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Not  Joseph ’s , and  Not  Modern

Daniel C. Teterson,

At the dawn of the twentieth century, essentially no 

scholarship existed in support of the historical authenticity 

and divine inspiration of the Book of Mormon. Even at the 

midpoint of the past century, little of any merit was to be 

found. Since then, however, Book of Mormon scholarship 

has grown exponentially, and, as the twenty-first century 

gets fully under way, the book can claim far more support 

than at any previous time in its modern history. The tra-

jectory of the discussion itself seems to support the book’s 

claims. A simple fraud, a naive hoax, should have collapsed 

many decades ago. The collapse should, one would think, 

be obvious and unmistakable. Yet the Book of Mormon not 

only survives, it flourishes.

I shall attempt, within the confines of this brief essay, 

to sketch a few interesting pieces of evidence and to dem-

onstrate how, together, they point to the reliability of the 

explanation for the Book of Mormon that has been taught 
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by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints since its 
beginning.

The Exodus Motif

As careful scholarship continues to demonstrate, and 
contrary to the expectations of many, the Book of Mor-
mon is a work of impressive literary depth, subtlety, and 
complexity.1

Terrence L. Szink, for example, has demonstrated that 
Nephi’s account of the journey of his father’s family from 
Jerusalem to the land of promise is modeled, unmistak-
ably and in some detail, on the biblical story of the exodus 
of Moses and Israel out of the land of Egypt.2 Obviously, 
both groups were led by visionary prophetic figures to 
leave lands that were under divine condemnation and 
to journey to lands of “promise,” miraculously crossing 
major water barriers in order to reach safety from those 
who pursued or threatened them. In both accounts, rebel-
lious members of the group “murmured” because of their 
hunger, lamented being taken from their previous home to 
perish in the wilderness, declared that they would rather 
have died than to have embarked on their present journey, 
and expressed a desire to return, instead, to the oppressive 
or dangerous lands from which God had delivered them. 
In both, a metallic object (the Liahona for the Lehites, the 
brazen serpent for the Israelites) played a major role, and 
we are told that to “look” upon it in a proper attitude was 
to “live.” Both peoples were led by the Lord, who is rep-
resented by a figurative or literal “light.” Both Nephi and 
Moses were summoned by the Lord to ascend a mountain, 
where Moses was given instructions on how to build a tab-
ernacle and Nephi was given instructions on how to build 



a ship. In both accounts, the group’s rebellious members 
drew divine wrath down upon themselves and their fel-
lows when they engaged in wild and inappropriate par-
tying, forgetting the Lord who had delivered them. The 
similarities appear in nuances of language as well as in 
broader themes.

“It seems to me,” Szink concludes,

that such a large body of parallels cannot be accounted 

for by coincidence. It appears that Nephi purpose-

fully wrote his account in a way that would reflect the 

Exodus. His intention was to prove that God loved and 

cared for the Nephites just as he did the children of Is-
rael during the Exodus from Egypt.3

That the parallels are likely to have been intentional 
appears, too, in the fact that, at 1 Nephi 4:1-3, and 17:23-44, 
Nephi expressly compares himself and the experiences 
of his people to portions of the biblical exodus story, in 
the latter passage using language that seems to recall the 
crossing of the Red Sea.4

“Certainly,” Szink further suggests,

this connection could not have been a product of Jo-

seph Smith’s writing. The parallels to Exodus occur 

at dozens of places throughout the Book of Mormon 

record. No hasty copying of the Bible could have pro-

duced such complex similarities, not to mention the 

differences that remain. In fact, because they are so 

quiet and underlying, no Latter-day Saint until our 

day has even noticed these comparisons. Nephi clearly 

composed a masterpiece full of subtle literary touches 
that we are only now beginning to appreciate.5

Significantly, as Szink observes, comparisons between 
the Israelite exodus and the Lehite journey are made by 



later Book of Mormon figures as well.6 This is what we 
would expect from a genuinely historical narrative, since 
Lehi’s exodus from Jerusalem inevitably had a powerful 
impact on his family and their descendants, marking them 
forever. Jacob, Lehi’s “firstborn in the wilderness,” for 
instance, spent his earliest years traveling in the Arabian 
desert as an exile. Many decades later, near the end of his 
life, he reflected 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.”7 
Jacob, like his brother Nephi and his father, Lehi, had been 
born and raised in a culture where the mighty acts of God 
in the exodus were commemorated not only in frequent 
retellings of the story but in ritual form at Passover. It was 
natural that they should think of their deliverance from 
doomed Jerusalem as a second exodus, though

it is sadly ironic that Jerusalem, the promised land the 

Israelites had struggled so hard to obtain, had become 

at the time of Lehi analogous to the land of Egypt at the 

time of the Exodus. Lehi, a man of God, and his family 

were no longer safe there, and were forced to seek a new 
promised land.8

However, Lehi’s is not the only “exodus” recorded in 
the Book of Mormon. Shortly after the group’s arrival in 
the Americas, Nephi, feeling menaced by the people of 
Laman and Lemuel, led his faithful followers—including 
Jacob—away from the land of their “first inheritance.” Still 
later, groups led by Mosiah, Almaj, and Limhi, as well as 
the entire people of Anti-Nephi-Lehi, similarly abandoned 
their homes for new lands, impelled by deep religious vi-
sions and led by prophets. In fact, the Nephites appear to 
have seen their repeated exodus experiences as archetypal 



expressions of their individual and collective spiritual 
journeys.9 They were, as Alma2 said more than five cen-
turies after their arrival in the Americas, “wanderers in a 
strange land.”10

