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

La Trahison des Clercs: On the Language and
Translation of the Book of Mormon

Reviewed by John Gee

O ye Twelve and all saints, profit by this important
Key that in all your trials troubles &, temptations, afflic-
tions bonds imprisonments & death See to it that you do
not betray heaven, that you do not betray Jesus Christ,
that you do not betray your Brethren, & that you do not
betray the revelations of God whether in the bible, Book
of Mormon, or Doctrine & Covenants, or any of the
word of God. Yea in all your kicking, & floundering see
to it that you do not this thing lest innocent blood be
found upon your skirts & you go down to hell. We may
ever know by this sign that there is danger of our being
led to a fall & apostasy.

—Joseph Smith, 2 July 18391

“Beware of all disaffected Characters for they come
not to build up but to destroy & scatter abroad.”

—Joseph Smith, 4 September 18372

1 Wilford Woodruff Journal, 2 July 1839 in WJS, 7-8 = HC, 3:385
=TPJS, 156-57. Also given in Scott G. Kenney, ed., Wilford Woodruff’s
Journal, 10 vols. (Midvale, Utah: Signature Books, 1983), 1:344. In citing
modern editions from Joseph Smith’s writings, the following conventions
have been used: “=" is used when the same passage has been printed in more
than one source. “=" is used when the source after the sign is dependent
upon the source before the sign. The following abbreviations are used:PJS
for Dean C. Jessee, ed., The Papers of Joseph Smith, 2 vols. to date (Salt
Lake City: Deseret Book, 1989-); PWJS for Dean C. Jessee, ed., The
Personal Writings of Joseph Smith (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1984).
WJS for Andrew F. Ehat and Lyndon W. Cook, The Words of Joseph Smith
(Salt Lake City: Religious Studies Center, 1980).

PJS 2:220 = HC 2:511.






















































METCALFE, ED., NEW APPROACHES (GEE) 69

acknowledged “Constantius Tischendorf’s preference for his
important discovery (Codex Sinaiticus of the fourth century) and
B. F. Westcott and F. J. A. Hort’s preference for the oldest un-
cial (Codex Vaticanus, also of the fourth century)” (p. 119).
What Larson does not acknowledge is the United Bible Societies
committee’s well-known propensity to follow blindly the shorter
of either Sinaiticus and Vaticanus, two manuscripts noted for
their tendency to omit passages.’0 What Larson, and to some
extent Tischendorf, Westcott, Hort, Aland, et al., have fallen for
is the best manuscript fallacy.7! As A. E. Housman reminds us:
“It is in books where there is no best MS [manuscript] at all, and
the editor, in order to escape the duty of editing, is compelled to
feign one, that the worst mischief ensues.”72 There are times
when even the worst manuscripts contain readings which are
superior to those of the best manuscripts,’3 and thus the pres-
ence or absence of a reading in the “best” manuscripts—even if
unanimous (pp. 119-20)—is no indication that the reading is
correct. Housman had strong criticism of methods like Larson’s:
“Those who live and move and have their being in the world of
words and not of things, and employ language less as a vehicle
than as a substitute for thought, are readily duped by the asser-
tion that this stolid adherence to a favourite MS, instead of
being, as it is, a private and personal necessity imposed on
certain editors by their congenital defects, is a principle; and that
its name is ‘scientific criticism’ or ‘critical method.” 74 Larson
has fallen into a common trap, the temptation “to choose the
reading found in the oldest manuscripts, or the most
manuscripts, or the ‘best” manuscripts (i.e., those that preserve
the largest number of superior readings). Such criteria, how-
ever, are unreliable. The reasoning behind them is specious.”75
This label of speciousness applied to Larson’s method comes
from Professor P. Kyle McCarter’s lucid book on textual criti-
cism, which Metcalfe so strongly recommends (p. ix n. 2).

70 J. M. Ross, “Some Unnoticed Points in the Text of the New
Testament,” Novum Testamentum 25 (1983): 59-60.

71 Detailed in A. E. Housman, M. Manilii Astronomicon, 5 vols.
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1937), 1:xxxi—xl. This deserves
to be tiuoted at length, but cannot be.

