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THE EDITOR’S NOTEBOOK

For three years we have been emphasizing that
the Journal of Book of Mormon Studies is pitched to
the level of the general intelligent reader, not the
specialist. Despite a few possible lapses in meeting
our own standard, we feel that our aim has been a
wise one. Judging by feedback we have received
from readers at both levels, general public and spe-
cialists, we believe we have more or less succeeded.

We continue to feel strongly that it is possible
and highly desirable for informed researchers and
writers to communicate with readers in the sim-
plest, most straightforward language possible. We
recently found a professor who feels as we do and
phrases the need better than we might.

Gerard J. DeGroot, an American and chair of
the Department of Modern History at the Univer-
sity of St. Andrews in Scotland, had this to say in
an opinion piece in the Christian Science Monitor
(1 May 2000, p. 11):

“In 1998, the British Golden Bull award for aca-
demic pomposity was awarded to a Birmingham
University professor for research entitled: “The Mea-
surement of Consumer Criteria for Manufacture
Parameter Values in Biscuit Texture. In other words,
the good professor was trying to discover why peo-
ple prefer crunchy cookies to ‘squidgy’ ones.

“Unlike previous recipients of the award, the
professor took the accolade badly, accusing the Plain
English Campaign (sponsors of the award) of crude
populism.

“Academics everywhere—be they from the arts
or sciences—produce pure research studied mainly
by other academics. They apparently need jargon to
define membership in their exclusive circle. Those
who understand belong; those confused do not. . . .

“In order to give legitimacy to their work, aca-
demics mystify it, creating myriad magic circles to
which only those who speak the secret language are
admitted. Many of them have lost the ability to
communicate, except in the sense of communicating
with each other. . ..

“T have [a] ... book on sexuality and social rela-
tions, a fascinating topic which deserves attention.
Unfortunately, 've never been able to get beyond
the first few sentences: ‘When we turn our attention
to theoretical discourses, our gaze falls on what the
discourse itself sees, its visible. What is visible is the

relation between objects and concepts that the dis-
course proposes. This is the theoretical problematic
of a given theoretical discipline’

“I'm proud to admit that I haven’t a clue what
that’s about.

“But what really scares me is that an innocent
student might actually think it’s intelligent simply
because it’s incomprehensible. I don’t understand why
communication is such a problem for academics.

“Isn’t teaching supposed to be about conveying
knowledge? Perhaps academics feel that sophistica-
tion requires complexity, that simple expressions

- can’t convey complicated ideas. But it’s more than

that. There seems to be a deep contempt for the
public and a concomitant belief that any research
that is understandable to the lay person is inferior—
too populist.

“I recall meeting a colleague some years ago
who proudly boasted that his latest book sold only
257 copies. He slept soundly knowing that only spe-
cialist libraries had bought it. Ordinary people hadn’t
managed to get their grubby fingers on it.

“It is a basic truth in education that people
learn best that which they enjoy.

“Yet, within the ivory tower, there exists a
strange prejudice against academic writing which is

interesting or, heaven forbid, entertaining.

“ .. The world is confusing enough without aca-
demics bringing darkness to every corner of light.”

We continue to invite Latter-day Saint research-
ers who wish to communicate their studies of the
Book of Mormon and related topics through the
Journal to strive to meet Nephi’s standard: “plain-
ness unto my people” (2 Nephi 25:4).

Submitting Articles to the Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies

Guidelines for preparing and submitting articles
for publication in the Journal are available on the
FARMS Web site (farms.byu.edu), by e-mail
request to jbms@byu.edu, or by mail from FARMS.
In general, authors should submit a detailed out-
line or abstract to the editors for approval before
submitting a completed manuscript.
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SARIAH'S EPIPHANY, BY JOHN S. LEPINSKI

DESERT
EPIPHANY:

& THE WOMEN

IN I NEPHI

CAMILLE FRONK

Perhaps one of the greatest deterrents to effec-
tive scripture study is the pattern of reading verses
in the same order, focusing on the same insights,
and asking the same questions. When I have consid-
ered a different perspective in scripture study, I have
nearly always discovered new insights, almost as
though supplemental verses had been added since
my last reading. I found myself asking questions I
had not considered and seeing connections I had
not recognized.

When reading 1 Nephi, one might profitably
consider the eight-year wilderness experience
through the eyes of the women in Lehi’s company.
Because 1 Nephi was recorded by two men (Lehi
and Nephi), we naturally encounter their faith and
sacrifice on every page. The women, however, are
not nearly as visible as the men, and their voices
may initially appear muted or feeble.

JOURNAL OF BOOK OF MORMON STUDIES 5



uring ancient Israel’s history, the preva-

lent culture and interpretation of law

showed little sensitivity toward women.

For example, Israelite law viewed wo--

men as an extension of their fathers or
husbands. Since at marriage daughters became
members of another man’s family, men perceived
women as “aliens or transients within their family of
residence.”! Additionally, divorce laws differentiated
men from women: Only men were given directives
pertaining to divorce, implying that women could
not initiate a divorce (see Deuteronomy 24:1-4). A
man could legally sell his daughter into marriage to
settle a debt (see Exodus 21:7-9), but no mention is
made of sons being sold. A male Hebrew servant
was automatically freed after seven years of servi-
tude, but a female servant was freed only if her basic
needs were not being met (see Exodus 21:2—4,
10-11). Moreover, lineage assignment and transmis-
sion of land inheritance were traced through men
(see Numbers 27:8; 36:6-8), and Israelite society
considered women to be unclean twice as long after
bearing a daughter as after giving birth to a son (see
Leviticus 12:2-5).

Portions of Nephi’s writings reflect that Lehi
and his family were products of this Israelite culture.
For example, Nephi reported that Lehi “left his
house, and the land of his inheritance, and his gold,
and his silver, and his precious things” (1 Nephi 2:4)
and that he and his brothers secured the brass plates
containing “the genealogy of my father” (1 Nephi
3:12). He summarized his writings as “the things of
my father, and also of my brethren” (1 Nephi 10:1).
We can be sure that Nephi’s mother, wife, sisters-in-
law, mother-in-law, sisters, and daughters in fact also
figured prominently in the soul-stretching events of
establishing a homeland in the New World. Yet, al--
though Nephi recorded the names of his father and
brothers, the only woman’s name to appear in his
record is his mother’s, Sariah.