These later deliverances were likewise recounted in 
terms of the original biblical exodus, so that what David 
Daube says about the biblical narrative is no less true with 
regard to subsequent events recorded in the Book of Mor-
mon: “By being fashioned on the exodus, later deliverances 
became manifestations of this eternal, certainty-giving 
relationship between God and his people.”11 In very He-
braic fashion, the Nephites knew that one of their primary 
responsibilities before God was to “remember,” to never 
forget his glorious and mighty acts on their behalf.12

George S. Tate has likewise argued that Nephi’s ac-
count of the Tehite journey to the New World deliberately 
echoes the Israelite exodus.13 He notes such motifs, beyond 
those already mentioned above, as references in both the 
Nephite and Israelite accounts to a (paschal?) lamb, mi-
raculous provision of food in the wilderness when mur-
muring erupts among the hungry travelers, and even ref-
erences in both accounts to the passage of forty years. To 
these, Mark J. Johnson has added such details as the burial 
of a deceased patriarch at a significant location, after (in 
the biblical instance certainly, and in the Book of Mormon 
account probably) the body has been transported for some 
length of time, as well as the transfiguration of Moses and 
Nephi before their people.14 Tate goes still further, though, 
to contend that exodus typology runs through the entire 
Book of Mormon until it finds its ultimate and explicit 
fulfillment in the account of the visitation of Christ to the 
Americas, as recorded in 3 Nephi. S. Kent Brown agrees 



that Christ’s appearance at Bountiful is depicted in terms 
at least partially borrowed from the exodus story, and ar-
gues that the presentation of the Savior’s atonement in the 
Book of Mormon is itself rendered in a manner that has 
been colored by reflection upon the deliverance of Israel 
from Egyptian bondage.15 This is, of course, precisely what 
we would expect, given the Book of Mormon’s claim to 
roots in the culture of ancient Israel. As biblical scholar 
James Plastaras has observed,

It was the . . . exodus which shaped all of Israel’s un-

derstanding of history. It was only in light of the exo-

dus that Israel was able to look back into the past and 

piece together her earlier history. It was also the exodus 

which provided the prophets with a key to the under-

standing of Israel’s future. In this sense, the exodus 
stands at the center of Israel’s history.16

“In summary,” Brown writes regarding the implica-
tions of what he and others have discovered in researching 
this topic,

the Book of Mormon can be seen as the repository of 

an extraordinarily rich tradition with deep, ancient 

roots. Taken as a whole, the work proves to be one of 

stunning complexity and nuanced subtlety—no small 
conclusion.17

Such sophisticated and authentic usage of the Israelite 
exodus narrative strongly suggests that the author of 1 Ne-
phi in particular, like the authors of the Book of Mormon 
in general, was someone thoroughly steeped in the Hebrew 
Bible. Of course, that description seems appropriate to 
Nephi, the privileged and well-educated son of a wealthy 
Hebrew father. But it doesn’t fit young Joseph Smith, who 
appears to have been anything but a systematic, regular 



student of the Bible. Even by the age of eighteen, according 
to his mother—that is, in roughly 1823, when he received 
the first visitation from Moroni—he “had never read the 
Bible through in his life.”18 Later in the 1820s, when the 
Book of Mormon was translated, his knowledge of the 
Bible does not appear to have been dramatically greater.19

Joseph Smith an Unlikely Author

In fact, the youthful Joseph does not appear to have 
been an avid reader at all. His mother recalls that “he 
seemed much less inclined to the perusal of books than 
any of the rest of our children,” and there seems no reason 
to doubt her word.20 Very few volumes sat on the shelves 

of the local library, and the Smiths do not appear to have 
had access to that library in any case.21 Yet the Book of 
Mormon that Joseph Smith somehow produced contains a 
great deal of information that is unlikely to have emerged 
out of his own experience.

For example, Joseph Smith never fought in a war. His 
military experience, such as it was, was limited almost 
entirely to the parades and drills of the Nauvoo Legion, 
with all the patriotic panoply of fife and drum that an 
early-nineteenth-century-American frontier militia could 
muster. However, in the Book of Mormon’s portrayal of 
the Gadianton robbers we find a detailed, realistic depic-
tion of a prolonged guerrilla struggle—lacking any trace of 
romanticism, uniforms, glamour, or parades, but match-
ing up remarkably well with the actual conduct of such 
unconventional conflict. Yet this portrayal was published 
well over a century before the great guerrilla warfare theo-
rists of the twentieth century (such as Mao Tse Tung,
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Ernesto “Che” Guevara, and Vo Nguyen Giap) put their 
pens to paper.22

The modern scientific disciplines of seismology and 
vulcanology also have something to contribute to this 
matter: Joseph Smith lived in an area that was, geologically 
speaking, very quiet. He never saw a volcano, never experi-
enced an earthquake of any notable magnitude (if, indeed, 
he ever felt one at all). Yet the Book of Mormon’s portrayal 
of the great New World catastrophes that marked the cru-
cifixion of Christ is remarkably realistic, down to the after-
shocks, the choking vapors, and the lightning storms that 
arise when volcanic particles churn at high velocities in the 
cloud above an eruption. It seems very likely that 3 Nephi 
was written either by someone who was an eyewitness to a 
major volcanic and seismic event (which Joseph never was) 
or, alternatively, by someone who had read accounts of the 
Nephite destruction. A third possibility is that someone 
employed similar accounts from other sources in order 
to formulate a fictional though deceptively realistic tale. 
However, it seems extremely unlikely that Joseph Smith 
had done any vulcanological or seismological research.23

