dreary place. In the
greatest Sumerian epic, man is represented by the wan-
dering and homeless hero Gilgamesh (often identified
by scholars with Adam), who travels through a dark
desert in search of the water of life and the plant or tree
of immortality (of which a serpent deprives him). Hun-
dreds of parallels to this have been found in folklore
and ritual literature everywhere; it is the great heritage of
the whole human race.$

The Desert’s Two Faces:  The desert has two faces;
it is a place both of death and of refuge, of defeat and
victory, a grim coming-down from Eden and yet a sure
escape from the wicked world, the asylum alike of the
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righteous and the rascal. The pilgrims’ way leads
through sand and desolation, but it is the way back to
paradise; in the desert we lose ourselves to find our-
selves. These familiar paradoxes are literal as well as
figurative: “It may be said, without any exaggeration,”
wrote the celebrated Burckhardt from much personal ex-
perience, “that the poorest Bedouin of an independent
tribe smiles at the pomp of a Turkish Pasha.”l In the
midst of poverty that we can hardly imagine, the man of
the desert deems himself rich. “Among themselves,”
says Burckhardt, “the Bedouins constitute a nation of
brothers,” but only as they keep to the desert: “. . . in
proportion as they reside near to a town, an avaricious
spirit becomes more general among them.””§ Our Mormon
missionaries have often noted that the same thing holds
true of the Indians among whom they have worked:
the farther from the highway they live, the higher are
their moral standards and the purer their traditions. “The
Bedouins are sober,” a recent observer reports, “because
they cannot be otherwise. Since they must carry every-
thing with them, they must ration everything, always
counting on the possibilities of being held up at every
departure and every arrival. They accept their lot be-
cause they know no other.”l0 There is no escape from
the discipline of desert life, and no compromise with city
ways: there is always trouble when the two come into
contact.

The Desert as an Escape: B itter experience has
taught the desert people that the world envies and re-
sents their hard-bought freedom. The mass and inertia
of a city civilization is a terrible thing: since none can
stand against it, the only hope of opposing it lies in
escaping from its reach. The skill of the Arabs in “si-
lently stealing away,” dissolving like a wraith into the
trackless sands, is proverbial. So is their quick and dead-
ly reaction to the presence of strangers in their midst.
Robbed at every turn by the smooth manipulators of the
city, the Arabs can hardly be blamed for thinking that
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robbery is the normal form of human economy and mak-
ing themselves masters of the craft. Upon turning his
talents to business many a simple desert sheik has dis-
played a capacity that seemed nothing short of genius.
Since their land is unproductive, these people must deal
in goods that they neither produce nor consume; they
become carriers and conveyors, skillful middlemen art-
fully turning every situation to their own advantage. The
Arabs feel perfectly justified in raiding the caravans
which do not buy their protection. There is nothing
cynical about their ancient and established blackmail,
which is simply the application in their own country of
business methods learned in the city—they sell what
they have to sell for all they can get. If the outside
world forces itself upon them, the outside world must
pay the price, for they know that the only hope of pre-
serving their integrity is to avoid contact with the out-
side world altogether, even at the risk of appearing
morbidly anti-social.

Volumes have been written on the pure and noble
character of the Bedouin in his native state. *I was in-
clined in the prime of my past,” writes an ancient poet,
“to make my residence among the people of the desert,
in order to acquire their high-minded temperament, and
their pure Arab language.”l? Both are very hard to find,
and totally beyond the reach of the short-time visitor:
“In order to form a really good estimation of Arab
character, it would be necessary to live in these remote
districts for many years, following the migrations of one
of their great tribes. . . .”13 One can no more get to know
these people by casual contacts in and around the towns
than one can get to know our Indians by talking to them
in trading-posts. Theirs is a secret and hidden life to
which access is only possible for one who is willing to
share that life all the way.

Thus it is no exaggeration to say that the dwellers
in the wilderness are utterly removed from the ordinary
affairs of men. When *“the world” becomes too much
for the Arabs, “they withdraw into the depths of the
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wilderness, where none can follow them with hopes of
success. "4 This suggested to Harmer that the Biblical
term “dwelling deep, which Jeremiah recommends to
some Arab tribes (Jer. 49:8, 30) means this plunging
far into the deserts; rather than going into deep caves,
and dens, as commentators suppose.”l5 To this day the
proximity of the desert to the town “at the best of times
... hampers the government by offering a refuge and re-
cruiting ground to all the enemies of order.”lf But flee-
ing into the wastes, which from the point of view of the
city people is the act either of insane or criminal persons,
all such refugees being lumped together as outlaws,i
has been the resort of the righteous as well as the wicked
from the beginning: “Come out of her, O my people!
Partake not of her sins lest ye partake of her plagues!”

