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— he “people of Zarahemla” referred to in the

( Nephite record remain enigmatic to

/ Latter-day Saint readers. Although they

were more numerous than their neighbors,

the Nephites-by-descent, only a handful of statements in the scripture
give explicit information about them. No one has attempted to
combine these into a systematic picture of who these people were and
what their role in Nephite history was. This article redresses that lack.

Their origin: Zedekiah

Omni 1:15 and 18 provide our earliest information on this
people’s origin: “The people of Zarahemla came out from Jerusalem at
the time that Zedekiah, king of Judah, was carried away captive into
Babylon.” When they were discovered by the Nephites, Zarahemla, the
leader of the group, “gave a genealogy of his fathers, according to his
memory.” (The recalled genealogy was written but is not in the record
we have). According to Mosiah 25:2, Zarahemla asserted his descent
from Zedekiah through Mulek, and that linkage is supported by
Helaman 8:21: “Will ye say that the sons of Zedekiah were not slain, all
except it were Mulek? Yea, and do ye not behold that the seed of
Zedekiah are with us?” We must understand Zedekiah’s background in
order to picture the origin of Mulek’s group.'

In the decade before Nephi’'s account opens, the small kingdom
of Judah and her kings were tossed about by the winds and currents
of politics and war among her three major neighbors—Egypt, Assyria
and Babylonia. The first two were allied against the newly resurgent
Babylonians. Jehoiakim became king of Judah at age twenty-five in the
fall of 609 B.C. (2 Kings 23:36) at just about the time when Assyrian
power was destroyed. In 606 and 605 B.C. the Egyptian army alone
faced the Babylonians and in the latter year suffered a disastrous
defeat at Carchemish in northern Syria on the Euphrates River.
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13:20-21). After all, the land Desolation, where the Nephites saw
abundant evidence of the Jaredite final wars, abutted on the small
land Bountiful, which in turn was only a few miles from the city of
Mulek (Alma 22:29-31; 51:26, 32; 52:15-17, 22-23).

The newcomers are said to have discovered Coriantumr, not
vice versa. Where might that contact have taken place? He could not
have been a young man (note Ether 13:16-17), he had been very
severely wounded in the final battle (Ether 15:28-32), and he had
earlier suffered at least one serious injury in war (Ether 15:1) as well
as probably others. With such physical limitations as these scriptures
imply, it would be remarkable if he made more than a partial recovery
from his near death at Ramah. Ether’s prophecy to the king had
indicated only that he would “receive a burial” by the new people. This
statement, together with the fact that he lived only nine lunar months
with the new group before passing away (Omni 1:21), can be seen as
supporting the view that he was infirm when found.?’ Thus he is not
likely to have traveled far on his own from the hill Ramah area. Yet he
would surely have moved some distance, for the effects of the carnage
in the final battle area would have been unbearable for him.

It seems to me most likely that, at whatever point Coriantumr
was found between the hill Ramah and, probably, the city of Mulek, his
discoverers transported him to their settlement base, and that there is
where he executed the engraving on the “large stone” which
eventually was borne to Mosiah’s hands. (One wonders whatever
happened to it at Zarahemla; it is mentioned only the once.) Several
scenarios are possible to account for where and when he might have
been discovered by the new group, but we have inadequate
information to evaluate their relative likelihood.*

Nothing is said about how much time passed before the
immigrants left their landfall to move “up into the south wilderness”
(Alma 22:31), perhaps travelling approximately along the river Sidon,
for they settled beside it in their city of Zarahemla. They may not have
stayed long near the sea, where it could be oppressively hot and
humid (as in Alma 51:33) compared with their Old World source area.
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nowhere told what happened to it. Exodus 28:15-21 and other scriptures
through 1 Samuel 28:6 witness that a different version of Urim and Thummim
was constructed by Moses and used by him, by Aaron and by subsequent
priests. It was remembered but not possessed by the Jews under Ezra
following the Babylonian exile (Ezra 2:63; Nehemiah 7:65). Mosiahy had an
interpreter device (Mosiah 8:13), which earlier may have been in the hands of
his grandfather, the first king Mosiah, who perhaps used it to translate
Coriantumr’s engravings (Omni 1:20). We cannot be certain this was the
Jaredite instrument, although it seems likely on the basis of Mosiah 8:12-15
(especially, “prepared from the beginning” and “who should possess this
land”) and Mosiah 28:11-17. Limhi’s explorers could conceivably have found
the interpreter, which had been left by Ether with his plates (Ether 15:33). But
that could not be if Mosiahy and Mosiahp already had the interpreters; Ammon
in Mosiah 8:13 indicates that the latter king did have the instrument, and his
grandfather had apparently used it to read Coriantumr’s engraving (see Omni
1:20). Mosiah 8:12-14 makes it quite clear in any case that Limhi had been
given no such instrument by his search party when they got Ether’s plates.
Perhaps “Mulekite” explorers had found the Jaredite interpreters on the
battlefield near the hill Ramah (while missing the twenty-four gold plates?).
There was some early exploration because they found Coriantumr. Another
possibility is that Mosiah might have received the Urim and Thummim that
originated with Moses from the people of Zarahemia, who had retained it as a
sacred relic since Mulek’s time without being able to make it work. Perhaps
someone in Mulek’s party had been inspired to carry it from the temple in
Jerusalem immediately before that structure was destroyed by the
Babylonians. (“T.W.B.” in the Millennial Star [76:552-57], speculated that
Mulek’s party took the Urim and Thummim from the temple and brought it to
America.) If the Mexican tradition cited below refers to Mulek’s group, then
the “oracle” mentioned there might be from Jerusalem. Other explanations
are possible. For example, might the Liahona have served as an interim
interpreter for Mosiahq and Mosiahg, with the interpreters from Ether actually
being with the twenty-four gold plates but its nature unrecognized by either
Ammon or Limhi?

8 Herodotus, The History, translated by David Gene, Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1987, 1IV:42. This Greek historian/geographer described the crew’s
observations on the sun as they completed the voyage around the continent,
observations which now can be seen as demonstrating that the voyage was
accurately recorded but which Herodutus thought were outright errors. See
Smith’s “Event Stucture,” page 13, or the discussion by Cyrus H. Gordon in
Before Columbus: Link between the Old World and Ancient America, New York:
Crown Publishers, 1971.

i Janet Jensen in “Variations between Copies of the First Edition of the Book of


