On the other hand, we stand in awe at the
divine wisdom that permeates Nephi’s writings and
supersedes his national culture. First, we hear God’s
voice through doctrine taught by prophets who
themselves may not have completely recognized the
depth contained in their pronouncements. These
inspired sermons contain no hint of inequality
between men and women and seem to contradict
the predominant culture of the time. Nephi boldly
declared that God “denieth none that come unto
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him, black and white, bond and free, male and
female; and he remembereth the heathen; and all are
alike unto God, both Jew and Gentile” (2 Nephi
26:33). Likewise, Nephi’s younger brother taught
that “the one being is as precious in [God’s] sight as
the other” (Jacob 2:21). Despite a cultural tendency
to blur the importance of any segment of the popu-
lation, God’s doctrine and promises speak to all his
children and transcend every mortal culture.2

Second, Nephi’s writings actually do include
multiple references to women. “The wonder is not
that there is so little about women in the Book of
Mormon but that there is so much, given the times
and traditions.”® Seen in this light, instances in
which women are included in Nephi’s narrative
should be regarded not as inconsequential but as
worthy of serious consideration.

Who Were the Women in 1 Nephi?

Nephi specifically mentions nine women:
Sariah, Ishmael’s wife, Ishmael’s five daughters (four
of whom became wives to Lehi’s four oldest sons,
and one who married Laban’s servant, Zoram; see 1
Nephi 16:7), and the two women who married into
Ishmael’s family before their departure from

Nephi's wife showed support and commitment (see 1 Nephi 18:15,
19) that she must have gained in part from her mother-in-law, Sariah.

HELPMEET, BY K. SEAN SULLIVAN



Jerusalem (see 1 Nephi 7:6). Nephi referenced his
“sisters” in 2 Nephi 5:6, but no supporting informa-
tion is supplied in the text concerning the number
of sisters or their birth order in the family. John L.
Sorenson argues that these girls were born in
Jerusalem, before the family departed, and would
have been younger than Nephi; “otherwise there
would be no way to place them in Sariah’s birth his-
tory.’# Let it suffice that at least nine urban women
were thrust into an eight-year desert existence. Not
only did these nine survive, but the experience
changed their lives forever. Considering the wilder-
ness experience through their eyes affords insights
that otherwise would elude us.

Sariah

Sariah was the first and only woman that Nephi
identified by name in his record. In almost reveren-
tial tones, he acknowledges her in the opening line
(“L, Nephi, having been born of goodly parents . . )
and specifically names her when identifying his fam-
ily members (see 1 Nephi 2:5). The name Sariah
apparently comes from the Hebrew name i w
(§ryh). Book of Mormon critics have argued that
while Sryh is detectable 19 times in the Bible as a
male name, there is no evidence that the name was
applied to a woman. In response, Jeffrey R. Chadwick
discovered a reference to a woman from Elephantine
named “Sryh, daughter of Hosea,” in a fifth-century-
B.C. Aramaic papyrus. In the feminine usage, the
name probably means “princess of Jehovah,” derived
from the Hebrew root for sar(ah), meaning “prince”
or “princess,” and jah, a derivative of Jehovah.

Furthermore, in his record Nephi provided
more descriptive coverage of his mother than of any
other woman. In chapter 5 of 1 Nephi, 10 consecu-
tive verses give attention to Sariah (see 1 Nephi
5:1-10). This account relates Sariah’s fearful reaction
when her sons had not returned from securing the
brass plates from Laban. A hasty and narrow review
of these verses could lead a casual reader to con-
clude that Sariah was a “murmurer.” But that ap-
proach ignores how women were generally viewed
in that culture.

We consider the following questions: What was
required of Sariah to leave her accustomed lifestyle
in Jerusalem? What indications of Sariah’s faith
emerge when the family departed? Why would
Nephi choose to record this incident to focus our
attention on his mother—an incident that clearly

manifests her murmuring against Lehi? Why not
choose an experience that more obviously showed
her spiritual strength? What implications did
Sariah’s attitude have on the other women who
eventually joined Lehi’s company? These are some of
the questions I would like to explore in this study.

Departure from Jerusalem

To appreciate the sacrifice involved in the com-
pany’s departure from Jerusalem, we tease out of the
record a few hints about the home Lehi and Sariah
left behind. Nephi frequently commented that his
father was a wealthy man. He referred to the family’s
“gold and silver, and
all manner of
riches” (1
Nephi 3:16),
their “precious
things” (1
Nephi 2:4;
3:22), and
Laban’s lustful
response to the
abundance of Lehi’s
family property (see 1
Nephi 3:25). So we may assume
that the family inhabited one of
the better houses in or near the
city and enjoyed unusually
favorable health and dietary
conditions.” Archaeologists have
uncovered well-built homes inside
walled Jerusalem, in a section of the
city called the City of David. These
homes date to the seventh century B.c.
and show signs of being destroyed by fire
at the time of the Babylonian invasion in
586 B.c.8 Although Lehi and Sariah most
likely lived in another sector of the city,
these contemporary homes give us an idea
of the comparative luxury their family
would have known.

One of those uncovered houses was a four-
room, two-story building with substantial pillars
supporting the roof and dressed limestone blocks
framing the doorways. The house measured 24 by
36 feet. A “service wing,” made up of three tiny
rooms behind the home, contained an indoor toilet
and quarters for servants.” Remains of other “better”
homes in Jerusalem indicate that residents owned-

Women'’s ancient treasures
like this mirror must have
been hard for Sariah to
leave behind.

© Yigael Yadin
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This shell was used as a cosmetic palette. The
rings, above, were found at Masada.