Come out of Her, O My People!: Careful studies of
the apocryphal writings have revealed that in olden
times the Jews believed that even the Ten Tribes “in
order to be able to live the Law without molestation,
resolved ... to depart from the society of mankind and
migrate in terram aliam, that is, to the Other World ‘in a
land beyond, where no member of the human race had
ever before lived." ”1§ Such was certainly the case of the
Jaredites who at the beginning of history were ordered
to leave the wicked and fallen world of the Tower and
betake themselves “into that quarter where there never
had man been.” (Ether 2:5) The Rekhabites who went
out into the desert before Lehi’s day are typical of the
back-to-the-wilderness movements among the Jews in
every age, the paritsim, or “those who separated them-
selves from the nation,” and were viewed accordingly
as traitors and outlaws by “the Jews at Jerusalem.”l
Lehi could never have gone back to Jerusalem even if he
had wanted to. In | Maccabees 2:29 (written about 175
B.C.), we are told that “at that time many who were
seeking after righteousness and judgment went down
into the desert (or wilderness) to settle, with their chil-
dren and their wives and their property, being sore op-
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pressed by the evils of the time.” In the Dead Sea
Scrolls we have the contemporary records of just such a
community. Another such were the Ebionites who from
their teachings have the peculiar appearance, even as the
Dead Sea people and Lehi’s own community do, of be-
ing both Christians and Jews at once.l From the Talmud
we learn that any Jew was free to take the Nasir oath
that bound him to observe the severe and simple ways
of Israel in the wilderness—a way of life that never
ceased to appeal to individuals and groups.2

""Idumea, or the World . . In Jewish tradition the
pious man who flees to the desert is represented by Elias,
according to Kasemann, ‘as the counterpart of Adam,
the sum and type of all righteous souls,” as well as the
pattern of the High Priest. This Elias-Adam, the great
High-priest, is a stranger on the earth, or “wicked Idu-
mea,” where only his holy office and mission enable him
to survive at all, and where when that mission is com-
pleted he is put to death by the wicked.3 ldumea is the
desert to the south of Judaea, where Lehi began his wan-
derings as an outcast, having been “‘driven out of Jeru-
salem,”—a classic place both of suffering and of temp-
tation. In using the expression “ldumea, or the world,”
the Lord opens his book of revelations for this last dis-
pensation by reminding us that we too are travelers and
outcasts in the wilderness.2

Kasemann begins his remarkable study of the
Christian community of ancient times as God’s people
wandering in the wilderness by observing that a state of
homeless migration is the ‘normal manner of existence
of those who are the bearers of revelation.”? The early
Christians, he says, “regarded themselves as wholly led
by revelation: for them everything is directed from the
Other Side; their whole life is oriented towards the
epangelia, the promise, which is the goal of their jour-
neyings.” Their life and mission on earth was for them
“a confident journeying” from a heavenly past to a
heavenly future, or in the words of the Apostolic
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Fathers and the Dead Sea Scrolls, “the way of light is
out of one eternity and into another.”2l Kasemann fur-
ther notes that this way through life was one set out in
God’s plan from the beginning of the world, and though
its continuity has often been broken by the wickedness
of man, “God constantly restores it to earth by his Word,
as at the beginning.” By this way the saints must walk
while they are in the earth, their life here being an
apodemia, both figuratively (as in the Jewish philosopher
Philo) and literally, i.e., a temporary sojourn in a strange
land.28 Such being the case, the journey in the wilder-
ness is, in the primitive Christian view, God’s special
way of training and educating his people. As they travel
through the wilderness they are led and sustained by
revelations from on high, exactly as Alma describes it
(Alma 13:23); yet they are also given an earthly leader,
who is properly designated as the High Priest.d Like
the early Hebrews and the later Jews, the first Christians
thought of themselves as walking in the ways of their
spiritual ancestors, “a band of homeless saints passing
over the earth in search of their heavenly home.”3

It is not surprising, then, to find the Dead Sea
sectaries organized in camps in deliberate imitation of
Israel in the desert,3l or to learn that many scholars see
in John the Baptist, the voice in the wilderness, the sur-
est link between those sectaries and the first Christians.®
Some have detected wandering Israel in the organiza-
tion of the Apostolic Church, in which all the general
authorities “received nomadic apostolate.”33 John’s de-
scription of the Church as a woman who flees to the
wilderness always captivated the imagination of later
churchmen, who never knew quite what to make of it.3

Attempts to return to the Old Ways: Just as pious
Christians have always looked for *“Letters from
Heaven” and willingly accepted forgeries when the real
article has failed to appear, so Christian communities in
every century have made determined attempts to get
back to the ways of the wilderness and the wandering,
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and not hesitated to produce by artificial means the con-
ditions and surroundings necessary to put themselves in
a situation resembling that of Israel in the Desert of the
Exodus. Like the Jewish sectaries before them, enthusi-
asts of the Christian monastic movement diligently
sought out the wildest deserts they could find as the
only proper setting for a way of life pleasing to God.*
In the same spirit the pilgrims of the Middle Ages in-
flicted upon themselves all the hardships of wandering
in strange lands and thirsty deserts in the endless search
for a heavenly Jerusalem,* while in modern times Protes-
tant sects have attempted to relive at their camp-meetings
the very life of ancient Israel on the march. These and
many like practices bear eloquent testimony to the deep
and abiding influence of the wandering and the desert
in the Christian and Jewish traditions. Throughout the
whole course of the history of the Christian churches,
one detects the powerful working of the conviction that
God's people must always be travelers in the wilderness,
both literally and figuratively.

The Real Church in the Real Wilderness: While some
groups such as the Quakers and Pilgrim Fathers have
been driven into the wilderness against their will—
though always with a measure of calculation on their
part—one church alone has had the honor of resembling
Israel on the march in all details without having to re-
sort to any of the usual artificial devices and theatrical
props.