72 Ibid., 1:xxxviii.

73 Ibid., ix.

74 Housman, M. Manilii Astronomicon, |:xxxii.

75 P, Kyle McCarter, Jr., Textual Criticism: Recovering the Text of
the Hebrew Bible (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986), 71.



























78 REVIEW OF BOOKS ON THE BOOK OF MORMON 6/1 (1994)

chronological lines (pp. 408-14) is an interesting bit of irrele-
vancy. Its use to discredit the Book of Mormon involves the
assumption that Latter-day Saints do not believe that Joseph
Smith translated the Book of Mormon into his own language. I
know of no Latter-day Saint, no matter how conservative, who
disputes the assertion that Joseph translated the Book of
Mormon into his own nineteenth-century English. It is, never-
theless, something different to argue that, because Joseph used
his own language, the revelations he received or the translations
he made were therefore not divine or normative or historical or
true.91

The same reasoning can be applied to Metcalfe’s arguments
about the usage of Christ and Messiah (pp. 427-33). There is no
reason why we must postulate different underlying words for
“Messiah” and “Christ” in the original Book of Mormon text.
“Messiah” and “Christ” do, after all, both mean “the anointed
one.” The distinction between “Messiah” and “Christ” when
used together in the Book of Mormon is one of generic versus
specific, between the concept of a messiah as understood by the
Jews and the particular being that the Nephites believe to be the
messiah. Thus Nephi urges his readers to “believe in Christ, the
Son of God, [specific] . . . and look not forward any more for
another Messiah [general]” (2 Nephi 25:16). Thus the distinction
between “Messiah” and “Christ” can be viewed as a nuance of
English exploited that we “might come to understanding” (D&C
1:24), but need not reflect anything about the Nephite language.
Thus the textual variant in 1 Nephi 12:18 noted by Metcalfe (pp.
429-32) is an adjustment of the English translation (which does
not change the meaning—for Nephi, Joseph Smith, and
Mormons, the Messiah is Christ) and need argue nothing about
the original text.

Metcalfe’s real issue is not Mosian priority but Book of
Mormon authorship. The arguments for Mosian priority have
been made before by Richard Bushman92 and John W.

91  See also Stephen E. Robinson, review of Dan Vogel, ed., The
Word of God, 316-17.

Richard Bushman, Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of
Mormonism (Urbana, Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 1985), 99, 223
n. 67. Ignore everything after the first three paragraphs in note 67 as the rest
is based on a forgery by Metcalfe’s former friend and colleague, Mark
Hofmann; see Sillitoe and Roberts, Salamander, 255-63, 54041,








































METCALFE, ED., NEW APPROACHES (GEE) 91

covenanted with me,
and behold he is condemned.

Since Ashment has no examples of this sentence construction in
the Doctrine and Covenants, his statistic from the Doctrine and
Covenants drops from 6% to 0% and the rest of his analysis
becomes an exercise in statistical irrelevancy.127

Before leaving Ashment’s argument, we should note two
other methodological mistakes that Ashment has made. Ashment
compares the statistics from the entire Book of Mormon with
those of the book of Jeremiah, which he “included as a contem-
porary Hebrew control document” (p. 361),128 informing us
that the percentages should be the same (pp. 361-63). Here
Ashment presents us with the fallacy of a sample with built-in
bias.129 “The Book of Jeremiah is partly in prose, partly in
poetry, these being present in almost equal proportions.”130 The
Book of Mormon is largely historical prose or exhortatory dis-
course.!3! Since poetry and prose are notorious for having dif-
ferent syntax, a syntactic comparison of this sort is virtually
meaningless. Even if Jeremiah were the same genre of text, there
is no reason why the percentage usage of any given stylistic
variant should be the same between any two individuals.
Finally, one suspects that a sample of thirty-eight conditional
clauses in Jeremiah (p. 362) is not statistically significant, espe-
cially as compared to over ten times as many conditional clauses
in the Book of Mormon.!32 One also wonders how much
methodological sense it makes to count stylistic features in a
translation of Jeremiah anyway.