© Yigael Yadin

chairs, tables, beds, numerous clay oil lamps, an
oven, stone structures for storing grain, and clay ves-
sels for storing liquids. Decoration in the form of
pictorial art, faience vases, glass beads, carved ivory
plaques, decorated pottery, and metal art products
adorned nicer homes.10

Although leaving home was a sacrifice for Lehi,
it was arguably a greater test of faith for Sariah. Four
reasons support this suggestion. First, Sariah
undoubtedly spent more time at home and
had more domestic responsibilities than
did Lehi, so leaving home would have
tremendous signifi-
cance for her.
According to
Israelite tradition,
the female head of
the household
supervised all other
women in the home,
including unmarried daughters, daughters-
in-law, and servants.!! Sariah’s world revolved
around her home, whereas both commercial and
religious duties would have frequently taken Lehi
outside the home.

Furthermore, they left their “precious things”
behind to take only “family, and provisions, and
tents” (1 Nephi 2:4). Having visited Bedouin camps

along a possible route followed by
Lehi’s family, some LDS researchers
suggest “provisions” included
“wheat, flour, barley, dried
sour milk, olive or sesame
oil, olives, dates, a few
~ cooking utensils, bedding,
, and weapons such as
bows, arrows, and knives”
but would not have in-
cluded eating utensils.!2 It
is unlikely that Sariah took
beautiful trinkets or home
decorations to soften the
harsh reality of tent living.

In recent centuries
nomadic women, such as Bedouin women, pos-
sessed one simple locked box to hold their valuables.
Each woman wore the key on her headscarf.!3 Even
wives of the very wealthy had only one box, albeit a
very lavish box. Bedouin women also wore their
valuables, in the form of coins and jewelry, around
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their necks and wrists. One wonders whether Sariah
did the same. The wealth around her neck or
niceties in her box may have gradually disappeared
as necessity to survive in the desert required trading
or selling them. After all, Nephi said that his father
left his possessions behind (see 1 Nephi 2:4); he
made no such claim for his mother’s wearable
wealth. Whether from the beginning of their jour-
ney or later as the family sailed to a new land,
the implication is that Sariah was devoid of
any tangible reminder of a privileged life
known in Jerusalem.

A second reason suggest-
ing departure was more
difficult for Sariah
was that Lehi would

have adjusted more

easily to full-time
tent living than Sariah
could have. Hugh Nibley
described Lehi as “an expert on
caravan travel.”14 Family members complained
about Lehi’s visions but never about his lack of
skill in leading and preserving his family in the
wilderness. Likewise, his sons appear to have had
previous wilderness hunting experience, particu-
larly Nephi, who owned a steel bow (see 1 Nephi
16:14-18). Nephi’s brothers mocked his proposal
to build a ship but never his ability to hunt in the
wilderness.!> In contrast, tradition suggests that
women remained at home during caravan runs.
One wonders whether Sariah had ever spent time
in a tent. Granted, Lehi would have owned a fine
tent with accommodations to increase comfort and
protection, but even the most luxurious tent
would have been a poor substitute for Sariah’s
Jerusalem home.

Third, perhaps more difficult than leaving her
house’s comforts and luxuries, Sariah had to leave
kinfolk and associations with other women.!¢ As the
family embarked on its journey, Nephi named Sariah
as the sole woman in a cast of “large in stature” men.
The implication is that Sariah initially lacked female
companionship during a demanding adjustment
period. Having another woman to commiserate with
and share the burden of increasing demands surely
would have bolstered Sariah’s courage and made the
going easier.

Fourth, Nephi gives no indication that his
mother received her own personal witness from the




Bedouin tents. The party’s collection of tents could not begin to replace a comfortable urban house.

Lord of the necessity of fleeing Jerusalem. Lehi, on
the other hand, received many visions and dreams
(see 1 Nephi 1:16) that allowed him to see, hear, and
read in order to know God and his will. In response
to his prayer, Lehi “saw and heard much” that caused
him to “quake and tremble exceedingly” (1 Nephi
1:6). He saw “God sitting upon his throne,” and
“One descending out of the midst of heaven” whose
“luster was above that of the sun at noon-day” and
“twelve others following him, [whose] brightness
did exceed that of the stars in the firmament” (1 Ne-
phi 1:8-10). These glorious personages gave Lehi a
book from which he read about Jerusalem’s imminent
destruction (see 1 Nephi 1:13—14). Finally, the Lord
commanded Lehi “in a dream, that he should take his
family and depart into the wilderness” (1 Nephi 2:2).
All of these revelations underscore the Lord’s
obvious love and trust for his prophet, Lehi, as well
as Lehi’s commendable faith and obedience, even
when his life was threatened by angry Jerusalemites.
In an understatement, Nephi simply observes, “And
it came to pass that [Lehi] was obedient unto the
word of the Lord. . . . And it came to pass that he
departed into the wilderness” (1 Nephi 2:3, 4).
These dreams and visions, however, tell us little
about Sariah. She also was obedient to the word of
the Lord and departed into the wilderness. Why did
she leave? The record is silent. If his mother did
receive a spiritual manifestation confirming that of
her husband, Nephi did not record it—nor would
we expect him to, given his culture. Was Sariah illit-
erate, as was typical for women of that day, and
therefore limited in her access to scripture? Surely
her ready obedience to the Lord’s command through
Lehi that the family leave Jerusalem is indicative of a

strong faith and resolve to
follow the Lord’s will, respect
for her husband, and honor
to her marriage covenant.
Yes, Sariah obeyed, as did her
prophet-husband, leaving
behind a beautiful, servant-
supported home surrounded
by kinfolk and friends to live
in a world to which she was
unaccustomed. There is no
indication that Sariah mur-
mured as she left Jerusalem.
She apparently undertook
the wilderness trek because a
prophet had borne witness that such was the will of
God and she trusted that his witness was true.

