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preparing a response. I figured that the collective impact of New
Approaches’ articles would not be much greater than when most
of them individually appeared over the prior decade.
Furthermore, I suspected that general readers would have little
interest in this volume as a whole and less interest in our
responses in particular. But in the interest of not being held
liable in the minds of some on a default judgment for failure to
file an answer, I will offer some general comments, then several
specific points regarding the chapters by Stan Larson and David
Wright, and a few concluding observations.

General Comments

New Approaches, like several books published by Signature
Books, is poorly titled. My first reaction was to see the title as a
Nibley rip-off. Nibley published a long series in the
Improvement Era in 1953-54 entitled “New Approaches to
Book of Mormon Study,” which was reprinted in 1989.5
Moreover, Nibley’s widely circulated 1957 Melchizedek
Priesthood manual, An Approach to the Book of Mormon, was
reprinted in its third edition in 1988.6 Typically, authors try to
avoid trading on the names and titles of others. In the business
world, laws prohibit businesses from using business names that
might be misleading to the public because they are too close to
names already in use. Although I realize that we are not dealing
with a registered corporate name or trademark here, I believe that
the principles behind those laws are relevant.

Second, as I looked at the book’s contents, I was disap-
pointed by the word “new” in the title. There wasn’t much new
here. Several of the chapters are largely rewrites of things pub-
lished before, and most of the strategies employed to argue that
Joseph Smith was the Book of Mormon’s author have been
around since the first anti-Book of Mormon publication by
Alexander Campbell in 1831.

Now, after further reflection, I have come to see New
Approaches in another light. Rather than a “new” approach, I
simply find here a “terrestrial approach.” Joseph Smith saw

5 Nibley, “New Approaches to Book of Mormon Study,” in The
Prophetic Book of Mormon, 54—-126.
Hugh Nibley, An Approach to the Book of Mormon, 3d ed., vol. 6
in The Collected Works of Hugh Nibley (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and
F.ARM.S., 1988).
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ing the Latter-day Saint concept of celestial glory in any event.
Because past experience shows, however, that religious over-
tones in responses to works published by Signature Books can
lead to embroilments and indignation, I hasten to add that I do
not see this book as telestial. 1 gladly acknowledge that the
image of Korihor—the telestial image—does not fit in one
respect: Korihor, by his own admission, was visited by the devil
and did his express bidding (Alma 30:53). Thus, the comparison
is not exact between books like this one and Korihor.

Ultimately, I believe, neither the Bible nor the Book of
Mormon can be proved or disproved by textual or historical evi-
dence. Circumstantial evidence can be produced both for and
against Joseph Smith’s testimony that the Book of Mormon “is
not by any means a modern composition, either of mine or of
any other man who has lived or does live in this generation.”7?
The case will not, however, be completely resolved at the pre-
sent time in a court of academic research, for the methodological
engine to drive a conclusion on this issue cannot be agreed
upon. If one suspicious mistake proves the book wrong, it is
equally logical for one remarkable coincidence to prove it true.

The articles in New Approaches typically discount all evi-
dence in favor of the antiquity of the Book of Mormon, as if
such evidence counts for little or nothing. At the same time, the
articles overstate or overemphasize evidence against the book’s
antiquity. I suppose those who have written in favor of the Book
of Mormon can be accused of doing the opposite. 1, for one,
began my work on the Book of Mormon at a time when hardly
anything positive had been written—from a scholarly point of
view—about its antiquity. I believed the balance needed to be
tipped back by looking for, finding, and saying things in favor
of the book.

Still today, I feel no need to get too excited when I see things
that might be used as evidence against the book’s antiquity.
Instead, I take note and begin researching the subject. Usually,
as I learn more, I come to see other options and find that what I
originally thought was a problem is not. Indeed, sometimes
what I thought was a problematic detail turns out to be a
strength. For example, Krister Stendahl once claimed that the
Book of Mormon is wrong to say “they shall be filled with the
Holy Ghost” (3 Nephi 12:6). Stendahl made this claim because,

? HCTH.
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*“ ‘should be thrown out of court’ ” (p. 116). I wonder, how-
ever, if Larson gives a fair reading of Sperry. Sperry is simply
presenting the arguments that “a Biblical expert might ven-
ture,”18 not stating a position that he considered an absolute test
of the Book of Mormon’s historicity. Sperry, for example,
knew that the Book of Mormon agreed substantially with the
King James Version of Isaiah (he points out that 199 verses are
word-for-word the same as the old English version), and he was
satisfied that some of the changes made by Joseph Smith in
translating the Isaiah texts found support in some other ancient
versions (even if not the best ancient versions). But I doubt that
Sperry would have agreed with Larson’s litmus test, for Sperry
was satisfied to view the Nephite scripture as an independent
text, even though it only “finds support at times for its unusual
readings in the ancient Greek, Syriac, and Latin versions, and at
other times no support at all.”19

Similar observations can be made with respect to Roberts
and Nibley. For example, Roberts does not lock himself into the
position that Joseph Smith purported to give a translation that
corresponded word-for-word with the underlying manuscript.
Rather, Roberts believed that Jesus presented to the Nephites
“great truths in the same forms of expression he had used in
teaching the Jews, so that in substance what he had taught as his
doctrines in Judea he would repeat in America.”20 Hence, ac-
cording to Roberts, when Joseph thought that the words on the
Nephite record and in the King James Bible “in substance, in
thought, . . . were alike, he adopted our English translation.”2!