Similarly, the lengthy allegory of the olive tree given in 
Jacob 5 betrays a knowledge of olive cultivation consider-
ably beyond what Joseph Smith, growing up in the cool, 
wet deciduous forests of the American Northeast, likely 
possessed. In fact, the allegory is remarkably consistent in 
detail with what we learn from ancient manuals on Medi-
terranean olive culture.24

Christopher Columbus and the Libro de las profecias

One of the best-known prophecies in the Book of Mor-
mon has generally been understood to predict the career



of Christopher Columbus, who is usually reckoned the ef-
fective European “discoverer” of the New World. Accord-
ingly, Columbus emerges from the very pages of scripture 
itself as an important and foreordained actor in the divine 
plan:

And I looked and beheld a man among the Gentiles, 

who was separated from the seed of my brethren by 

the many waters; and I beheld the Spirit of God, that 

it came down and wrought upon the man; and he went 

forth upon the many waters, even unto the seed of my 
brethren, who were in the promised land.25

Skeptical readers of the Book of Mormon, however, 
have tended to dismiss this passage as a cheap and easy 
instance of prophecy after the fact, composed centuries 
after Columbus’s death—but postdated, as it were, in order 
to create a seemingly impressive and self-validating pre-
diction by an ancient prophetic writer. At the very most, 
some have observed, a “prophecy” of Columbus hardly 
constitutes evidence for the antiquity or inspiration of the 
Book of Mormon.

On a surface level, such critics seem to be right. It 
would have taken little talent in the late 1820s for someone 
to prophesy the discovery of America nearly three and a 
half centuries earlier. But the description of Columbus 
provided by 1 Nephi 13:12 nonetheless remains a remark-
able demonstration of the revelatory accuracy of the Book 
of Mormon. It is only with the growth of Columbus schol-
arship in recent years, and particularly with the transla-
tion and publication of Columbus’s Libro de las profecias 
in 1991, that English-speaking readers have been fully able 
to see how remarkably the admiral’s own self-understanding 
parallels the portrait of him given in the Book of Mormon.
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The Columbus revealed in very recent scholarship is quite 
different from the gold-driven secular adventurer celebrated 
in the textbooks and holidays most of us grew up with.26

We now understand, for example, that the primary 
motivation for Columbus’s explorations was not financial 
gain but the spread of Christianity. He was zealously com-
mitted to the cause of taking the gospel, as he understood 
it, to all the world. He felt himself guided by the Holy 
Spirit, and a good case can indeed be made that his first 
transoceanic voyage, in particular, was miraculously well 
executed.

Columbus was a serious and close student of the Bible. 
Among his very favorite passages of scripture was John 10:16: 
“And other sheep I have that are not of this fold: them also 
I must bring, and they shall hear my voice; and there shall 
be one fold and one shepherd.” This verse provided sig-
nificant support for his image of himself as a bearer of the 
gospel to the New World. And, though he was unfamiliar 
with the writings of Nephi, Columbus was convinced that 
his role had been predicted by ancient prophets. “The Lord 
purposed,” he wrote to Ferdinand and Isabella,

that there should be something clearly miraculous in 

this matter of the voyage to the Indies.... I spent seven 

years here in your royal court discussing this subject 

with the leading persons in all the learned arts, and 

their conclusion was that it was vain. That was the end, 

and they gave it up. But afterwards it all turned out just 

as our redeemer Jesus Christ had said, and as he had 
spoken earlier by the mouth of his holy prophets.27

“For the execution of the journey to the Indies,” he 
said, “I was not aided by intelligence, by mathematics or 
by maps. It was simply the fulfillment of what Isaiah had 



prophesied.”28 Referring to his first crossing of the Atlan-

tic, Columbus declared,

With a hand that could be felt, the Lord opened my 

mind to the fact that it would be possible to sail from 

here to the Indies, and he opened my will to desire to 

accomplish the project. This was the fire that burned 

within me. . . . Who can doubt that this fire was not 

merely mine, but also of the Holy Spirit who encour-

aged me with a radiance of marvelous illumination 

from his sacred Holy Scriptures, by a most clear and 

powerful testimony . . . urging me to press forward? 

Continually, without a moment’s hesitation, the Scrip-
tures urge me to press forward with great haste.29

As noted, the quite recent publication of Columbus’s 
Book of Prophecies in English translation—much too late 
for Joseph Smith to have used it—now permits us a win-
dow into the great admiral’s soul. And what we find there 
is strikingly reminiscent of prominent themes in the Book 
of Mormon. Columbus was fascinated, for instance, by 
such subjects as the recovery of the Holy Land and the 
rebuilding of the ancient Jewish temple in Jerusalem. One 
of his favorite scriptures, in this regard, was Isaiah 2:2 (= 
2 Nephi 12:2): “And it shall come to pass in the last days, 
that the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established 
in the top of the mountains, and shall be exalted above 
the hills; and all nations shall flow unto it.” He was also, 
as mentioned, deeply committed to the notion that the 
gospel had to be preached to the ends of the earth and the 
inhabitants thereof brought to Christ before the end of the 
world. For much of this, as careful readers of the Book of 
Mormon might have guessed, Columbus’s favorite author 
was the prophet Isaiah. Indeed, it was in that prophet’s 



book that Columbus thought he could see himself and his 
voyages divinely foretold. Among the passages that caught 
his attention was Isaiah 55:5:

Behold, thou shalt call a nation that thou knowest not, 

and nations that knew not thee shall run unto thee 

because of the Lord thy God, and for the Holy One of 

Israel; for he hath glorified thee.