Sariah’s Crisis

As if the Lord were stretching her to the brink
of her faith, Sariah soon encountered another test
far more demanding than abandoning her home
and kinfolk. Facing the potential loss of all four of
her sons, she “murmured” (see 1 Nephi 5:1-3). It
was one thing to leave a comfortable lifestyle, but
quite another to have her most precious blessing
torn from her. Children were the focus of life for
women in ancient Israel (see Psalms 127:3; 128:3).
Only in their roles as mothers did Israelite women
receive honor and authority. “The [Israelite] woman’s
primary and essential role within the family . . . ac-
counts for her highest personal and social reward.”1”
More specifically, being a mother of sons created a
woman’s greatest source of joy and comfort. Sons
were seen as a particular blessing not only because
they could defend the family in the face of opposi-
tion, but because they promised a continuation of
the family name.!8 A reciprocal love was typical
among the sons of these mothers. Charles A.
Doughty, a 19th-century British explorer who made
the hajj (Islamic pilgrimage to Mecca) by traveling
by camel through some of the same deserts that
Lehi’s family traveled, observed that among Bedouin
women “the grown son has a tender regard toward
his mother, . . . before the teeming love even of his
fresh young wife” and could be depended on to wel-
come his mother as matron in his tent should some-
thing happen to her husband.!® This relationship
may partially explain why Nephi spoke more of his
mother than of his wife.

JOURNAL OF BOOK OF MORMON STUDIES 9



Such strong family ties made the tragedy of los-
ing a son especially traumatic—almost insurmount-
ably devastating if a mother like Sariah were to lose
all of her sons at one time. Centuries after Sariah’s
time, but within a similar desert cultural tradition,
Doughty encountered a woman who attempted to
offer him an armful of fresh produce while pleading,

I have lost my children, one after [the] other,
four sons, and for the last I besought my Lord
that He would leave me this child, but he died
also . .. and he was come almost to manly age.
And there are times when this sorrow so taketh
me, that I fare like a madwoman; but tell me, O
stranger, hast thou no counsel in this case? and
as for me I do that which thou seest,—minister-
ing to the wants of others—in hope that my
Lord, at the last, will have mercy upon me.20

Coupled with this profound motherly love was
Sariah’s knowledge of specific dangers awaiting her
sons in Jerusalem. Many Jerusalem men holding
positions of power had a vendetta against “the
prophets” who vehemently warned against resistance
to the Babylonians (see 1 Nephi 7:14-15).21 We can
therefore understand some of Sariah’s fears when
her sons did not return from Jerusalem in the time
frame she anticipated. So again we ask, why did the
Lord inspire Nephi to include this incident in his
narrative? Obviously, Nephi’s intent was not to
demean his mother, nor to lead readers to write her
off as a faithless murmurer.

I suggest a different explanation. To establish
Lehi and his family in a new land where they would
inspire and instruct later generations to come unto
Christ, God needed more than a father and a son (as
successor) to possess a testimony tried in the fire of
affliction. God also needed a matriarch, weathered
by her own trials of faith and armed with her own
unwavering witness, to stand steadfast with her
prophet-husband.

When her sons failed to return, Sariah feared,
giving evidence that her present faith, though ad-
mirably strong, was not yet strong enough to con-
tinue the difficult journey, let alone to establish a
God-fearing family in a new land. The content of
1 Nephi 5 is therefore especially significant because
it shows how crucial a mother’s preparation is to the
Lord. God desired not only that the family possess
the brass plates for the journey, but also that both
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the mother and the father have unshakable faith
before they continued.

In her fear, Sariah “complained against” her hus-
band, calling him a “visionary man” and blaming
him for leading their family to “perish in the wilder-
ness” (1 Nephi 5:2). Lehi did not argue Sariah’s
accusation but validated the force that propelled
him to act in total faith. Lehi responded to his wife:
“I know that I am a visionary man; for if I had not
seen the things of God in a vision I should not have
known the goodness of God, but had tarried at
Jerusalem, and had perished with my brethren” (1 Ne-
phi 5:4; 19:20). He continued his witness, “I know
that the Lord will deliver my sons out of the hands
of Laban, and bring them down again unto us in the
wilderness” (1 Nephi 5:5). Nephi relates that “after
this manner of language did my father, Lehi, com-
fort my mother, Sariah,” suggesting that this type of
interchange occurred a number of times during the
sons’ absence. But the fact that Sariah desired re-
peated reassurance indicates that Lehi’s powerful
testimony, though comforting, was not enough to
deal with the threat of the potential loss of her sons
(see 1 Nephi 5:1, 3, 6).

Sariah must have begun to pray more fervently
than ever before during her sons’ absence—not only
for their safety but also for a confirmation that their
journey was of great importance to the Lord. One
can imagine Sariah gazing longingly toward the
horizon several times a day, hoping for some sign of
her sons’ return, all the while pleading with God.

Nephi gives us a glimpse of the emotional
reunion with his parents when he and his brothers
returned from Jerusalem. “And it came to pass that
after we had come down into the wilderness unto
our father, behold, he was filled with joy, and also
my mother, Sariah, was exceedingly glad, for she truly
had mourned because of us” (1 Nephi 5:1). Doughty
described a similar return of a son to his mother:

A poor old Beduin wife, when she heard that her
son was come again, had followed him over the
hot sand hither; now she stood to await him,
faintly leaning upon a stake of the beyt. . .. [After
giving his report to the men in the camp], he
stepped abroad to greet his mother, who ran,
and cast her weak arms about his manly neck,
trembling for age and tenderness, to see him
alive again and sound; and kissing him she could
not speak, but uttered little cries. Some of the



[men] laughed roughly, and mocked her drivel-
ing, but [one man] said, ‘Wherefore laugh? is not
this the love of a mother?’22

Sariah’s reunion with her sons was additionally
charged with the spiritual witness and stronger faith
she received as a result of her trial. At that moment
Sariah gained a deeper testimony than she had pre-
viously known. Notice the power and assurance in

TO ESTABLISH LEHI AND HIS
FAMILY IN A NEN LAND \XYHERE
THEY WOULD INSPIRE AND
INSTRUCT LATER GENERATIONS TO
COME UNTO CHRIST, GOD NEEDED
MORE THAN A FATHER AND A
SON (AS SUCCESSOR) TO POSSESS
A TESTIMONY TRIED IN THE FIRE OF
AFFLICTION. GOD ALSO NEEDED A
MATRIARCH, WEATHERED BY HER
OWN TRIALS OF FAITH AND
ARMED WITHHER OWN

UNWAVERING WITNESS, TO
STAND STEADFAST WITHHER
PROPHET-HUSBAND.