In connection with the question of the nature of the Book of
Mormon translation, Larson introduces a claim that has been
heard before, namely that Joseph Smith “often revises biblical
quotations at the very point where the original 1611 [or 1769]
edition of the KJV prints the word or words in a different type-
face” (p. 130), thus showing Joseph’s dependence on a printed
King James text. This thesis, however, has been drawn in ques-

18 Sidney B. Sperry, Our Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City:
Bookcraft, 1950), 171.

19 Ibid., 177 (emphasis added).

20 B. H. Roberts, Defense of the Faith and the Saints, 2 vols. (Salt
Lake City: Deseret News, 1907), 1:272 (emphasis added).

21 Tbid. (emphasis added).
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3 Nephi 12:22 of the KJV Matthew phrase “without a cause.”
On this occasion, one encounters quite strong textual evidence
that the Book of Mormon contains the same reading that New
Testament scholars believe represents the original saying of
Jesus.42

Larson, however, is too stingy to count this point for any-
thing. Certainly, it counts for something. He claims that this
example does not meet the criteria used to select his eight exam-
ples, but one wonders if he has designed his criteria specifically
to exclude this otherwise very close case. Larson’s criteria
require that for a Greek reading to be secure, it must be included
without brackets in his list of ten printed New Testament edi-
tions.43 In addition, the reading “must also have support from
the earliest and best Greek manuscripts, from each of the three
earliest translations, and from a pre-Nicean patristic writer” (p.
120). Larson narrows the criteria further by accepting as “the
earliest and best Greek manuscripts” only those readings found
in Papyrus 64; the two oldest uncial codices of the fourth cen-
tury; Family 1 of the minuscules (10th to 14th centuries); and in
the Latin, Syriac, and Coptic New Testaments.

Larson does not adequately explain why his criteria should
be absolutely defined in this way. This point is important
because Larson’s criteria lead him to exclude Matthew 5:22 as a
secure reading. Larson excludes Matthew 5:22 because (1) one
of his ten editions (Augustinius Merk) puts “without a cause” in
brackets in the text, although Larson acknowledges that Merk
retains it in the text and that the nine others include it without
brackets; and (2) it has no support from Family | (the medieval
minuscules) or (3) from a Syriac or Coptic translation.

Notwithstanding Larson’s criteria, there is plenty of evi-
dence for the omission of “without a cause” (as I have set forth
in my book) from numerous texts. These include the earliest
New Testament manuscript, P64;44 the two oldest uncials; the

42 1 discuss this in Sermon at the Temple, 161-63.

43 1In 1986 Larson accepted eleven New Testament editions. He does
not explain why he dropped down to ten in 1993, but this shows that his
criteria are fluid enough to include or exclude one here or one there.
Obviously, there is a risk of manipulating such criteria to produce a desired
result.

44 1 apologize if anyone was confused by my mentioning both P64
and P67 in my book. These sigla refer, as Larson rightly points out, to two
fragments of the same manuscript: P64 is relevant to Matthew 5:25, and
P67 to Matthew 5:22.
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Jesus at the temple in Bountiful, and therefore these post-Easter
similarities between the Book of Mormon and the New
Testament can be assumed, on the Book of Mormon’s own
terms, to reflect in whole or in part the teachings of Jesus among
those people. Wright now turns to a pre-Easter text in Alma 12—
13 as the subject of examination. Second, Wright places great
weight on the order in which six elements appear in Alma 13 and
in Hebrews 7. Although these similarities can be explained on
several other grounds (including revelation, dependence on texts
in the brass plates, and the simple word choice of Joseph Smith
as translator), Wright prefers to conclude that his examples
cumulatively produce irrefutable and completely dependable
evidence that Joseph Smith composed not just Alma 12-13, but
the entire Book of Mormon.

As discussed in detail below, I disagree with Wright’s con-
clusions for several reasons: his arguments minimize the impor-
tance of Genesis 14; they overstate the influence of Hebrews on
Alma 12-13 and fail to give adequate weight to significant dif-
ferences between these texts; they ignore other explanations for
the phenomena observed; and they overlook and discount an
abundance of biblical phrases in Alma 12—-13 and throughout the
Book of Mormon. From his research, Wright draws conclusions
that need not follow, and in the end leaves too many questions
unanswered, purporting to have explained only a small part of a
complex text.

Wright is not the first to examine the Melchizedek traditions
in Alma 13. My article, entitled “The Melchizedek Material in
Alma 13:13-19,”47 covers much of the same ground, works
with virtually the same texts, cites and analyzes almost the same
scholarly literature pertaining to Melchizedek, but reaches a
much different conclusion. Readers who are interested in an
approach to Alma 13 that sees Alma’s use and interpretation of
the traditional Melchizedek material in a positive light are encour-
aged to consider the side of the argument I have presented.48 In

47 John W. Welch, “The Melchizedek Material in Alma 13:13-19,” in
John M. Lundquist and Stephen D. Ricks, eds., By Study and Also by
Faith: Essays in Honor of Hugh W. Nibley, 2 vols. (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book and F.A.R.M.S., 1990), 2:238-72.