The parallels between the histcry of the restored Church
and the doings of the ancients are so numerous and striking that
even enemies of the Church have pointed them out again and
again—what writer has not compared Brigham Young to Moses,
for example? But I think in the case of the Latter-day Saints
these resemblances have an extraordinary force, and that for two
main reasons: (1) that they are not intentional, and (2) that
they actually are the fulfillment of modern-day prophecy.®?

The prophecy in question is found in the Doctrine
and Covenants 49:24-25:
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But before the great day of the Lord shall come, Jacob shall
flourish in the wilderness, and the Lamanites shall blossom as
the rose. Zion shall flourish upon the hills and rejoice upon the
mountains, and shall be assembled together unto the place which
I have appointed.

It is significant that all three of these *“chosen peo-
ple” were to suffer and dwell in the wilderness before
the days of their rejoicing. The trials and tribulations
of Zion in a very real wilderness in the remotest regions
of the earth were matched by those of the Lamanites,
driven from their lands and reduced to the last extremes
of poverty and hardship in miserable and out-of-the-
way tracts of wood and desert, and even more closely
resemble the untold labors and dangers of the heroic
settlers in the barren wastes of modern Palestine. All
this is a sequel and vindication of the Book of Mormon,
binding the Old World and the New together in a single
divine economy, as the prophets foretold.3 The principal
actors of the mighty drama are still the descendants of
Lehi on the one side and the children of “the Jews at
Jerusalem” on the other, and the scene of their trials and
victories is still as ever the desert.

A Constant Theme:  One often hears it suggested
that perhaps the Latter-day Saints overdo the “pioneer
business.” Yet as far as can be discovered the true
church in every age has been one of pioneers—wander-
ers and settlers in the wilderness in the most literal sense.
And in every age the Church has been careful to pre-
serve and recall in the midst of its own trials the pioneer
stories of its own early days and of still earlier dispen-
sations, thousands of years ago. If the stories are all
strangely alike that is no accident: we can do no better
than to “liken all scriptures unto us,” as did Nephi of
old, “that it might be for our profit and learning.”

Questions

1. Is the recollection and admiration of the deeds
of pioneer ancestors peculiar to the Church of this dis-
pensation alone?
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2. What was anciently the purpose in rehearsing
those deeds and recalling those tribulations?

3. Why did the Hebrews always look back upon
the years of the wandering as “Israel’s ideal time’?

4. How old is the religious concept of man’s life
as a wanderer in the wilderness? What theories might
account for its origin?

5. What does the desert have to offer to the right-
eous? To the wicked?

6. How was the tradition of the desert kept alive
among the more pious members of the Jewish society?

7. How do desert conditions enforce an austere
and abstemious way of life?

8. What is there in the New Testament to illus-
trate the early Christian concept of life as a pilgrimage?

9. Name some instances of attempts by Christian
groups to revive the old life of Israel in the wilderness.

10. What is singular about the relationship of the
Latter-day Saints to the wilderness? What aspects of
their flight to the West are peculiarly like those of an-
cient times?

11. Is the pioneer theme overemphasized in the
Church today?

12. What is the significance of the flight-into-the-
wilderness theme for modern Americans? Where do we
go now?



Lesson 13

CHURCHES IN THE WILDERNESS

Prospectus of Lesson 13: As outcasts and wanderers the
Nephites took particular pains to preserve unbroken the records
and traditions that bound them to their ancestors in the Old
World. Special emphasis is laid in the Book of Mormon on one
particular phase of the record; namely, the care to preserve intact
that chain of religious writing that had been transmitted from
generation to generation by these people and their ancestors
“since the world began”. The Book of Mormon is a religious
history. It is specifically the history of one religious community,
rather than of a race or nation, beginning with the “people of
Nephi” who became established as a special minority group at
the very beginning of Book of Mormon times. The Nephite
prophets always preached that the nation could only maintain
its integrity and its very existence by remaining a pious religious
society. Alma founded a church based on religious traditions
brought from the Old World: it was a Church in the Wilderness,
a small group of pious dissenters who went forth into the desert
for the purpose of living the Law in its fullness. This church
was not unique among the Nephites; other *“churches of antici-
pation” flourished in the centuries before Christ, and after Christ
came many churches carrying on in the apocalyptic tradition.

The Unbroken Chain:  If Lehi’s people, as we have
seen, continued to view themselves as Israel on the march
in a literal as well as a figurative sense, their ties with the
past were far more than a mere matter of sentiment.
They were the key to their identity as a people, the sheet
anchor of their civilization; as a branch “broken off from
its parent” they had no other roots than the records and
traditions they carried with them. They were acutely
conscious of that fact. At the very outset Nephi ex-
plained to his brothers why they should be willing to run
any risk to get the brass plates:

. behold, it is wisdom in God that we should obtain
these records, that we may preserve unto our children the lan-
guage of our fathers; And also that we may preserve unto them
the words which have been spoken by the mouth of all the holy
prophets . . . since the world began, even down unto this present
time. (1 Ne. 3:19-20.)
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The purpose of the plates, as he saw it, was to pre-
serve the cultural heritage of the past for generations to
come, and especially to retain intact the unbroken reli-
gious tradition of God’'s people back to the very begin-
ning.