Columbus seems to have regarded this as a prophecy 
of his own mission, along with Isaiah 42:1-4 (“Behold my 
servant, whom I uphold; mine elect, in whom my soul de- 
lighteth; I have put my spirit upon him. . . . and the isles 
shall wait for his law”), which students of the Book of Mor-
mon will have no difficulty connecting with the prophet 
Jacob’s remarks at 2 Nephi 10:20-22:

And now, my beloved brethren, seeing that our 

merciful God has given us so great knowledge con-

cerning these things, let us remember him, and lay 

aside our sins, and not hang down our heads, for we 

are not cast off; nevertheless, we have been driven out 

of the land of our inheritance; but we have been led to a 

better land, for the Lord has made the sea our path, and 

we are upon an isle of the sea.

But great are the promises of the Lord unto them 

who are upon the isles of the sea; wherefore as it says 

isles, there must needs be more than this, and they are 

inhabited also by our brethren.

For behold, the Lord God has led away from time 

to time from the house of Israel, according to his will 

and pleasure. And now behold, the Lord remembereth 

all them who have been broken off, wherefore he re-

membereth us also.

Therefore, cheer up your hearts.



“Our Lord,” Columbus said in 1500, “made me the 
messenger of the new heaven and the new earth, of which 
he spoke in the Book of Revelation by St. John, after hav-
ing spoken of it by the mouth of Isaiah; and he showed 
me the place where to find it.”30 Christopher Columbus 

would have heartily agreed with the Book of Mormon’s 
description of him as a man “wrought upon” by “the Spirit 
of God.”

Witnesses to the Book of Mormon

On the basis of the kinds of considerations that we 
have already discussed, as well as many others (some of 
them treated elsewhere in this volume), it appears highly 
unlikely that Joseph Smith could simply have created 
the Book of Mormon out of the learning and experience 
naturally available to him. And the testimony of contem-
porary witnesses to the Book of Mormon makes it virtu-
ally impossible to maintain that the angel Moroni and 
the book he delivered were figments merely of Joseph’s 
imagination, whether skeptics prefer to think of him as 
sincerely deceived or intentionally deceptive. The claim by 
a sympathetic, insightful, but often severely misinformed 
European scholar, that the plates of the Book of Mormon 
were visible, if at all, only to Joseph Smith, “never seen by 
anyone else,” is simply false.31 It cannot be sustained in the 

face of the evidence. And the importance of that fact can 
hardly be overstated.

First of all, there are the “official” accounts of the 
Three and the Eight Witnesses to the Book of Mormon, 
whose honesty and consistency are manifest in the many 
surviving documents by and about them. Space permits 

The
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only a brief treatment of the voluminous evidence on this 
subject.32

On the day following the death of David Whitmer, in 
1888, the Chicago Times reported an interview with an 
unnamed “Chicago Man.” This man related a conversa-
tion that he had engaged in with another individual some 
years before, a prominent resident of the county in which 
David Whitmer had lived who had been a lawyer and a 
sheriff there and who had, the Chicago Man said, known 
the witness very well. The prominent Clay County resident 
had given him a remarkable portrait of David Whitmer’s 
character and later life.

In the opinion of this gentleman, no man in Missouri 

possessed greater courage or honesty than this heroic 

old man [David Whitmer]. “His oath,” he said, “would 

send a man to the gallows quicker than that of any man 

I ever knew.” He then went on to say that no person had 

ever questioned [David Whitmer’s] word to his knowl-

edge about any other matter than finding the Book of 

Mormon. [Whitmer] was always a loser and never a 

gainer by adhering to the faith of Joseph Smith. Why 

persons should question his word about the golden 

plates, when they took it in relation to all other matters, 
was to him a mystery.33

Yet this very David Whitmer persisted, literally to 
his dying day, despite ridicule and skepticism from those 
around him and despite his own deep disaffection from 
the institutional church led by Joseph Smith and then by 
Brigham Young and the apostles, in stating that he had 
been in the presence of an angel, had seen the gold plates 
and other objects related to the Book of Mormon, and 
had heard the voice of God declare the book true. In an 
1878 interview with Orson Pratt and Joseph F. Smith, for 



example, he gave dramatic and emphatic testimony of his 

experience as a witness:

I saw [the plates and other Lehite artifacts] just as plain 

as I see this bed (striking his hand upon the bed beside 

him), and I heard the voice of the Lord, as distinctly as 

I ever heard anything in my life, declaring that the rec-

ords of the plates of the Book of Mormon were trans-
lated by the gift and power of God.34

Six years later, Whitmer was interviewed by Joseph 
Smith III, in the presence of others, not all of whom were 
disposed to believe his account. Significantly, he listed sev-
eral items that he had seen, besides the golden plates:

Rather suggestively [Colonel Giles] asked if it might 

not have been possible that he, Mr. Whitmer, had 

been mistaken and had simply been moved upon by 

some mental disturbance, or hallucination, which had 

deceived them into thinking he saw the Personage, the 
Angel, the plates, the Urim and Thummim, and the 

sword of Laban. How well and distinctly I remember 

the manner in which Elder Whitmer arose and drew 

himself up to his full height—a little over six feet—and 

said, in solemn and impressive tones: “No, sir! I was 

not under any hallucination, nor was I deceived! I saw 

with these eyes and I heard with these ears! I know 
whereof I speak!”35

Unlike the Three Witnesses, who saw an angel and 
heard a divine voice testify to the truth of the translation 
of the metallic record—and whose testimony, for that rea-
son, has been discounted by some determined skeptics as 
simple hallucination—the Eight Witnesses saw and han-
dled the plates under quite matter-of-fact circumstances. 
Yet their testimony is no less impressive.