Sariah as she bore witness to her reunited family:
“Now I know of a surety that the Lord hath com-
manded my husband to flee into the wilderness; yea,
and I also know of a surety that the Lord hath pro-
tected my sons, and delivered them out of the hands
of Laban, and given them power whereby they could
accomplish the thing which the Lord hath com-
manded them” (1 Nephi 5:8). Sariah’s expressions of
faith continued, for Nephi added, “And after this
manner of language did she speak” (1 Nephi 5:8).
Sometime, either then or later, she or Lehi must
have given an account of her crisis, including her
fears while the sons were gone and how she com-

plained to their father. Nephi was not personally
present to witness Sariah’s fears, but he recorded her
experience as among those “things which are pleas-
ing unto God” (1 Nephi 6:5). Obviously Sariah’s wit-
ness communicated a vital truth to Nephi, one that
carried a message for generations to follow. Further-
more, Sariah’s now firm personal testimony would
bless Lehi. When periodic moments of discourage-
ment pulled at his faith, Sariah could reaffirm God’s
promises to him as Lehi had done for her during her
crisis.

Appreciating Sariah’s epiphany also gives greater
meaning to her subsequent act of sacrifice. “And it
came to pass that they did rejoice exceedingly, and
did offer sacrifice and burnt offerings unto the Lord;
and they gave thanks unto the God of Israel” (1 Ne-
phi 5:9). Notice that Nephi reported that “they” of-
fered the sacrifice. Since Nephi was writing in first
person, he tells us that he was not included as a pri-
mary participant in the ordinance. The context sug-
gests that Lehi and Sariah together performed this
sacred act of worship. One can feel the renewed per-
sonal commitment that Sariah reverently placed on
the altar alongside the animal sacrifice. And—most
important—there is no indication that Sariah ever
murmured again.

The Arrival of Ishmael’s Family

God’s confirming witness came to Sariah before
her sons returned to Jerusalem for Ishmael’s family.
Sariah’s conversion would influence the other women
who joined their camp. Clearly, many in the family
had experienced a dramatic increase in faith as a
result of fulfilling God’s command to obtain the
brass plates. On the second return trip, the sons did
not encounter opposition in the land of Jerusalem,
nor did Sariah express fear over their absence.

The text is silent as to why Ishmael’s daughters
were selected to be wives for Lehi and Sariah’s sons.
Tradition among desert peoples was for a woman to
marry her paternal uncle’s son.2> Consequently, there
may have been some familial connection between
Ishmael (or his wife) and either Lehi or Sariah. Elder
Erastus Snow purported learning from Joseph Smith
that Lehi’s daughters had married into Ishmael’s
family already, connecting the two families before
they ever left Jerusalem.2 Furthermore, the fortu-
itous fact that a precise number of eligible men were
available to marry Ishmael’s five single daughters
may have figured prominently in Ishmael’s decision
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ILLUSTRATION BY RONALD CROSBY

to join Lehi’s
family in the
wilderness.2>
Finally, Nephi
tells us that the
Lord softened Ish-
mael’s heart and also the hearts of those in his
“household” to assist them in their decision to
depart (see 1 Nephi 7:5).

While again we marvel at the confidence with
which a family left its comfortable city lifestyle to
dwell in the desert in search of a new homeland, we
note that not all members of Ishmael’s family were
spiritually prepared for the mission God had called
them to serve. During the journey back, a serious
conflict erupted. Two opposing groups emerged,
with women on both sides. Four women (two un-
married daughters of Ishmael and his two daugh-
ters-in-law) sided with Laman and Lemuel and
Ishmael’s two married sons. The other four women
in Ishmael’s family (his wife and three remaining
unmarried daughters) sided with Nephi, Sam, and
Ishmael (see 1 Nephi 7:6).

When their anger reached its climax, Laman and
Lemuel bound Nephi and threatened his life. Nephi’s
physical strength and fervent prayers loosened his
bands but could not calm his brothers’ wrath. Rather,
women in the company succeeded in softening the
contentious brothers. Nephi reported that first a
daughter of Ishmael, next Ishmael’s wife, and then
one of Ishmael’s sons assuaged Laman and Lemuel’s
anger. The order of those listed implies that the two
women were the more effective in reestablishing
peace and harmony (see 1 Nephi 7:19).

One scholar proposed that women succeeded in
this incident because Semitic culture allowed men to
save face when yielding to a woman’s pleas.26 While
this may be the case, it underestimates the strength
of a woman’s influence. Perhaps the success in calm-
ing Laman and Lemuel has more to do with women’s
ability to replace contention and disunity with re-
spect and tranquility among feuding men. Further-
more, we note that Ishmael’s daughter and wife had
a voice in the affairs of the traveling company, and
that voice carried weight. This is an important
observation because it contradicts most reports of
traditional women’s roles in related cultures. For
example, Doughty found women were most often
silent in desert family clans. He observed, “The
women . . . live in the jealous tyranny of the hus-
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bands. . . . Timid they are of speech, for dread of
men’s quick reprehending.”2”

Since both families came from the same Israelite
culture, one assumes that Sariah was regarded as the
female “head of household,” supervising her new
daughters-in-law and exerting significant influence
for the women as a whole. That influence is particu-
larly important when we remember Sariah’s newly
strengthened faith. Her witness would be heard along
with Lehi’s and Nephi’s and would bolster convic-
tion and divine purpose (in both the men and the
women) in the journey. Such an important voice
would not be silenced in the camp, although Sariah
is not cited again in the text.

Life in the Wilderness

The presence of converted, God-fearing family
leaders did not erase the physical hardships of the
company’s life in general and wilderness challenges
in particular. “Sufferings” and “afflictions” are men-
tioned often in Nephi’s narrative. Bouts with severe
hunger and thirst were paramount in their struggle
to survive (see 1 Nephi 16:19, 21, 35). Doughty
observed that “the Arabians inhabit a land of dearth
and hunger” and that “many times between their
waterings, there is not a pint of water left in the
greatest sheykhs’ tents.” He also noted that when
scant water was available, it was often unwholesome
“lukewarm ground-water” or else infected with
camel urine.28

A staple in the desert traveler’s diet was the date,
described as “too much of cloying sweet, not minis-
tering enough of brawn and bone.”?? The menu had
little if any variety and depended on goat milk,

Life in the Arabian desert took endurance and ingenuity in ancient
times and continues the same today.



desert mammals, and locusts toasted on hot coals
and eaten with the heads removed.30 Doughty
noticed starvation conditions particularly prevalent
among women: “From spring months to spring
months, nine months in the year, . . . most nomad
women are languishing with hunger.”3!