This is the announcement that launches the vast
and restless record-keeping project of Lehi’s descend-
ants, determined to keep intact the chain of writings that
bound them to the righteous of every age in a single un-
broken faith and tradition. For the ancients all history
was sacred history; but it was Eduard Meyer who first
pointed out that “scientific” history first began with the
Jews, who in their passion for keeping full and accurate
records amassed a great deal of material which we
would call *“secular history.” “There are many records
kept of the proceeding of this people,” says one Nephite
historian, “by many of this people, which are particular
and very large, concerning them. But behold, a hun-
dredth part of the proceedings of this people . . . can-
not be contained in this work.” (Hel. 3:13-14.) Mere
mass made it necessary to edit. From the first Nephi
had stated the guiding principle in the preserving of
plates and records: “Wherefore, the things which were
pleasing unto the world | do not write, but the things
which are pleasing unto God and unto those who are
not of the world.” (1 Ne. 6:5.) The primary and
original aim of keeping those records which make up the
Book of Mormon was to preserve the religious tradi-
tion of the righteous few who down through the cen-
turies have heeded God’s word and been guided by
his prophets.

The history of God’s dealings with men is a time-
less one, a story of things “not of this world.” It is in-
teresting that the latest studies of Primitive Christianity,
especially since the coming out of the Dead Sea Scrolls,
see in John the Baptist and the Apostle John the chief
links between Christianity and Judaism; for Nephi pro-
ceeds to give a circumstantial account of the mission of
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John the Baptist (1 Ne. 10:8 f.), while designating the
other John by name as a fellow worker who shall write
records that will substantiate his own, “sealed up to
come forth in their purity.” (1 Ne. 14:12-27.) He thinks
of himself and his father as engaged in a single vast and
timeless project along with all the other righteous proph-
ets who ever lived. “. . . Ye need not suppose,” he re-
minds us speaking for his own day, “that | and my father
are the only ones that have testified . . . (1 Ne. 22:31.)
“ . . the mysteries of God,” says Nephi, “shall be un-
folded ... as well in these times as in times of old, and as
well in times of old as in times to come; wherefore, the
course of the Lord is one eternal round.” (1 Ne. 10:19.)

Nephi Preserves the Religious Tradition:  Lehi in flee-
ing from Jerusalem represents the righteous minority
whose history is the main concern of the Book of Mor-
mon. Hardly had the party landed in America when it
was necessary for Nephi in turn to “depart . . . and flee
into the wilderness.” (2 Ne. 5:5.) W.ith him he took a
select group: *. .. And all those who would go with me
were those who believed in the warnings and the revela-
tions of God; wherefore they did hearken unto my
words.” (2 Ne. 5:6.) It was, that is, strictly a religious
body that went forth, taking their tents and journeying
“in the wilderness for the space of many days.” (2 Ne.
5:7.) They settled down as a religious community, call-
ing themselves the “people of Nephi.” (2 Ne. 5:9.)
Though they were only a minority group, viewed for-
ever after as traitors and dissenters from the main body,
it was they who preserved unbroken and intact all the
religious ties with the Old World: it was they who had
the records that were brought from Jerusalem (stolen,
said the Lamanites!), and the ball and sword that were
to become the traditional national treasures (2 Ne. 5:12-
14); and as soon as they settled in the wilderness they
built a temple “after the manner of the temple of Solo-
mon” (2 Ne. 5:16), which many of them had seen with
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their own eyes. Most important is the all-embracing
rule of life they followed:

And we did observe to keep the judgments, and the statutes,
and the commandments of the Lord in all things according to
the law of Moses. (2 Ne. 5:10.)

In all things they were simply following in the es-
tablished line without any break from the past. In teach-
ing his people, Nephi tells us, he “did liken all scriptures
unto us, that it might be for our profit and learning.”
(1 Ne. 19:23.)

Nephi's successor and brother, Jacob, explains very
clearly why his people kept the law of Moses while ac-
tually believing in Christ, the Anointed One to come:
“. .. we knew of Christ . .. many hundred years before
his coming; and . . . also all the holy prophets which were
before us . . . and for this intent we keep the law of
Moses, it pointing out souls to him; . . .” (Jac. 4:4-5.)
A later prophet explains the law of Moses as “a law of
performances and of ordinances, a law which they were
to observe strictly from day to day, to keep them in re-~
membrance of God and their duty towards him. But
.. . all these things were types of things to come.” (Mos.
13:30-31.) Until the Lord himself should come, the
people were to be guided by Moses . . . and even all the
prophets who have prophesied ever since the world be-
gan ...  (Mos. 13:33.)

Two Nations, Two Churches: The nation founded by
Nephi was strictly a religious society, the prophet him-
self remaining “their ruler and their teacher,” though re-
fusing to become their king, as they wanted him to. (2
Ne. 5:18-19.) And a religious society it remained. Jac-
ob and Joseph, having “been consecrated priests and
teachers of this people, by the hand of Nephi,” (Jac. 1:
18) labored mightily to keep them on the path in the
face of growing disaffection and worldliness. His
teaching was that if the nation was to survive it could
never forget its peculiar religious nature and calling:
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Wherefore, thus saith the Lord, | have led this people forth
out of the land of Jerusalem, by the power of mine arm, that I
might raise up unto me a righteous branch from the fruit of the
loins of Joseph. Wherefore, | the Lord God will not suffer that
this people shall do like unto them of old. (Jac. 2:25-26.)