An earlier version of my article was presented at a symposium at
Brigham Young University in 1975, published informally in 1978 in a col-
lection of essays in honor of Hugh Nibley’s 65th birthday and distributed as
a F.A.RR.M.S. preliminary report beginning in 1984.
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that he acknowledges that “there are significant differences
between the parallel elements in the two works” (p. 178) and can
only conclude that “it seems these motifs were inspired by
Hebrews” (p. 182); he still boldly proceeds with his interpretive
excursions, confident that Joseph Smith used Hebrews 3 to
serve new ends in Alma 12—13. Because this is a new argument,
I will give it more attention.

The key text in Hebrews 3:7-11 is, of course, a verbatim
quote from the Septuagint Greek translation of Psalm 95:7-11.
(Readers should familiarize themselves with Psalm 95.)
Hebrews 3 contains not merely “the motifs of Psalms 95:7-11,”
as the heading to Wright’s table on page 218 indicates, but the
identical text.55 It speaks of the four main elements identified
here by Wright: hardening hearts, entering into God’s rest,
hearing the voice of God today, and provoking God.

The two main elements that bear the weight of Wright’s
argument that Hebrews 3 (as opposed to Psalm 95) inspired
Alma 12 are found in the words: (1) “wherefore (as the Holy
Ghost sayeth)” and (2) “take heed, brethren, lest there be in any
of you an evil heart of unbelief.” These words frame the quota-
tion of Psalm 95 in Hebrews 3.

Alma 12:33-35 also contains a quoted text (although a dif-
ferent text from Hebrews 3 and Psalm 95). It happens to be
bracketed by an introductory phrase, “but God did call on men,
in the name of his Son, (this being the plan of redemption which
was laid) saying,” and by a concluding transition, “‘and now, my
brethren, behold 1 say unto you, that if ye will harden your
hearts ye shall not enter into the rest of the Lord” (emphasis
added). But these similarities between Alma 12 and Hebrews 3
are faint, at best.

How else does one introduce the quotation of a text
attributed to God except by some reference to deity? Are we to
overlook the different focus on the Holy Ghost in Hebrews, and
the greater length of the introduction in Alma? The point is, until
one reaches the word “provocation” in Alma 12:36, one would
have no reason to suspect that Psalm 95 or Hebrews 3 had any
possible relationship with Alma’s text. In fact, as I discuss fur-
ther below, all of the elements in Alma 12 that might point to
Hebrews 3 seem to relate more directly to Numbers 14 than to

55 Just as Wright offers the reader no parallel column between Genesis
14 and Alma 13, he gives the reader no parallel column between Psalm 95
and Alma 12.
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contradict its own stated mission if it could not in some sense be
read by all people, anywhere, anytime.

The ahistorical view oversimplifies the Book of Mormon; it
discounts the book’s complexity. If Latter-day Saints reject the
explanations given by Joseph Smith, they must find a better way
to explain the following complexities: records inside of records,
later passages quoting and interpreting earlier passages, loose
ends all tied together, presupposed backgrounds that make
sense, character traits of individuals that are true to life and con-
sistent, and many other features. How did any author keep all of
the historical, geographical, chronological, personal, textual, lit-
erary, doctrinal, legal, political, and military strands, plots, and
subplots in his head concurrently in order to dictate the Book of
Mormon without notes or a first draft? Should Latter-day Saints
ignore or deny such complexity?

Does the ahistorical view make Joseph Smith a liar? Does
that view contradict other scriptures, such as D&C 20 and sev-
eral other revelations that confirm the antiquity of the record
translated by Joseph Smith?

The ahistorical view is an attempt (sometimes overtly, other
times covertly) to redefine the faith. Who has authority to rede-
fine the faith? In a Latter-day Saint context, does one give no
thought to channels of revelation or authority to proclaim and
define doctrine? People who advance the ahistorical view see
value in having a diversity of views within the Church, but is
diversity of all kinds always good? Diversity in personality,
culture, roles, talents, and in the use of general principles to
fulfill individual needs is, of course, valuable and appropriate.
Limits exist, however, on the value of diversity. Otherwise, its
champions would become disciples of chaos. Are there many
versions of Mormonism, or is there only one gospel, one faith,
and one Lord?

Is the ahistorical view a misguided voice or a helpful voice?
Does this view pursue “selfish personal interests, such as prop-
erty, pride, prominence, or power?” Are these the “bleatings of
lost souls who cannot hear the voice of the Shepherd and trot
about trying to find their way without his guidance”?76! Or are
these helpful alternate voices? Not all alternate voices are bad.
“Some alternate voices are those of well-motivated men and

61 Dallin H. Oaks, “Alternate Voices,” Ensign 19 (May 1989): 27—
28.
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