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God, albeit through a modern prophet alone, makes God the liar
if the stories reported in the book are false. Pardon my naivete,
but I always thought that God could not lie (Numbers 23:19;
Titus 1:2; Hebrews 6:18; Enos 1:6; Ether 3:12). Furthermore, if
the Book of Mormon's historical account is a mere fabrication,
whether divinely inspired or not, why did Joseph Smith declare
that it was “the most correct book on earth, and the keystone of
our religion, and that a man would get nearer to God by abiding
by its precepts, than any other book™?74

Hutchinson’s criticism of John Sorenson’s work on Book of
Mormon geography is a gross oversimplification and the
“problems” he claims to identify are mostly nonexistent. For
example, he criticizes Sorenson’s comment that the cows, asses,
and swine of the Book of Mormon might be Mesoamerican ani-
mals such as deer, tapirs, and peccaries. “When is a cow not a
cow?” he asks. I respond, “When it’s a deer!” There are, in fact,
many linguistic parallels to the kind of thing Sorenson dis-
cusses, wherein people have applied the names of known ani-
mals to newly discovered or newly introduced creatures. Thus,
the Greeks named the huge beast encountered in the Nile River,
hippopotamus, “river horse.” The same kind of thing happens
with both fauna and flora. For example, the term used for pota-
toes in a number of the languages of Europe (where the tuber is
not indigenous) is “earth apple.” When the Spanish introduced
horses into the New World, some Amerindian tribes called them
“deer.” I agree with Hutchinson, however, that dogs are an
unlikely explanation for the “flocks” of the Book of Mormon.
The term more likely refers to herd animals meeting the require-
ments for cleanliness in the law of Moses.

I agree with Hutchinson in his rejection of the concept of
“rotated” Nephite compass points.5 But I believe that the diffi-
culty may have been solved by Joseph Allen’s observation that
directional terms with the suffix “-ward” denote a general orien-
tation only, while terms such as “north” without the suffix
denote true compass direction. Further, 1 reject Hutchinson’s
contention that “the plain meaning” of the Book of Mormon’s
geography is “hemispheric” and was so understood by “early

4 HC 4:461, emphasis added.

5 See my review of David A. Palmer, In Search of Cumorah: New
Evidences for the Book of Mormon from Ancient Mexico, in Newsletter and
Proceedings of the Society for Early Historic Archaeology, No. 149 (June
1982).
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sigh.” Indeed, these would not exist in Hebrew either, since the
Hebrew equivalents of these verbs are stative or intransitive. But
Hebrew (like the Book of Mormon) does have sentences such as
“I dreamed a dream” which, without a qualifier (e.g., “He
dreamed a bad dream”), are not standard English.

Ashment attacks my explanation of the use of subordinate
clauses in Hebrew to qualify the predicate of a sentence. He be-
gins by saying that my biblical example, “and God saw the light
that it was good,” was invalid because “good” is here a predicate
adjective and not a verb as in the Book of Mormon examples I
gave. While this is a correct statement, Ashment fails to tell us
that “good” is not the predicate of the main sentence; “light” is.
The Hebrew word t6b (“good”) is the predicate adjective in the
subordinate clause for which the subject (“it”) is understood.
Perhaps I should have used as my example the sentence he cites
from Genesis 6:2, where the pronoun is written out in the
Hebrew text rather than being understood. Ashment wrongly
states that the “more literal English translation” of this verse
would be “and the sons of God saw that the daughters of
mankind were beautiful.” This is far from a “literal” translation.
The sentence literally reads, “and the sons of God saw the
daughters of mankind that they (were) beautiful.” The word
“were” must be supplied in English because Hebrew uses equa-
tional sentences instead of the copula to express being (though
stative verbs also exist). Evidently, Ashment knows nothing of
equational sentences. In this case, the subordinate clause, “they
(were) beautiful,” is introduced by “that.” Had the Hebrew read
like Ashment’s “literal” translation, it would have been wayyirlu
bené *€lohim ki tobot bendt ha-"adam rather than wayyir’u bené
Elohim “et-bendt ha-"adam ki t6bot hénnah.