For him as for Nephi there are just two sides to the
question. He groups all factions and complexions of
people into two arbitrary categories. After naming sev-
en different groups, he adds, “but | shall call them La-
manites that seek to destroy the people of Nephi, and
those who are friendly to Nephi | shall call Nephites
.. .7 (Jac. 1:14) In the same way, Nephi had ex-
plained: “.. . he that fighteth against Zion, both Jew and
Gentile . . . are they who are the whore of all the earth.”
(2 Ne. 10:16.) By this reasoning there are never more
than “save two churches only” in the world, and in-
deed Nephi’s much-commented remark to that effect (1
Ne. 14:10) reads more like a statement of general prin-
ciple than the denunciation of one particular church
among many.

When Lehi bade farewell to his people, he spoke
to them as a group who could only escape *“captivity”
by being united in the closest bonds of social unity: “. ..
arise from the dust, my sons, and be men, and be deter-
mined in one mind and in one heart, united in all things,
that ye may not come down into captivity.” (2 Ne.
1:21.) Such intimate bonds of affection could only be
implemented by a religious allegiance, and when Jacob
tries to stem the tide of secularization he appeals pas-
sionately for the preservation of the old rules of equality
on a religious basis:

Think of your brethren like unto yourselves, and be familiar
with all and free with your substance, that they may be rich like
unto you. But before ye seek for riches, seek ye for the king-
dom of God . . . the one being is as precious in his sight as the
other. And all flesh is of the dust; and for the selfsame end

hath he created them, that they should keep his commandments
and glorify him forever . . . (Jac. 2:17-21.)

But the world went its wicked way, and down
through Book of Mormon history the righteous remain,
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as always, in the position of dissenting minorities. The
fullest and most interesting description of such churches
comes from the time and activities of the great Alma
almost 500 years after Nephi.

Abinadi Preaches the Tradition: The story begins
with the activities of the prophet Abinadi in the days
of the wicked King Noah. (Mosiah 11:20.) When his
preaching of repentance put his life in danger, Abinadi
“came among them in disguise, that they knew him not,
and began to prophesy among them, . . .” (Mos. 12:1.)
The people protested: ““. . . We teach the law of Moses.
And again he said unto them: If ye teach the law of
Moses why do ye not keep it? . . .” (Mos. 12:29.) It
is still the same old issue of the Law of Moses as a type
and a preparation for the Messiah and greater things to
come versus the law of Moses as an end in itself and a
full justification of the status quo. That was the argument
with which the Book of Mormon began (1 Ne. 17:22),
and it has never ceased to be the main issue between
the two great traditions of Israel. Reading to them the
voice of God in the first person, Abinadi explains exact-
ly wherein the force and virtue of the Law of Moses—
to which these people claim such loyal devotion—really
reside, (Mos. 13:30), showing them that not only Moses
looked forward to the coming of the Messiah, but “all the
prophets who have prophesied ever since the world be-
gan—nhave they not spoken more or less concerning these
things?” (Mos. 13:33.) It is significant that the bulk of
Abinadi’s teachings and prophecies was read by him to
the people out of the books: “And now | read unto you
the remainder of the commandments of God, for | per-
ceive that they are not written in your hearts; | perceive
that ye have studied and taught iniquity the most part of
your lives.” (Mos. 13:11.) This is a beautiful touch of
prophetic irony, incidentally, in the best tradition of the
great prophets, with its clever play on the words “read”,
“write”, and “study”.

Alma Founds a Church: ~ When one of the priests
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who attended on the king, a young man by the name of
Alma, tried to persuade the king to spare the prophet’s
life he only succeeded in putting his own life in jeopardy
and had to run away. (Mos. 17:2-3.) ". .. And he be-
ing concealed for many days did write all the words
which Abinadi had spoken.” (Mos. 17:4.) Thus Alma
equipped himself with a full written account of the tradi-
tions as Abinadi had read it to his hearers at great
length; it took him “many days” to do the job, and we
can be sure that when he emerged from hiding he was
steeped in the traditions not only of the priests (for he
was one of them) but of the prophets as well. He was
ready to organize his church: First he “ . . went about
privately among the people, and began to teach the
words of Abinadi.” (Mos. 18:1.) Then . ..

. as many as did believe him did go forth to a place which
was called Mormon . . . having been infested, by times or at sea-
sons, by wild beasts. Now, there was in Mormon a fountain of
pure water, and Alma resorted thither, there being near the water
a thicket of small trees, where he did hide himself in the daytime
from the searches of the king. (Mos. 18:4-5.)

The nature of the place is clear: it is in wild, open,
desert country—not a jungle—an oasis where some small
trees grew around a spring.

Alma baptized the people who came to him there
(Mo0s.18:10), and when some 204 of them had con-
gregated in the desert he organized them into a church,
"and they were called the Church of God, or the Church
of Christ, from that time forward.

And whosoever was baptized by the power and authority of
God was added to his church. (Mos. 18:17.)

And . . . Alma having authority from God, ordained priests;
even one priest to every fifty of their number did he ordain to
preach unto them, and to teach them concerning the things per-
taining to the kingdom of God. (Mos. 18:18.)

And he commanded them that they should teach nothing
save it were spoken by the mouth of the holy prophets. (Mos. 18:
19))



140 An Approach to the Book of Mormon

And he commanded them that there should be no contention
one with another, but that they should look forward with one
eye . . . having their hearts knit together in unity and in love one
towards another. . . . And thus they became the children of God.
(Mos. 18:21-22.))