This brings up an important bit of misleading legerdemain
shared in both Ashment’s and Metcalfe’s essays. The appear-

127 For the fallacy of irrelevant proof, see David Hackett Fisher,
Historians’ Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Historical Thought (New York:
Harper and Row, 1970), 45-47.

8 We should note that Moroni and Jeremiah date 1000 years apart.

129 See Darrell Huff, How to Lie with Statistics (New York: Norton,
1954?. 11-26.

30 John Bright, Jeremiah (Garden City, New York: Doubleday,
1964), Ix.

131 For poetry, see S. Kent Brown, “The Prophetic Laments of
Samuel the Lamanite,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 1/1 (1992):
163-80; chiasmus is a prose feature, see Baruch A. Levine, Numbers 1-20,
vol. 4 of The Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday, 1993), 80-81.

132 See Huff, How to Lie with Statistics, 37-59.
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not Hebrew, but, like the Book of Mormon, it contains a scrip-
tural text in a Northwest Semitic tongue written in an Egyptian
script.157

Perhaps it would be appropriate to mention Ashment’s use
of pictures and drawings. One thing Egyptologists have learned
from the Egyptians is the use of pictures to illustrate the text.
Sometimes illustrations can enhance one’s argument. In
Ashment’s case, perhaps he should have left them out. Figure 8
(p. 351) is a poor reproduction of Papyrus Amherst 63. (Figures
2-4, pp. 335-36, are also poor reproductions). Figure 10 (p.
353) is supposed to be a transliteration of Figure 8, but it leaves
out part of the transliteration and follows Nims and Steiner even
when mistaken. It is also deceptive in that Ashment uses three
characters to represent what in Demotic is little more than a verti-
cal line. For good measure, Ashment leaves line numbers and
vowels in the left-hand column but deletes them from the right-
hand column. This lends an unjustifiable lopsidedness to the
image so that Ashment’s claim that “the text in Egyptian charac-
ters is quite a bit longer than its Aramaic equivalent would have
been (Fig. 10)” (p. 353) would look credible to anyone who did
not notice how Ashment has distorted his picture.158

A Bible! A Bible! Have We Got a Bible?

Turns of phrase which to a believer indicate individual style
within the Book of Mormon (pp. 366-70), to an unbeliever are
proof that “Joseph Smith plagiarized from the KJV [King James
Version]” (p. 130 n. 7; cf pp. 131-32) and repeatedly used a
phrase from his Bible reading “while it was fresh in his mind”
(p. 368). The hypothesis which Ashment (pp. 366-72),
Metcalfe (pp. 421), Larson (pp. 115-56), and Wright build up
is that Joseph Smith dictated the Book of Mormon contempora-
neously with his regular Bible reading. This hypothesis has its
problems. (1) the erratic reading order—Isaiah, Hebrews,
Matthew, John, Habakkuk, Micah, Isaiah, Malachi, 1

I57 See also Nelson, ““A Treasured Testament,” 61.

158 These sorts of fallacies are dealt with in Huff, How to Lie with
Statistics, 60-73. As any papyrologist knows, spacing arguments cannot be
done from transcriptions or transliterations but only from careful examina-
tion of photographs or of the actual papyrus. Note especially the comments
in Bentley Layton, “Editorial Method,” in Bentley Layton, ed., Nag
Hammadi Codex I, 2-7, 2 vols. (Leiden: Brill, 1989), 1:29-33.
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the consonants are important for the stem in Ashment’s system
we are left with a stem of “mlk” (which also happens to be an
ancient Hebrew root).172 If the vowels can be ignored in the
roots (malek/mulok, ze/zo), and in the suffixes (ar/er/or,
am/em/om/um), do the vowels matter at all? (Metcalfe [p. 432 n.
46] argues that they do not.) This is perilously close to admitting
that Book of Mormon names may share similarities to Egyptian
and Hebrew names, and that the language in which the Book of
Mormon was written may have been basically consonantal like
Hebrew and Egyptian.