I should be flattered by the fact that the order of topics in
Ashment’s Appendix A follows my own published work.43
This appendix lists the various categories of what have been
called “Hebraisms™ in the Book of Mormon, noting similar
examples from the Book of Commandments. Ashment’s
purpose is to show that Joseph Smith authored both books.
Believers, faced with the same evidence, would argue that
Joseph was inspired by the same God in dictating the contents of
both books. But even in that case, the evidentiary value of
Hebraisms in establishing the antiquity of the Book of Mormon

43 Ibid.
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would be considerably lessened if Ashment’s evidence is
accepted. However, most of the examples listed by Ashment are
quotes from the scriptures, a common feature in Joseph Smith’s
revelations. One would, of course, expect that the quotes would
follow the Bible and the Book of Mormon. Ashment’s listing
will undoubtedly provoke further studies into the question of
whether the English of the Book of Mormon reflects an original
Hebrew structure. My serendipitous approach to this subject
prevents me from making such an exhaustive search, though I
expect that I shall continue to take note of anything unusual
whenever I encounter it.

Nearly four pages of Ashment’s article are devoted to a table
in which he has arbitrarily divided Book of Mormon names into
“stems” and “affixes” from which he then concludes that “it is
difficult to justify an ancient origin” (p. 347) for these.44
However, real stems and affixes have meaning, either lexical or
grammatical. And meanings can, in fact, be established for a
large number of Book of Mormon names. Ashment’s arbitrary
division of these names, however, destroys the real structure. At
the risk of sounding Brodian (from the mindreader Fawn
Brodie), I believe that Ashment deliberately distorted the names
in this manner. I come to this conclusion because his language
skills do not allow for unwittingly misrepresenting the Book of
Mormon onomasticon.

Though he deliberately omits biblical names found in the
Book of Mormon from his table, at least one of the names in the
table (Akish) is also found in the Bible and, by Ashment’s stan-
dards, should be considered a borrowing from the KJV. But
Ashment, who apparently knows Hebrew, unknowingly (?) di-
vides it incorrectly, thus placing it in the same untenable position
as the nonbiblical names. Other names that have obvious
Hebrew etymologies he likewise divides incorrectly in what
seems to me to be a clear attempt to discredit the Book of
Mormon rather than to discover any truth.

Ashment protests too much when, in disputing Sorenson’s
statements about the ability to use the Egyptian writing system
“without regard to tongue,” he declares that the hieroglyphic
system was “integrally tied to the Egyptian language” (p. 341).
Egyptian hieroglyphs were used to transliterate Semitic words
borrowed during the late period, as Albright’s study of the

44 See the review by John Gee, in this volume, pages 51-120.
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ates the anti-Mormon rhetoric about Joseph Smith interpreting
real and invented Egyptian symbols in terms of “parts and
degrees,” as if these were grammatical terms. As long ago as
1970, I demonstrated in a symposium paper that these are
merely coordinates used by Joseph Smith to denote from which
part of the papyri the symbol had been taken.52 Thus, the “first
part of the first degree” refers to the first column of script on the
papyrus scrap containing what became Facsimile 1 in the Book
of Abraham, called “the first degree” in the Egyptian Alphabet
and Grammar. The “first part of the second degree” denotes
symbols found in the first (right-hand) ruled column (marked in
one-inch penciled lines on the paper to which the papyrus was
glued) of what Nibley called “the small Sensen papyrus,” but
which Joseph Smith termed “the second degree.” Knowing that
these are not grammatical terms, one comes to realize that the
Alphabet and Grammar is not an attempt to “translate” the sym-
bols, but to explain them exegetically. In all this, however, there
is no hint that Joseph Smith performed that work under divine
inspiration; again, he was working it out in his mind. From the
spacing on the pages of the Egyptian Alphabet and Grammar, it
is clear that the Book of Abraham as we know it had already
been produced and that the work was being projected backward
into the “grammar.” It was not a grammar in the linguistic sense
of the word. I have done some work with this material and hope
to find time in the next few years (after completing some other
projects) to get it into print. But I don’t expect the criticism to
stop in the meanwhile.