A Picture of Alma’s Church in the Wilderness: C on-
sistent with the ancient practices which he was con-
sciously following, Alma insisted on absolute equality,
teaching “his people, that every man should love his
neighbor as himself, that there should be no contention
among them.” (Mos. 23:15) The priests worked for
their living, “. . . the preacher was no better than the
hearer, neither was the teacher any better than the learn-
er; and thus they were all equal.” (Alma 1:26.) “And
they did impart of their substance, every man according
to that which he had, . . . they were liberal to all, . . .
whether out of the church or in the church.” (Alma 1:
27, 30.) For all their liberality and humanity, Alma’s
people thought of themselves as completely severed from
the rest of the nation: *“ .. come ye out from the
wicked,” he said to them, "and be ye separate, and touch
not their unclean things; . . . the names of the wicked
shall not be numbered among the names of the right-
eous. . . .” (Alma 5:57.) Just as his followers were not
allowed to touch unclean things, so none from the out-
side and none unwilling to accept their own strict stand-
ards could mingle with them; *“. . . that the word of God
may be fulfilled, which saith: The names of the wicked
shall not be mingled with the names of my people.”
(Alma 5:57.)

This was more than a spiritual segregation—it was
a real organization: *"... they did assemble themselves
together in different bodies, being called churches; ev-
ery church having their priests and their teachers, and
every priest preaching the word according as it was de-
livered to him by the mouth of Alma.” (Mos. 25:21.)
There were seven such churches, “And they were called
the people of God.” (Mos. 25:24.) Everything re-
mained strictly under Alma’s control, for he *. . . was
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their high priest, he being the founder of their church”
(Mos. 23:16) who personally consecrated the priests
and teachers who ... did watch over their people, and
did nourish them with things pertaining to righteous-
ness.” (Mos. 23:17-18.) Moreover the people had
their own territory, which *“they called the land of
Helam” (Mos. 23:19), and they built their own city,
“which they called the city of Helam.” (Mos., 23:20)

Other "Churches of Anticipation’”:  This revival of
the old ways continued down to the time of Christ. A
generation after Alma the Nephite nation broke up into
all sorts of independent groups—unholy as well as holy,
in which . . . their leaders did establish their laws, every
one according to his tribe.” (3 Ne. 7:11.) At such a
time, Nephi, another mighty religious leader, came for-
ward and began calling the people back to the right way,
". . . that there were none who were brought unto re-
pentance who were not baptized with water.” (3 Ne.

7:24) For the people ... went forth and sought for
Nephi; . . . desiring that they might be baptized” (Hel.
16:1), while his work went forward, “. . . baptizing, and

prophesying, and preaching, crying repentance unto the
people, showing signs and wonders, working miracles
among the people, that they might know that the Christ
must shortly come. . . .” (Hel. 16:4.) But again it was
only the more righteous minority who were interested—
those who believed the words of the prophet Samuel —
the rest remaining as they were in town and country.
(Hel. 16:5-7.)

False Churches:  Now when Christ finally came
and established his Church, it was very much like those
“churches of anticipation” we have been describing, (4
Ne. 1:1 ff), and indeed the multitude to which Jesus
appeared was a small one. (3 Ne. 19:2-3, 17:25.) And
after the Lord had departed in time came the usual cor-
rupters: “False Christs, . . . false prophets, and false
preachers and teachers among the people, . . . and many
dissensions away unto the Lamanites.” (Words of
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Mormon, 15-16.) King Benjamin and King Mosiah both
tried to make the nation identical with the Church—
God’s people, and preached the same doctrine and prac-
tices as Alma and Nephi had, thus confirming the origi-
nal and unchanging concept of the nation and church as
God’s elect, looking forward to the coming of the Mes-
siah. The whole scheme of things as to doctrine, or-
ganization, and tradition is fully and carefully set forth
in the Book of Mormon, always with the clear under-
standing that what is done is but a continuation of what
was done of old—it is almost impossible to find any in-
novation in the Book of Mormon, or any religious insti-
tution or practice that did not rest its case on the ways of
the ancients and the timeless and unchanging nature of
God’s dealings with his children.

Questions

1. In what specific ways do the Nephites display
attachment and devotion to their past in the Old World?

2. Why is it important to realize that the Book of
Mormon is primarily the history of a religious commu-
nity?

3. What evidence is there that the Book of Mor-
mon is primarily a religious history?

4. Into what two categories do Nephi and Jacob
divide all society? What is significant in this division
with regard to the identity of the “great and abominable
church™?

5. Describe the rise and organization of Alma’s
Church.

6. Who authorized Alma to found a church?

7. How can there have been a plurality of churches
among the righteous part of the Nephites if there is
only one true church?

8. What is a “Church of Anticipation™?



Lesson 14

UNWELCOME VOICES FROM THE DUST

Prospectus of Lesson 14: The mystery of the nature and organi-
zation of the Primitive Church has recently been considerably
illuminated by the discovery of the so-called Dead Sea Scrolls.
There is increasing evidence that these documents were delib-
erately sealed up to come forth at a later time, thus providing
a significant parallel to the Book of Mormon record. The Scrolls
have caused considerable dismay and confusion among scholars,
since they are full of things generally believed to be uniquely
Christian, though they were undoubtedly written by pious Jews
before the time of Christ. Some Jewish and Christian investi-
gators have condemned the Scrolls as forgeries and suggest
leaving them alone on the grounds that they don’t make sense.
Actually they make very good sense, but it is a sense quite con-
trary to conventional ideas of Judaism and Christianity. The
Scrolls echo teachings in many apocryphal writings, both of the
Jews and the Christians, while at the same time showing un-
deniable affinities with the Old and the New Testament teach-
ings. The very things which made the Scrolls at first so baffling
and hard to accept to many scholars are the very things which in
the past have been used to discredit the Book of Mormon. Now
the Book of Mormon may be read in a wholly new light, which
is considered here in lessons 14, 15, 16, and 17.