Patterns do exist in the names in the Book of Mormon, but
such would be expected if the Book of Mormon were an ancient
book. Ashment’s list has too many cxceptions. If we continually
threw out all the unique occurrences and exceptions from the
table,173 Ashment’s corpus would dwindle to a mere forty-three
names, but it would also be a more consistent corpus.174 This
corpus, furthermore, would have a simpler analysis than
Ashment’s formulae. For example, if “Nephi” truly followed the
pattern Ashment sets up for it as Stem + (C)i (p. 350), then we
might ask why the only “-phi”’s to appear on his entire chart are

172 N. B. Amalek, Amalickihah, and Amulek do not have to be built
off Hebrew “mlk” to be genuine ancient names.

173 Otherwise unattested are the suffixes “-as” in “Neas,” “-dah™ in
“Onidah,” “-di” in “Gadiandi,” “-dom” in “‘Sidom,” “-er” in “Emer” “-gah” in
“Gilgah,” *“-hu” in “Amnihu,” “-1a” in “Zarahemla,” *“-lah™ in “Riplah,” *-
mon” in “Mormon” “-ner” in “Omner,” “-pus” in “Antipus,” “-r” in
“Coriantumr,” “-rem” in “Sherem,” “-rin” in “Zerin,” and “-tor” in
“Coriantor,” as well as the prefixes “kish-" in “Kishkumen,” and *“pa-" in
“Pacumeni.” Fudge factors include the doubled suffixes *“-on-um” in
“Antionum,” “-am-an” in “Helaman,” and the unexplained stem additions in
“Antiparah,” “Gadiomnah,” “Ripliancum.” Once these are removed we have
a whole series of unique stems Aha-, Ant-, Arch-, Co-, Com-, Cure-, Em-,
Eth-, Gad-, Gazel-, Gil-, Gim-, Hel-, Him, Irr-, Jacobu-, Jac-, Jar-, Jash-,
Jene-, Kim-, Kish-, Leh-, Lur-, Mah-, Man-, Midd-, Mig-, Min-, Mo-,
Mos-, Na-, O-, Om-, Or-, Paanch-, Pach-, Pa-, Rabba-, Sean-, Seb-, Se-,
She-, Shi-, Shimni-, Si-, Tean-, Teom-, Zara-, Zem-. This leaves the suf-
fixes -an, -er, -lom, -no, -nor, -ram, -ti, and -um unattested. Finally, the
stems On-, and Ze- are left without attestation.

174 These would be: Abinadi, Abinadom, Amaron, Amoron,
Ammaron, Ammoron, Antion, Antionah, Corianton, Coriantum, Corihor,
Korihor, Corom, Cumeni, Cumenihah, Kumenonhi, Cumom, Cumorah,
Ezrom, Zeezrom, Giddonah, Giddgiddonah, Giddgiddoni, Giddianhi, Lamah,
Lamoni, Limhah, Limhi, Mathoni, Mathonihah, Morianton, Moriantum,
Moron, Moroni, Moronihah, Nehor, Nephi, Nephihah, Zenephi, Shemlon,
Shemron, Shiblon, Shibron.
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in names built off the stem “ne,” leading us to suspect that the
system would work better if the stem were “neph,” or even
“nep” since that would leave the attested suffixes “-i” or “-hi.”
But then, if the stem is “nep” or “neph” we must ask why this
stem is always attested with the same suffixes. It would appear
under Ashment’s system that the real stem is “nephi” to which
the prefix “ze-" or the suffix “-hah” can be added. This would
presumably be unacceptable to Ashment’s mind because “nephi”
has been shown to be a genuine ancient stem!75 and, thus, it
would no longer be “difficult to justify an ancient origin” for it
(p. 347). He would fault recent work showing that “Nephi is an
attested Syro-Palestinian Semitic form of an attested Egyptian
man’s name dating from the Late Period in Egypt,”176 by con-
tending that it “overrides Smith’s carefully worked-out pronun-
ciation.”!77 What “carefully worked out pronunciation”? We
have seen, and even Ashment admits (p. 360), that Joseph
spelled out the names. Perhaps it is worth noting again Emma
Smith’s statement that “Even the word Sarah [sic] he [Joseph
Smith] could not pronounce at first, but had to spell it, and I
would pronounce it for him.”178 Ashment’s lengthy charts—for
whatever worth they might have in showing patterns of spelling
in Book of Mormon names—do not demonstrate that Joseph
Smith had a “carefully worked-out pronunciation” for Book of
Mormon names (contra p. 360 n. 38). Ashment never provides
any basis for refuting the long-established fact that Joseph Smith
spelled out the names in the Book of Mormon the first time he