Hyrum Smith, for example, who besides being the 
Prophet’s loyal elder brother was also one of the Eight 
Witnesses, wrote in December 1839 of his recent suffer-
ings in Missouri:

I had been abused and thrust into a dungeon, and 

confined for months on account of my faith, and the 

testimony of Jesus Christ. However I thank God that I 

felt a determination to die, rather than deny the things 

which my eyes had seen, which my hands had handled, 

and which I had borne testimony to ; and I can as-

sure my beloved brethren that I was enabled to bear as 

strong a testimony, when nothing but death presented 
itself, as ever I did in my life.36

These were not empty words. Four and a half years 
later, Hyrum Smith sealed his testimony with his blood 
at Carthage, Illinois, when an armed anti-Mormon mob 
with painted faces assassinated him and his brother. The 
historical evidence indicates that Hyrum understood his 
likely fate, and that he went to it willingly.37

Another of the Eight Witnesses, John Whitmer, was 
excommunicated on 10 March 1838, one month before 
his brother David. Like David, he never returned to the 
Church. In fact, for a brief period it even appears that 
John’s spiritual confidence in the Book of Mormon had 
been shaken by his separation from his former associates 
and by his bitterness over the economic and other issues 
that had arisen during the Latter-day Saints’ brief sojourn 
in Missouri. (He was sorrowful and dejected about his ex-
communication, but also, for at least a time, quite angry at 
the church in general and Joseph Smith in particular.)38 
During an 1839 exchange with Theodore Turley, the Mor-
mon business agent who had stayed behind in Far West 



to settle financial affairs there after the expulsion of the 
Saints, Whitmer confessed to doubts about whether the 
Book of Mormon was true. After all, he had heard no 
divine voice confirming the accuracy of the translation. 
Speaking of the original text on the plates, he said, “I can-
not read it, and I do not know whether it is true or not.” 
Nonetheless, he insisted, “I handled those plates; there 
were fine engravings on both sides. I handled them.”39

Thus, even in the depths of his alienation and bitter-
ness, even when he was most inclined to doubt what he 
could not see for himself—even living, as he did, in the 
area of the worst anti-Mormon persecutions, when con-
tinuing to affirm faith in anything connected with the Lat-
ter-day Saint movement could have been personally dan-
gerous—John Whitmer did not deny that he had “lifted 
and handled a metal object of substantial weight.”40 There 
was nothing mystical, visionary, or immaterial about his 
experience. It was a simple matter of hefting and examin-
ing something entirely tangible, something quite literally 
physical.

It appears, however, that John Whitmer’s bitterness, 
or at least his skepticism, was short-lived. By 1856, he was 
the last survivor from among the Eight Witnesses. In 1861, 
Jacob Gates spoke with him for more than four hours, 
thereafter entering the following summary comment in 
his journal: “[H]e still testified that the Book of Mormon is 
true and that Joseph Smith was a Prophet of the Lord.”41

Fifteen years after that interview, in 1876, Whitmer 
wrote a lengthy letter to Mark Forscutt, which included 
the following:

Oliver Cowdery lived in Richmond, Mo., some 40 

miles from here, at the time of his death. I went to see 



him and was with him for some days previous to his 

demise. I have never heard him deny the truth of his 

testimony of the Book of Mormon under any circum-

stances whatever.... Neither do I believe that he would 

have denied, at the peril of his life; so firm was he that 

he could not be made to deny what he has affirmed to 

be a divine revelation from God....

... I have never heard that any one of the three 

or eight witnesses ever denied the testimony that they 

have borne to the Book as published in the first edition 

of the Book of Mormon. There are only two of the wit-

nesses to that book now living, to wit., David Whitmer, 

one of the three, and John Whjitmer], one of the eight. 

Our names have gone forth to all nations, tongues and 

people as a divine revelation from God. And it will 

bring to pass the designs of God according to the decla-
ration therein contained.42

Several other people handled the plates and described 
them as quite heavy. Thus, for example, William Smith, 
in an interview with J. W. Peterson, later recalled an ex-
perience with the plates that occurred under wholly non-
visionary circumstances: “I handled them and hefted them 
while [they were] wrapped in a tow frock and judged them 
to have weighed about sixty pounds. I could tell they were 
plates of some kind and that they were fastened together 
by rings running through the back.”43 Martin Harris, not 
yet invited to be one of the Three Witnesses, once lifted 
the box in which he had been told that the plates were 
concealed, to see what he could determine. He knew 
from the weight of the box that it had to contain some-
thing as dense and heavy as either gold or lead, he later 
recalled, “and I knew that Joseph had not credit enough 
to buy so much lead.”44



Furthermore, as already noted, the plates were not the 
only tangible objects involved in these accounts, nor were 
the official witnesses the only people who saw such things. 
Lucy Mack Smith, for instance, “examined” the Urim and 
Thummim and “found that it consisted of two smooth 
three-cornered diamonds set in glass, and the glasses were 
set in silver bows, which were connected with each other 
in much the same way as old fashioned spectacles.”45 Re-
garding the breastplate that Joseph found with the plates, 
she wrote:

It was wrapped in a thin muslin handkerchief, so thin 

that I could see the glistening metal, and ascertain its 

proportions without any difficulty.