*The Mystery of the Primitive Church:  One of the great
mysteries of history has been the nature and organization
of the Primitive or original Christian Church, that is, the
tangible Church founded by Christ. Was there a church
organization at all? If so what became of it? Did they
really expect the end of the world? Were they for the law
of Moses or against it? It is hard for us to realize how
completely in the dark the scholars have always been on
these vitally important matters, how varied and contra-
dictory their theories, how weak and speculative all their
evidence.l Only with the discovery of vitally important
documents, beginning with the Didache in 1875, did the
dense impenetrable fog that already baffled the great
Eusebius in his researches into the Primitive Church, be-
gin to lift. We cannot discuss here the many sensational
discoveries that have forced the learned, with the great-
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est reluctance, to acknowledge that the strange and un-
familiar form that is becoming clearer every day through
the rising mists is the solid reality of a forgotten Church
that once truly existed. But we cannot avoid touching
upon the most sensational find of modern times—that of
the Dead Sea Scrolls. For the Scrolls put us constantly
in mind of the Book of Mormon and, we believe, confirm
it on many points.

Certitude and the Dead Sea Scrolls: At present the
Scrolls are floating in a sea of controversy, but there are
certain things about them which have either never been
disputed or have now become the object of universal
consensus. It is to such non-controversial things that we
shall confine our study for obvious reasons. It is uni-
versally agreed today, for instance, that Dead Sea Scrolls
were produced by a community of Jews living in the
desert of Judaea a long time ago, a community of whose
existence no one was aware before the present decade.}
Even the terrible Professor Zeitlin, though he claims that
the sect was not nearly as ancient as the other experts
believe it was, and insists that the writer or writers of the
Scrolls were disgustingly ignorant and wrote only non-
sense, would agree to that much. And that is all the
information we need to make a very significant compari-
son between what we find written in the Scrolls and what
we find written in the Book of Mormon. Furthermore,
the finding of writings in not one or two but in more than
thirty caves, (and that by men whose competence ranges
from that of illiterate Bedouin boys to that of the very top
men in Hebrew and Christian studies), does away with
the argument once vehemently put forward that the
Scrolls were a plant or were never found in the caves at
all. The excavation of extensive ruins lying in the im-
mediate vicinity of the most important caves has brought
forth a wealth of artifacts (notably certain jars of pe-
culiar shape) resembling those found in the caves and
nowhere else, along with more than 400 coins which
make it possible to determine the date of activities in the
desert with great accuracy. “Excavation of the settle-
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ment at Kh. Qumran has established beyond a doubt
that all the material was deposited in these caves late in
the first century A.D.”* That, of course, is only the ter-
minal date; the life of the Qumran community belongs to
the preceding centuries.’

“Sealed up to come forth in their purity”?: Even before
one knows what is in the Dead Sea Scrolls, the story of
their coming forth, “a marvelous account,” as Dupont-
Sommer rightly calls it, immediately puts the Latter-day
Saint in mind of the Book of Mormon.® In 1953 the
author of these lessons wrote of the Scrolls:

The texts that have turned up with such dramatic suddenness
in the last few years, as if a signal had been given, are the first
ancient documents which have survived not by accident but by
design.

We then quoted a passage from the apocryphal
Assumption of Moses, “in which Moses before being
taken up to heaven is instructed by the Lord to ‘seal up’
the covenant:

Receive this writing that thou mayest know how to preserve
the books which I shall deliver unto thee: and thou shalt set in
order and anoint them with oil of cedar and put them away in
earthen vessels in the place which he made from the beginning
of the creation of the world.’

The purpose of this hiding, we are told, is to pre-~
serve the books through a . . . period of darkness when
men shall have fallen away from the true covenant and
would pervert the truth.” We then pointed out that the
Dead Sea Scrolls had been preserved in just such a man-
ner as that prescribed to Moses:

In specially-made earthen jars, wrapped in linen which was
‘coated with wax or pitch or asphalt which proves that the scrolls
were hidden in the cave for safe preservation, to be recovered and
used later again.” By whom? The peculiar method of storage also
indicates very plainly that the documents were meant for a long
seclusion, for to lay a roll away with the scrupulous care and after
the very manner of entombing an Egyptian mummy certainly indi-
cates a long and solemn farewell and no mere temporary storage
of convenience.?
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Since these words were written, it has been pointed
out in high places that . those who hid their precious
scrolls did not return to claim them”9 . . . and that while