While “wild beasts” threatened the safety of
Lehi’s party (see 1 Nephi 7:16), they also provided
a substantial source of food (see 1 Nephi 16:31).
Described as a blessing from the Lord, wilderness
meat was eaten raw because the Lord made it taste
sweet to them (see 1 Nephi 17:2, 12). Citing a 19th-
century explorer in Arabia, Nibley suggested the
reason for eating uncooked meat was to reduce the
need to build fires that would attract “roving ma-
rauders” to the rising smoke.32 The Lord explained
that the reduced need for fires was also to teach
Lehi’s party that he would be their “light in the
wilderness” (1 Nephi 17:13). However, when con-
sidering the saga through women’s eyes, another
rationale for calling raw meat a blessing becomes
apparent. Without the necessity of cooking, women
would have an obvious reduction in their work-
load. If for no other reason, being able to eat raw
meat shows the Lord’s compassion for these
women, whose heavy duties were eased by the
elimination of cooking.

The family’s rate and mode of transportation
also shed light on women’s life in the desert. Pre-
sumably, Lehi’s company used camels to carry their
cumbersome gear and essential possessions as well
as themselves. Traveling 20 to 25 miles a day, the
capacity pace for laden camels, Lehi could have cov-
ered the distance between Jerusalem and suggested
locations for Bountiful in weeks rather than eight
years.3? The company would have camped for lengthy
periods or was otherwise detained during the jour-
ney. To account for some of the added years of
“sojourning,” S. Kent Brown has conjectured that
Lehi’s family experienced periods of servitude or
bondage among larger desert clans and that the
family may have traded food and water for their
freedom.3* Alma accounted for Lehi’s lost time in
travel to “slothfulness” on the part of some in the
party who “forgot to exercise their faith and dili-
gence” (Alma 37:41-42).

Perhaps longer periods of camping and resting
occurred during the women’s advanced stages of
pregnancy and subsequent childbirth. Nephi recorded
that the women, including Sariah, gave birth to one

or more children during their eight years in the
wilderness (see 1 Nephi 17:1; 18:7).35 Doughty
described the desert birthing bed as “a mantle or
tent-cloth spread upon the earth.” Older women
among the clan typically assisted the mother by tak-
ing her away from the camp, “apart in the wilder-
ness,” to be delivered.3¢

In addition to their duty to carry, deliver, and
nourish children, desert women assumed a daunting
list of other responsibilities. They collected water,
gathered firewood, churned butter, guarded flocks,

The smaller the nomad camp, the more vulnerable and more fearful
they would be (compare 1 Nephi 17:13).

prepared meals, spun yarn from which mantles were
woven to keep the family warm, braided palm mat-
ting that covered tent floors, and wove and repaired
cords used to secure the tents.3” Most remarkable, it
was considered women’s work to take tents down,
load tents and supplies on camels, ensure the securi-
ty of the children and supplies during transport, and
set up tents again when a new campsite was reached.?8
Most tents were made of black goatskins, making
them significantly heavy.3? Doughty described the
scene as a Bedouin clan set up a new camp:

The housewives spread the tent-cloths, taking out
the corner and side-cords; and finding some wild
stone for a hammer, they beat down their tent
pegs into the ground, and under-setting the tent-
stakes or “pillars”(am’dan) they heave and stretch
the tent-cloth: and now their booths are stand-
ing. The wife enters, and when she has bestowed
her stuff [unloading all the supplies], she brings
forth the man’s breakfast. . . . After that she sits
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within, rocking upon her knees the semila or
sour milk-skin, to make this day’s butter.40

No wonder George Reynolds and Janne Sjodahl
observed in their commentary on Lehi’s sojourn in
the wilderness that “the wives were not an encum-
brance on the road, but [the group’s] greatest help.”4!
The more one considers the rigors of desert liv-
ing, the more one understands why there was mur-
muring and even open complaining in Lehi’s compa-
ny. They were, after all, mostly urban in their tastes.
Nephi reported that most of the men “murmured
exceedingly” because of their afflictions, namely La-
man and Lemuel and the two sons of Ishmael; “and
also my father began to murmur against the Lord his
God” (1 Nephi 16:20). The daughters of Ishmael also
joined in murmuring after their father died in the
wilderness: “Our father is dead; yea, and we have
wandered much in the wilderness, and we have suf-
fered much affliction, hunger, thirst, and fatigue”
(1 Nephi 16:35). Conspicuously absent in this list of

afflictions but for the trials the women suffered:
“Our women have toiled, being big with child; and
they have borne children in the wilderness and suf-
fered all things, save it were death; and it would have
been better that they had died before they came out
of Jerusalem than to have suffered these afflictions”
(1 Nephi 17:20). This statement implies that the
women suffered greater hardships than the men did,
but whined less after the strengthening of their faith.
Furthermore, Nephi allowed the men’s com-
plaints in behalf of the women to stand. The mes-
sage inferred is that if these women, who had been
wrenched from a relatively comfortable urban life,
could become strong through their extreme afflic-
tions, then so can you and I. Paul taught the same
correlation between hardships and developing faith:
“God having provided some better things for them
through their sufferings, for without sufferings they
could not be made perfect” (Hebrews 11:40 JST).
And Nephi echoes: “And thus we see . . . if it so be
that the children of men keep the commandments

MORE FIRM THAN THE VALLEY OF LEMUEL

OR THE PEGS THAT SUPPORTED DESERT TENTS, SARIAH'S FAITH

WAS A SIGNIFICANT ANCHOR.

“murmurers” is Sariah. More firm than the valley of
Lemuel or the pegs that supported desert tents,
Sariah’s faith was a significant anchor.