Brent Lee Metcalfe
“The Priority of Mosiah:
A Prelude to Book of Mormon Exegesis”

Metcalfe begins his article by providing valuable insights
into the order in which the books comprising the Book of
Mormon were dictated.53 Recapping evidences already elicited
by a number of other writers, he adds material from his own
research and corrects document errors that have crept into the lit-

52 John A. Tvedtnes, “The Critics of the Book of Abraham,” in John
A. Tvedtnes, ed., Book of Abraham Symposium (Salt Lake City: Institute
of Religion, 1971), 73-74.

53 See the review by Matthew Roper, in this volume, pages 362-78.
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external sources” (p. 411). To illustrate, he notes that Joseph
Smith “tends to retain [or] delete, but not alter the term
‘therefore’ or ‘wherefore’ in a biblical source he is copying,”
even if it is not the one he is currently using in the adjacent text,
while favoring his own term whenever embellishing the biblical
source. While this indicates to Metcalfe that Joseph Smith was
simply taking Bible passages and building the story of the Book
of Mormon around them, it need not be so. It is just as likely
that he employed the KJV reading of Bible quotes in the Nephite
record because that was what was most familiar to his nine-
teenth-century American audience. His personal preference for
“therefore” or “wherefore” at any given time is then reflected in
the rest of the translation. It is a simple enough explanation,
unless one insists that Joseph Smith saw English words in the
stone(s), which, as I indicated above, I do not.56

Building on his study of the distribution of the variants
“therefore” and “wherefore,” Metcalfe moves on to examine
other apparent inconsistencies that he believes are best under-
stood when one realizes that the book of Mosiah was dictated
before the small plates of Nephi (1 Nephi through Words of
Mormon).

One of his examples is the birthdate of Christ, which, in 3
Nephi, is placed six hundred years after the departure of Lehi
from Jerusalem (3 Nephi 1:1). Since this part of the Book of
Mormon was dictated before references to the prophecy about

56 How and why Joseph Smith used KJV language has been a matter
of debate among Latter-day Saint scholars for some time. Lacking an expla-
nation from the Prophet himself, we shall perhaps never know the real rea-
son. My opinion, expressed in several previous works, is that he used the
KIJV text wherever applicable because it conveyed to the people of his day
the aura and authenticity of scripture. To have departed from this language
might have made the Book of Mormon less acceptable. With the current
trend toward modern English Bible translations of the Bible, the RLDS
Church issued a modern English revision of the Book of Mormon in 1966. 1
have frequently been asked by Latter-day Saints if we should not use one of
the modern English translations in place of the KIV. I refer them to state-
ments by the First Presidency and then add two points of my own: (1)
Despite its problems, the KIV is no worse a translation than more recent
translations and is, to a certain extent, more literal. (2) Were we to use an-
other translation, the parallels between the KJV and the Book of Mormon
and Doctrine and Covenants would no longer be apparent, making it more
difficult to make comparisons between them. Though they would disagree
with my motives, most of the authors who contributed to the Metcalfe vol-
ume would presumably applaud my second point.
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Metcalfe also sees Christ’s appearance to the Nephites in 3
Nephi as a late development in the Book of Mormon, which was
then retrofitted into prophecies from the time of Nephi (1 Nephi
12:4-8; 13:35; 2 Nephi 26:4-9; 32:6). With Joseph Smith being
the author, rather than the translator, of the Book of Mormon,
this would have been possible only because 1 and 2 Nephi were
dictated after 3 Nephi. Metcalfe points to the fact that prophecies
of Christ in the early part of Mormon’s abridgment (those of
Benjamin, Abinadi, and both Almas) do not mention the appear-
ance of the resurrected Christ to the descendants of Lehi. The
concept was introduced in Alma 16:20 (cf. also Alma 45:10-14)
and could therefore not have been known before that time.