. in the case of our scrolls and wrappers, they may, as
suggested, have been concealed in the cave in a time of
national panic it is important to remember that burial in
caves was the custom of the country, and so this conceal-
ment may only be the equivalent of the correct cemetery
burial of the contents of a Genizah."ll That is, it is now
suggested that the scrolls were not hidden away tempo-
rarily during a time of crisis and danger, as has been
generally held, but were actually given a formal burial
in the manner of books laid away in a Genizah. A Geni-
zah was a walled-off bin in an ancient synagogue in
which old worn-out copies of scripture were placed to be
gotten out of the way and forgotten forever. They could
not be destroyed since they contained the sacred Tetra-
grammon, the mysterious name of God, yet the old tat-
tered texts were no longer usable—and so they were
pushed behind the wall and forgotten. But the Dead Sea
Scrolls were not thus thrust aside. The whole emphasis
in the manner of their bestowal was for preservation —
preservation over a very long time, and since the Ascen-
sion of Moses is actually one of the fragments found in
the caves, it is certain that these people knew all about
the tradition according to which the righteous men of
one dispensation would hide up their records, “. .. sealed
up to come forth in their purity, according to the truth
which is in the Lamb, in the own due time of the Lord,
unto the house of Israel.” (1 Ne. 14:26) From this
and many other considerations it is apparent that the
people who left us the Dead Sea Scrolls had something
of the Book of Mormon idea concerning books and rec-
ords.

Israel and the Church: Were they one?:  Another im-
portant disclosure of the Dead Sea Scrolls to the world,
and one of which all scholars are now aware, was the dis-
covery of large areas of Jewish and Christian doctrine
and practice of which the scholars had been totally ig-
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norant, and these areas, far from being mere bits of
obscure detail, lie at the very heart of Judaism and
Christianity in their older and purer forms. The discov-
ery of the scrolls has proven very upsetting to the ex-
perts. The Jewish scholars who twitted the Christians
for being alarmed by the discovery that the religion of
Christ was not a novel and original thing suddenly intro-
duced into the world for the first time with the birth of
Jesus, were in turn thrown into an even greater turmoil
by the discovery that doctrines which they had always
attributed to Christian cranks and innovators were really
very old and very Jewish. Israel and Christianity, here-
tofore kept in separate and distinct compartments by the
professors of both religions (except for purely symbolic
and allegorical parallels) are seen in the Scrolls to have
been anciently confounded and identified. Suddenly a
window is opened on the past and we behold Israel full
of what is Christian and the early Church full of Israel!
With this discovery, as we have pointed out elsewhere,
“the one effective argument against the Book of Mormon,
(i. e. that it introduces New Testament ideas and termi-
nology into a pre-Christian setting) collapses.*

On the one hand, the Jewish nature of the scrolls
could not be denied. It is only fair and right that the
Hebrew University should in the end have been willing
to pay the high price for the possession of these old texts
that no one else was willing to pay, and that the study of
the scrolls, originally left largely to the Christians, is
now rapidly becoming a Jewish monopoly.”* On the oth-
er hand, none could fail to see that the scrolls talk a lan-
guage very like that of the New Testament. The man-
ner in which the scrolls treat the scriptures, for example,
“has no parallel either in Hellenistic or Pharisaic Judaism,
in allegory, philosophizing exegesis or in legalistic inter-~
pretation. But it precisely follows the pattern of the New
Testament exegesis of the Law and the Prophets.”** Pro-
fessor Harding notes that “many authorities consider that
Christ himself studied with them (the “Scrolls’ people)”
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and he is personally quite convinced that John the Baptist
did.|4

Alarm of the Christian World: Since the first publi-
cation of the Dead Sea Scrolls, devout scholars have been
busy reassuring their co-religionists that “no Christian
need stand in dread of these texts,”l5 while admitting, for
example, that “. . . the Isaiah scroll was received with
consternation in some circles,”l6 . . . and that *. . . the
results were shocking,” . . . when they started to study
the new-found text of Samuel.ll Nevertheless, the de-
fensive tone of such reassurances, with their frequent
references to alarm and misgiving, shows plainly enough
that the “startling disclosure: that the sect possessed,
years before Christ, a terminology and practice that have
always been considered uniquely Christian,”18 has admin-
istered a severe shock to the complacency of conventional
Christianity. “It is as though God had added to his
‘once for all' revelation,” writes a devout Presbyterian
scholar,!§ while the readers of the Catholic World are
assured that “It is only to be expected that there will be
certain likenesses between the community at Qumran and
the Church of the New Law, both of them ‘seeking’ the
true God and striving to be perfect, each in his own way.
The revelation of the New Testament was not, so to
speak, built up on a vacuum.”2

If that is “only to be expected” why has the Book
of Mormon been so savagely attacked by ministers on
the very grounds of likeness between the Book of Mor-
mon pre-Christian churches and the Christians?? If it
was “only to be expected” why did it prove so startling
and upsetting? Because of the scrolls, writes F. M.
Cross, *“. . . the strange world of the New Testament
becomes less baffling, less exotic.”2 The charge of being
“paffling”, “strange”, and “exotic” is that most constant-
ly hurled at the Book of Mormon description of the re-
ligious world of the ancient Americans. Have the schol-
ars any reason to believe it was any less so than the
relatively familiar “world of the New Testament™?
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Neither Christian nor Jewish—yet Both! The Jewish
scholar Teicher avoids the embarrassment of having to
accept an early Judaism shot through with Christian ideas
by denying that the scrolls are Jewish at all. He points
out that the teachings of the scrolls exactly correspond
to those of the Primitive Christian Church, especially
with regard to the Messiah:

The judge of mankind in the Last Day is thus, according to
the Habbakuk Scroll, the Elect, the Christian Messiah, that is,
Jesus. Is then Jesus referred to explicitly in the Scroll? He is;
under the appelation of Moreh ha-s