Perhaps it was Sariah’s unwavering testimony
coupled with Nephi’s teachings that led each of
these women, like Nephi, to be “desirous also that I
might see, and hear, and know of these things, by
the power of the Holy Ghost, which is the gift of
God unto all those who diligently seek him” (1 Ne-
phi 10:17). For after the trial of their faith, Nephi
gave these women the sublime compliment from a
male perspective: “our women . . . were strong, yea,
even like unto the men; and they began to bear their
journeyings without murmurings” (1 Nephi 17:2).
Thereafter, when complaints were voiced, they were
from Nephi’s brothers, and then, not for their own
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of God he doth nourish them, and strengthen them,
and provide means whereby they can accomplish
the thing which he has commanded them” (1 Nephi
17:3). Nephi used the women’s faithful example to
teach us that lesson.

Conclusion

Nephi’s record of the women in 1 Nephi com-
municates much about the need to seek and receive
one’s own witness of truth. Furthermore, the Lehite
women’s experiences evidence the role of adversity
in achieving such a testimony. In many ways, women
in Lehi’s company form a parallel to heroic and faith-
ful pioneer women who left comfortable homes in
both Nauvoo and faraway lands to “gather to Zion.”
During the 19th century, scores of these women



trekked across a harsh and dangerous wasteland,
intent on establishing a home where a people would
commit to follow God at all hazards. Once they
arrived in the Salt Lake valley, they continued to
take an active role in both private and public
spheres. Their voices, combined with those of their
brothers, forged a society that increasingly influ-
enced those who desire to know God.

Bryant S. Hinckley, father of President Gordon
B. Hinckley, recognized the essential influence of
women in every aspect of society. Although he refer-
red directly to pioneer women, the same could be
said of the women in 1 Nephi :

Our pioneer mothers carried with them into the
remotest corner of this commonwealth the spirit
of the home and the culture of the race. There is
no role of life where women do not take their
place and play their part with heroism and
courage. There is no place where man goes, no
matter how hard or far, that she does not follow,
and that to bless and cheer his abode. . . . In coun-
sels and in assemblies she is there to consider
and promote the well-being of mankind with
instinct and inspiration superior to the reason of
man. But there is no other place where she fits
more perfectly and contributes more completely
than in that haven we call home.#2

Equality of the sexes, without duplicating each
other’s responsibilities, is further acknowledged in
the wilderness saga of 1 Nephi. Women were neither
superior nor inferior to men, but contributed female
strengths that complemented men’s talents, making
everyone stronger. In context, we see that the women’s
God-given capacity, both physical and spiritual, en-
abled them to accomplish whatever the Lord required.
Nephi issues the same assurance to anyone who de-
sires similar strength: “For he that diligently seeketh
[the Lord] shall find; and the mysteries of God shall
be unfolded unto them, by the power of the Holy
Ghost, as well in these times as in times of old, and
as well in times of old as in times to come” (1 Nephi
10:19; see also Alma 32:23). While cultural lenses
may cloud the clarity and hide the deeper meaning
of truth, to those willing to listen, God speaks through
prophets who boldly proclaim that “he denieth none
that come unto him, black and white, bond and free,
male and female; . . . and all are alike unto God” (2
Nephi 26:33). i
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NEPHI & Hfo RoHERAH

DanNiIeL C. PETERSON

Nephi’s vision of the tree of life, among the best- Since Nephi wanted to know the meaning of the
known passages in the Book of Mormon, expands tree that his father had seen and that he himself now
upon the vision received earlier by his father, Lehi. saw, we would expect “the Spirit” to answer Nephi’s

question. But the response to Nephi’s question is
And it came to pass that the Spirit said unto surprising:

me: Look! And I looked and beheld a tree; and it

was like unto the tree which my father had seen; And it came to pass that he said unto me: Look!

and the beauty thereof was far beyond, yea, exceed- And I looked as if to look upon him, and I saw

ing of all beauty; and the whiteness thereof did him not; for he had gone from before my presence.

exceed the whiteness of the driven snow. And it came to pass that I looked and beheld

And it came to pass after I had seen the tree, I the great city of Jerusalem, and also other cities.
said unto the Spirit: I behold thou hast shown And I beheld the city of Nazareth; and in the city
unto me the tree which is precious above all. of Nazareth I beheld a virgin, and she was exceed-

And he said unto me: What desirest thou? ingly fair and white.

And T said unto him: To know the interpreta- And it came to pass that I saw the heavens
tion thereof. . .. (1 Nephi 11:8-11) open; and an angel came down and stood before

This article is an abbreviated version of a previously published and fuller argument in Davis Bitton, ed., Mormons,
Scripture, and the Ancient World: Studies in Honor of John L. Sorenson (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1998), 191-243.

SHE SHALL BRING FORTH A SON, BY LIZ LEMON SWINDLE






me; and he said unto me: Nephi, what beholdest
thou?

And I said unto him: A virgin, most beauti-
tul and fair above all other virgins.

And he said unto me: Knowest thou the
condescension 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 carried 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! (1 Nephi 11:12-21)

Then “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? (1 Nephi 11:21)

Strikingly, though
the vision of Mary
seems irrelevant to
Nephi’s original ques-
tion about the signifi-
cance of the tree—for

the tree is nowhere
mentioned in the an-
gelic guide’s response—
Nephi himself now re-
plies that, yes, he knows
the answer to his ques-
ion.

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 desir-
able above all things.

And he spake unto me, saying: Yea, and the
most joyous to the soul. (1 Nephi 11:22-23)

Assyrians represented the sacred tree of divine
fertility in several iconic forms.
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How has Nephi come to this understanding?
Clearly, the answer to his question about the mean-
ing of the tree lies in the virgin mother with her
child. It seems, in fact, that the virgin is the tree in
some sense. Even the language used to describe her
echoes that 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 white-
ness thereof did exceed the whiteness of the driven
snow.” Significantly, though, it was only when she
appeared with a baby and was identified as “the
mother of the Son of God” that Nephi grasped the
tree’s meaning.

Why would Nephi see a connection between a
tree and the virginal mother of a divine child? I
believe that Nephi’s vision reflects 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.