The fact that Benjamin, Abinadi, and Alma; do not mention
that Christ would appear in the New World is not, in my view,
problematic. Their main theme was, after all, the atonement. On
the other hand, Nephi’s account in 1 Nephi 12:4-8; 13:35 is
couched in a vision about the future of his own descendants and
what would happen to them. Moreover, in 1 Nephi 19:10-12;
22:16-18, Nephi speaks of the destruction that would come at
the time of Christ’s crucifixion, but does not mention the
appearance of Christ in the New World. Since, by Metcalfe’s
reckoning, the two events were already inextricably tied by
Joseph Smith in 3 Nephi 8-11 before he dictated 1 Nephi, they
should be mentioned together in the latter. But since these pas-
sages are silent on Christ’s coming in the very context of the
destructions that immediately preceded that appearance, should
we be surprised that other early Book of Mormon prophets left
that information out of their discourses? By contrast, note 2
Nephi 26:4-9, where both the destruction and Christ’s appear-
ance are mentioned. If we can grant 1 Nephi the option to
include or omit reference to Christ’s appearance in the New
World, can we not do the same for the books of Mosiah and
Alma?

As a test, we can take another significant event that occurs in
the latter part of the Book of Mormon and see if it fits Metcalfe’s
pattern showing Joseph Smith to be the author of the Book of
Mormon. I refer to the destruction of the Nephites by the
Lamanites, which takes place in Mormon 5-6. As expected, the
event is prophesied in the small plates (1 Nephi 12:12-15, 19-
20; 13:35; 2 Nephi 5:25; 26:9-11; Jacob 3:3—4; Enos 1:13;
Jarom 1:10). But it is also found throughout Mormon’s abridg-
ment (Mosiah 29:17; Alma 37:28, 31; 45:10-14; Helaman 7:28;
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believes characterized the pre-Christian passages of the Book of
Mormon.

Even weaker, in my opinion, is Metcalfe’s study of the
distribution of the word “churches” in the Book of Mormon.
The use of “churches” in the later denominational sense rather
than the congregational sense of the early Nephite church came
about as a natural result of population growth and apostasy fol-
lowing the visit of Christ.60 Metcalfe does not dispute this
development, though he makes it part of Joseph Smith’s plan
rather than historical in nature. Having laid this foundation, he
then notes that the use of “church” and “churches” in 1 and 2
Nephi follows the later pattern in the Book of Mormon, in which
“churches” are different denominations. But since the passages
in the first two books of the Book of Mormon are, as Metcalfe
notes, eschatological in nature, the comparison, I believe, is
unwarranted. Nephi was not describing churches that actually
existed in his day. To be sure, Moroni also spoke of these future
denominations in Mormon 8 (a fact also noted by Metcalfe). But
this only reinforces the fact that the term is used in different
senses even in the later part of the Book of Mormon. Metcalfe
also does not account for Nephi’s mention of “the church” that
existed in his day (1 Nephi 4:26).

I am also unconvinced by Metcalfe’s developmental theory
about the number of witnesses who would see the plates.
Omitting mention of more than three in a given passage is no dif-
ferent than Mormon or Moroni speaking of baptism and repen-
tance without saying that the ordinance is performed in the name
of Christ (Mormon 3:2; Moroni 8:10-11, 25), discussed above.

Metcalfe, like others before him, notes that wording found in
the book of Malachi is found in pre-Christian portions of the
Book of Mormon, where it is anachronistic. This is because
Malachi lived after Lehi’s departure from Jerusalem and it was
Christ who, according to 3 Nephi 24-25, had the Nephites
record these words. Part of the wording of Malachi 4:1 is found

60 The growth in population also accounts for the establishment of
different “churches” or congregations in the days of Alma and Mosiah
(Mosiah 25:18-19, 21-23; 29:47). Prior to that time, Benjamin had assem-
bled all of his people together (Mosiah 2:28-29). The word “church,” of
course, means an “assemblage.” The assembling of the people prior to the
time Alma founded the churches in Zarahemla is mentioned in Mosiah
18:25 and is also used to describe events in subsequent time periods (Mosiah
25:21; Alma 15:17; 21:6, 20; 22:7).












	Brent Lee Metcalfe, ed., New Approaches to the Book of Mormon: Explorations in Critical Methodology.
	BYU ScholarsArchive Citation

	Brent Lee Metcalfe, ed., New Approaches to the Book of Mormon; Explorations in Critical Methodology, 8-50