It was concave on one side and convex on the other, 

and extended from the neck downwards, as far as the 

centre of the stomach of a man of extraordinary size. It 

had four straps of the same material, for the purpose of 

fastening it to the breast, two of which ran back to go 

over the shoulders, and the other two were designed to 

fasten to the hips. They were just the width of two of 

my fingers, (for I measured them,) and they had holes 
in the ends of them, to be convenient in fastening.46 

Joseph Smith’s wife Emma frequently encountered the 
plates while engaged in the utterly unmystical labor of early- 
nineteenth-century housework. She later recalled that

the plates often lay on the table without any attempt 

at concealment, wrapped in a small linen table cloth, 

which I had given him to fold them in. I once felt of the 

plates as they thus lay on the table, tracing their outline 

and shape. They seemed to be pliable like thick paper, 

and would rustle with a metallic sound when the edges 

were moved by the thumb, as one sometimes thumbs 
the edges of a book.47



The  Name  
“Alma ”

Even now, despite the passage of nearly two centuries 
and countless attempts, no credible counterexplanation has 
been offered by any critic for the experiences claimed by the 
Witnesses to the Book of Mormon. Their still-unimpeached 
testimony clearly demonstrates that the Book of Mormon 
plates and the other artifacts mentioned in the historical 
accounts were physical, that they were neither a figment of 
Joseph Smith’s imagination nor generated by the credulous 
fantasies of a band of rustic religious zealots.

Ancient Near Eastern Origins

So the Book of Mormon does not appear to have 
emerged out of Joseph Smith’s subjective experience. He 
had objectively real plates and related objects in his pos-
session. Others saw them. Where, then, did the Book of 
Mormon come from? Considerable evidence suggests that 
it came from precisely the kind of ancient Near Eastern 
cultural background that it claims for itself. A few examples 
will have to suffice.

Thus, for instance, two male characters named Alma 
appear in the Book of Mormon. And, of course, this seems 
to run counter to what we might have expected: If Joseph 
Smith knew the name Alma at all from his environment, 
it is highly likely that he would have known it as a Latinate 
woman’s name rather than as a masculine one. (Many will 
recognize the Latin phrase alma mater, which means “be-
neficent mother.”) Recent documentary finds demonstrate, 
however, that Alma also occurs as a Semitic masculine 
personal name in the ancient Near East—just as it does in 
the Book of Mormon.48 How did Joseph know this? How 
could he have learned it? Quite simply, so far as modern 
scholarship has been able to determine, he could not 



have known it from any source existing in his frontier 
American environment.

The Book of Mormon’s use of Alma as a man’s name 
has occasioned considerable amusement among unin-
formed critics of the book. So has the prophecy in Alma 
7:10, predicting that Jesus “shall be born of Mary, at Jeru-
salem, which is the land of our forefathers.” As everybody 
who knows anything at all about Christianity also knows, 
Jesus was born in the little town of Bethlehem. However, 
although identifying a “land of Jerusalem” as the birth-
place of Jesus would have seemed an obvious mistake for 
at least a century after the publication of the Book of Mor-
mon, it is now plain that Bethlehem could be, and indeed 
anciently was, regarded as a town in the “land of Jerusa-
lem.” A recently released text from the Dead Sea Scrolls, 
for example—a text claiming to have originated in the 
days of Jeremiah (and, therefore, in Lehi’s time)—says that 
the Jews of that period were “taken captive from the land 
of Jerusalem.”49 Texts discovered earlier in the twentieth 
century seem to include Bethlehem within that “land.” 
Joseph Smith could not have learned this from the Bible, 
though, for no such language appears in it.50

He is also very unlikely, even had he been a diligent and 
deep student of it, to have deduced from his Bible the com-
plex patterns associated with the calling of prophets that 
contemporary scholarship has begun to notice and discuss. 
Yet those patterns appear with striking clarity in the Book 
of Mormon—arguably, indeed, more clearly in the Book of 
Mormon than in the Bible or in any other single text com-
ing to us from the ancient Near East. Diligent researchers 
have been obliged to piece the general pattern together from 
widely scattered documents. Yet Lehi’s vision of God and 
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his accompanying prophetic call, we now know, could serve 
as a textbook illustration of such visions and calls as they 
are recounted in ancient literature, complete with motifs 
of the heavenly book and the divine council that have only 
garnered scholarly attention in recent decades.51

The Book of Mormon relates that Lehi was

overcome with the Spirit, [and] he was carried away 

in a vision, even that he saw the heavens open, and 

he thought he saw God sitting upon his throne, sur-

rounded with numberless concourses of angels in the 
attitude of singing and praising their God.52

This is clearly a vision of the divine council, known 
today from many ancient Near Eastern texts, that sur-
rounds God and over which he presides. The Hebrew word 
sod, which denotes that council, also refers to the counsel 
issued from it. It can often be interchanged, in this sense, 
with the Greek word mysterion. In ancient conceptions, it 
is frequently the prophet’s admission to this council as a 
mortal human being, and his knowledge of its decrees and 
secrets, that lends him authority as an earthly spokesman 
for God. “Surely the Lord God will do nothing,” said the 
ancient Israelite prophet Amos of Tekoa, “but he revealeth 
his secret [sod] unto his servants the prophets.”53