175 John Gee, “A Note on the Name Nephi,” Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 1/1 (1992): 189-91.

176 1bid., 189-91.

177 Curiously, one would normally anticipate that the standard anti-
Mormon response would be that Joseph Smith got the name “Nephi” from
the King James Version of 2 Maccabees 1:36 where the name Nephthar
(variant, Nephtha(e)i) is rendered “Nephi”; see John Gee, “A Note on the
Name Nephi,” Insights: An Ancient Window (November 1992): 2, n. 1. Of
course, the problem with this is twofold. (1) We have no evidence that
Joseph Smith had ever read any of the apocrypha before he took up the ques-
tion of translating them on 9 March 1833; see HC 1:331-2; D&C 91:1-6;
Lyndon Cook, The Revelations of the Prophet Joseph Smith (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 1985), 193; Matthews, Joseph Smith's Translation of
the Bible, 37. (2) Even if the word “Nephi” appears once in the King James
Version of the apocrypha, it still does not prevent it from deriving from the
proper milieu. Either way, it is an ancient name.

8 Emma Smith, in Skousen, “Towards a Critical Edition of the
Book of Mormon,” 53.
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than a creator of literature, and was certainly not an
author in the modern sense of the term. 194

Thus, “it is beyond doubt that the book of Deuteronomy
contains ancient laws from the period of the Judges or even from
the time of Moses. But it also contains an element from the
period of Hezekiah-Josiah.”195 Wright has claimed that “to
require putting aside these legitimate questions, the critical
method, and the clear conclusions and evidence generated
thereby is to require setting aside our search for and claims about
being interested in historical and even religious truth.”196 Which
clear conclusions? Wright has presented us with a bait-and-
switch tactic where the truth depends on whichever way the pre-
vailing scholarly wind is blowing. Do we follow Milgrom and
say that Leviticus dates to the seventh and eighth centuries, or
Ashment and say that it dates to the fourth or third centuries, or
do we follow Weinfeld and say that to ask such a question is
methodologically wrong?

This brings us to an interesting paradox. David Wright ar-
gues for the use of a single method, but wishes to encompass a
plurality of viewpoints resulting from the use of this method—
except, of course, the viewpoints of F.A.R.M.S. (pp. 165-66
n. 2)197 or of traditional believers.!98

Ashment’s criticism of one of Nibley’s arguments shows the
potential danger of relying too heavily on secular scholarship (p.
344). When Nibley made his arguments connecting Paankh and
Herihor with Paanchi and Corihor, he was relying on the schol-
arship available in 1952 and 1964. During the 1960s K. A.
Kitchen began seriously reexamining the evidence of the Third
Intermediate Period, and his careful gathering and analyzing the
sources has rewritten the history of this period.!99 But as this
review is being written, other Egyptologists are rewriting por-

194 1bid., emphasis added.

195 1bid., 84.

196 Wright, “Historical Criticism,” 35, deemphasis mine.

197 See also Wright, “The Continuing Journey,” 13.

198 “Traditional sources of knowledge are not sure sources of histori-
cal knowledge” (Wright, “The Continuing Journey,” 13). Wright also in-
sists that traditional believers who refuse to agree with his conclusions
should abandon their claim to have either historical or even religious truth
(Writh. “Historical Criticism,” 35).

99 Kenneth A. Kitchen, The Third Intermediate Period in Egypt
(1100-560 B.C.) (Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1973; 3d ed. 1986).
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carry the standard disclaimer often attached to fictional works:
Any resemblance to actual persons or events is purely coinci-

dental,
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