Hebrew Conditional Sentences

Another helpful indicator of the true origin of the Book 
of Mormon is the presence of the if-and conditional con-
struction in the 1830 first English printing of the book.54 A 
little background will help to make the significance of this 
indicator clear. In English conditional sentences, we typi-
cally say things like “If you study hard, you will succeed,” 
and “If you don’t exercise and eat well, you will damage 



your health.” The first part of such sentences is the “con-
dition.” If that condition is fulfilled, the second part of 
the sentence will occur.55 In the earliest manuscript of 
the Book of Mormon, however, a strikingly different kind 
of conditional sentence occurs several times. Thus, in the 
1830 edition, Helaman 12:13-21 read as follows:

[YJea, and if he saith unto the earth, Move, and it is 

moved; yea, if he say unto the earth, Thou shalt go 

back, that it lengthen out the day for many hours, and 
it is done. . . . And behold, also, if he saith unto the 

waters of the great deep, Be thou dried up, and it is 

done. Behold, if he saith unto this mountain, Be thou 
raised up, and come over and fall upon that city, that it 

be buried up, and behold it is done.... and if the Lord 
shall say, Be thou accursed, that no man shall find thee 

from this time henceforth and forever, and behold, no 

man getteth it henceforth and forever. And behold, if 
the Lord shall say unto a man, Because of thine iniqui-

ties thou shalt be accursed forever, and it shall be done. 
And if the Lord shall say, Because of thine iniquities, 

thou shalt be cut off from my presence, and he will 
cause that it shall be so.56

Another, much more familiar passage also read rather 
differently in the 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon:

And when ye shall receive these things, I would exhort 

you that ye would ask God, the Eternal Father, in the 

name of Christ, if these things are not true; and if ye 
shall ask with a sincere heart, with real intent, having 

faith in Christ, and he will manifest the truth of it unto 
you, by the power of the Holy Ghost.57

Of course, Joseph Smith was poorly educated. He spoke 
and wrote nonstandard English. But it is extraordinarily 
doubtful that he or any other native speaker of English has 
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ever spoken or written this way. An if-and conditional sen-
tence grates on our ears. If someone were to use it in our 
presence, and we would find it very odd. Yet it is perfectly 
appropriate Hebrew. It is common in the Hebrew Bible, 
yet, to the best of my knowledge, it never appears in any 
biblical translation into English or any other Western 
language.58

Nephi and His Asherah

Nephi’s vision of the tree of life, one of the most loved 
passages in the Book of Mormon, is an expanded repeti-
tion of the vision received earlier by his father, Lehi.

And it came to pass that the Spirit said unto me: 

Look! And I looked and beheld a tree; and it was like 

unto the tree which my father had seen; and the beauty 

thereof was far beyond, yea, exceeding of all beauty; 

and the whiteness thereof did exceed the whiteness of 

the driven snow.

And it came to pass after I had seen the tree, I said 

unto the Spirit: I behold thou hast shown unto me the 

tree which is precious above all.

And he said unto me: What desirest thou?

And I said unto him: To know the interpretation 
thereof....59

Nephi wanted to know the meaning of the tree that his 
father had seen and that he himself now saw. Accordingly, 
we would expect “the Spirit” to answer Nephi’s question. 
But the response to Nephi’s question, when it comes, is 
rather surprising:

And it came to pass that he said unto me: Look! 

And I looked as if to look upon him, and I saw him not; 

for he had gone from before my presence.



And it came to pass that I looked and beheld the 

great city of Jerusalem, and also other cities. And I be-

held the city of Nazareth; and in the city of Nazareth 

I beheld a virgin, and she was exceedingly fair and 

white.

And it came to pass that I saw the heavens open; 

and an angel came down and stood before me; and he 

said unto me: Nephi, what beholdest thou?

And I said unto him: A virgin, most beautiful and 

fair above all other virgins.

And he said unto me: Knowest thou the conde-

scension of God?

And I said unto him: I know that he loveth his 

children; nevertheless, I do not know the meaning of 

all things.

And he said unto me: Behold, the virgin whom 

thou seest is the mother of the Son of God, after the 

manner of the flesh.

And it came to pass that I beheld that she was 

carried away in the Spirit; and after she had been car-

ried away in the Spirit for the space of a time the angel 

spake unto me, saying, Look!

And I looked and beheld the virgin again, bearing 

a child in her arms.

And the angel said unto me: Behold the Lamb of 
God, yea, even the Son of the Eternal Father!60

Next, “the Spirit” asks Nephi the question that Nephi 
himself had posed only a few verses before: “Knowest thou 
the meaning of the tree which thy father saw?”61

Strikingly, though the vision of Mary seems irrelevant 
to Nephi’s original inquiry about the significance of the 
tree—for the angelic guide’s response doesn’t mention the 
tree at all—Nephi himself now replies that, yes, he knows 
the answer to his question.



And I answered him, saying: Yea, it is the love 

of God, which sheddeth itself abroad in the hearts of 

the children of men; wherefore it is the most desirable 

above all things.

And he spake unto me, saying: Yea, and the most 
joyous to the soul.62

How has Nephi come to this understanding? Clearly, 
the answer to his question about the meaning of the tree 
somehow lies in the image of the virgin mother with her 
child. In some sense, it seems that the virgin is the tree.63 
Even the language used to describe her echoes the vocabu-
lary previously used for the tree. Just as she was “exceed-
ingly fair and white,” “most beautiful and fair above all 
other virgins,” so was the tree’s beauty “far beyond, yea, 
exceeding of all beauty; and the whiteness thereof did 
exceed the whiteness of the driven snow.” Significantly, 
though, it is only when she appears with a baby and is 
identified as “the mother of the Son of God” that Nephi 
grasps the tree’s meaning.

Why would Nephi, whether consciously or uncon-
sciously, see a connection between a tree and the virginal 
mother of a divine child? The ancient Near Eastern reli-
gious world is very foreign to us, as it was to Joseph Smith. 
Nephi’s vision appears to reflect a meaning of the “sacred 
tree” that is unique to the ancient Near East, and that, 
indeed, can only be fully appreciated when the ancient 
Canaanite and Israelite associations of that tree are borne 
in mind.64

A feminine divine being, generally called by some 
form of the name Asherah, seems to have been known and 
worshipped not only among the Canaanites but among the 
Israelites. Her veneration can be documented over a period 



extending from the conquest of Canaan in the second 
millennium before Christ to the fall of Jerusalem in 586 
b .c .—the time of Lehi’s departure with his family from the 
Old World. Belief in Asherah seems, in fact, to have been a 
conservative position in ancient Israel; it was criticism of her 
that appears to have been a religious innovation. In fact, an 
image or symbol of Asherah stood in Solomon’s temple at 
Jerusalem for nearly two-thirds of its existence, until the re-
forms of King Josiah (who reigned from roughly 639 to 609 
b .c .). This means that her presence in the temple extended 
into the lifetime of Lehi and perhaps even into the lifetime 
of Lehi’s son Nephi. Since that time, though, she has been 
fiercely suppressed. In the text of the Bible as we now read 
it, although hints of the goddess remain, little survives that 
would enable us to form an accurate or detailed understand-
ing of her character or nature. Greater understanding has 
only begun to come through relatively recent archaeological 
discoveries, including but not limited to the immensely im-
portant Canaanite texts from ancient Ugarit, in Syria.

What was the symbol of Asherah that stood in the 
temple at Jerusalem? Asherah was associated with trees. 
The tenth-century cultic stand from Ta’anach, near 
Megiddo, for instance, features two representations of 
Asherah, first in human form and then as a sacred tree. 
She is the tree.65 Israelite goddess figurines that represent 
her typically feature upper bodies that are unmistakably 
anthropomorphic and female while their lower bodies are 
simple columns, very possibly representing tree trunks. 
Asherah “is a tree goddess, and as such is associated with 
the oak, the tamarisk, the date palm, the sycamore, and 
many other species. This association led to her identifica-
tion with sacred trees or the tree of life.”66 The rabbinic 



authors of the Jewish Mishna (second-third century a .d .) 
explain the asherah as a tree that was worshipped.67

She seems to have been represented by a carved, 
wooden image, perhaps some kind of pole. Very probably 
it symbolized a tree, and it may itself have been a stylized 
tree. It was not uncommon in the ancient Near East for a 
god or goddess to be essentially equated with his or her 
symbol, and Asherah seems to have been no exception: 
Asherah was both goddess and cult symbol. She was the 

tree.
The menorah, the seven-branched candelabra that 

stood for centuries in the temple of Jerusalem, supplies an 
interesting parallel to all of this: Leon Yarden maintains 
that the menorah represents a stylized almond tree. He 
points to the notably radiant whiteness of the almond tree 
at certain points in its life cycle. Yarden also argues that 
the archaic Greek name of the almond (amygdale, reflected 
in its contemporary botanical designation as Amygdalis 
communis), almost certainly not a natively Greek word, is 
most likely derived from the Hebrew em godullah, mean-
ing “Great Mother.”68

Among the Hebrews, Asherah seems to have been 
known as a maternal dea nutrix, a nourishing or nurtur-
ing goddess. Paradoxically, though, it appears that she may 
also have been considered a virgin. The Punic western 
goddess Tannit, whom Saul Olyan has identified with Is-
raelite-Canaanite Asherah, the consort of the chief god El, 
the mother and wet nurse to the gods, was depicted as a 
virgin and symbolized by a tree.69

Although Asherah remains imperfectly understood, 
and although we cannot be certain of all the details, it 
should be apparent by now why Nephi, an Israelite living 



at the end of the seventh and the beginning of the sixth 
century before Christ, might have recognized an answer to 
his question about a marvelous tree in the otherwise un-
explained image of a virginal mother and her divine child. 
His perception seems to derive from precisely the preexilic 
Palestinian culture into which, the Book of Mormon tells 
us, Nephi had been born. This is a culture very foreign to 
ours, and to that of Joseph Smith.

The evidence (barely) sampled here strongly suggests 
that Joseph Smith was not, and could not have been, the 
author of the Book of Mormon. Furthermore, it simply does 
not permit the notion, popular among some skeptics who 
seek a less confrontational mode of dismissing the claims 
of the restoration, that the whole thing can be explained 
purely on the basis of subjective events in Joseph Smith’s 
mind. It forces the question, Truth or fraud? There is no 
middle ground. But it also whispers the correct answer to 
that question. It points to a culture with roots in the ancient 
Semitic Near East as a source for many of the peculiar char-
acteristics of the Book of Mormon. It thereby supports the 
spiritual conviction of millions of Eatter-day Saints, living 
and dead, that the Book of Mormon is a divinely provided 
testimony to the deity of Jesus Christ, the atoning Redeemer 
of humankind, and to the prophetic calling of Joseph Smith, 
the founding prophet of the restoration.
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