Asherah, Consort of El

The cultural and religious distance between
Canaanites and Israelites was considerably smaller
than Bible scholars once thought. (Michael D.
Coogan says it clearly: “Israelite religion [was] a sub-
set of Canaanite religion.”)! In their attempts to bet-
ter understand the beliefs of the ancient Israelites,
modern scholars have been greatly helped by extra-
biblical documents and artifacts that have been
recovered from the soil of the Near East. For many
years, there had been little beyond the Bible itself for
them to study. The situation changed dramatically
beginning in 1929 with the discovery of the Ugaritic
texts at Ras Shamra, in Syria. They revolutionized
our understanding of Canaanite religion in general,
and of early Hebrew religion in particular.

The god El was the patriarch of the Canaanite
pantheon. One of his titles was ¢l 9lam. Frank
Moore Cross Jr. noted: “We must understand it . . .
as meaning originally “El, lord of Eternity, or per-
haps more properly, “El, the Ancient One. The
myths recorded on the tablets at Ugarit portray *El
as a greybeard, father of the gods and father of
man.”?2 However, observed Professor Cross, “no later
than the fourteenth century B.c. in north Syria, the
cult of °El was declining, making room for the virile
young god Ba‘l-Haddu,”3 the Baal of the Old Testa-
ment. El was probably also the original god of Israel.



In the earliest Israelite conception, father El had a
divine son named Jehovah or Yahweh.4 Gradually,
however, the Israelite conception of Yahweh absorbed
the functions of El and, by the 10th century B.c.,
King Solomon’s day, had come to be identified with
him.>

Asherah was the chief goddess of the Canaan-
ites.® She was El’s wife and the mother and wet nurse
of the other gods. Thus, the gods of Ugarit could be
called “the family of [or ‘the sons of’] El,” or the
“sons of Asherah.”” Moreover, Asherah was connect-
ed with the birth of Canaanite rulers and could be
metaphorically considered to be their mother as
well.8

She was strongly linked with the Canaanite
coastal city of Sidon, at least in the period following
Lehi and Nephi’s departure from the Old World, and
probably before.? This is interesting because Lehi,
whose family origins appear to lie in the north of
Palestine and who may have had a trading back-
ground, “seems to have had particularly close ties
with Sidon (for the name appears repeatedly in the
Book of Mormon, both in its Hebrew and Egyptian
forms), which at that time was one of the two har-
bors through which the Israelites carried on an
extremely active trade with Egypt and the West.”10

Moreover, Asherah seems to have been known
and venerated among the Hebrews as well. At least
some Israelites worshipped her over a period extend-
ing from the conquest of Canaan in the second mil-
lennium before Christ to the fall of Jerusalem in 586
B.c.—the time of Lehi’s departure with his family
from the Old World.!! Ancient Israelite women, for
instance, were sometimes buried in “Asherah wigs,”
and she may also be reflected in Israelite temple
architecture. Additionally, thousands of mass-pro-
duced goddess figurines have been found at Israelite
sites. Summarizing the evidence, William Dever
writes of the figurines that “most show the female
form nude, with exaggerated breasts; occasionally
she is depicted pregnant or nursing a child.” But
there is one significant difference between the fig-
urines from Israelite sites and those recovered from
pagan Canaanite locations: The lower body of the
Israelite figurines lacks the explicit detail character-
istic of the Canaanite objects; indeed, the area below
the waist of the Israelite figurines is typically a sim-
ple plain column. Whereas the pagan Canaanite
objects depict a highly sexualized goddess of both
childbearing and erotic love, in the Israelite figurines

the aspect of the dea nutrix, the nourishing or nur-
turing goddess, comes to the fore. As Professor Dever
writes, “The more blatantly sexual motifs give way
to the nursing mother.”12

Asherah seems to have been popular among all
segments of Israelite society over many years.!3 She
was worshipped in Israel in the time of the Judges.!4
She was especially venerated in the countryside,!>
but she was important in later Hebrew cities as
well.16 Although 1 Kings 3:3 says that he “loved the
Lord,” King Solomon brought Asherah into Jeru-
salem sometime after 1000 B.c. And a large-scale
center of Asherah worship may have functioned at
Ta‘anach, under at least the indirect patronage of the
court of Solomon.!”

After the separation of the states of Israel and
Judah, King Ahab and his Phoenician-born queen,
Jezebel, daughter of “Ethbaal, king of the Sidonians,”
installed Asherah in Samaria, where “around 800
B.C.E. the official cult of Yahweh included the wor-
ship of his consort Asherah.”18 She seems to have
been worshipped there until the fall of Israel to the
Assyrians in 721 B.c.

But the veneration of Asherah was hardly
restricted to the often-denigrated northern king-
dom.! In the south, in Judah, Solomon’s son,
Rehoboam, introduced her into the temple at
Jerusalem—meaning, presumably, that he erected
some sort of sacred symbol (sometimes referred to
in the lowercase as “an asherah” or “the asherah”)
that represented her. Kings Asa and Jehoshaphat
removed Asherah from the temple, but Joash
restored her. The great reforming king Hezekiah
removed her again, along with the so-called Nehush-
tan, which 2 Kings 18:4 describes as “the brasen
serpent that Moses had made.” Subsequently, al-
though he failed to restore the Nehushtan, King
Manasseh reinstalled Asherah in the Jerusalem
temple, where she remained until the reforms of
King Josiah, who reigned from roughly 639 to 609
B.C. So visible was Asherah still in this period just
prior to the Babylonian captivity that Lehi’s con-
temporary, the prophet Jeremiah, felt obliged to
denounce her worship.20 In other words, an image
or symbol of Asherah stood in Solomon’s temple at
Jerusalem for nearly two-thirds of its existence, cer-
tainly extending into the lifetime of Lehi and per-
haps even into the lifetime of his son Nephi.2! Her
title Elat (“goddess”) persists to this day in the
name of a major Israeli coastal resort and in the
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Israeli name for the Gulf of Aqaba. Lehi and his
party very likely passed through or by Elat on their
journey southward from Jerusalem.

By the time of Israel’s Babylonian exile and sub-
sequent restoration under Ezra, however, opposition
to Asherah was universal in Judaism. Indeed, the
developing Israelite conception of Yahweh seems, to
a certain extent, to have absorbed her functions and
epithets much as it had earlier absorbed those of
Yahweh'’s father, E1.22 Thus, Asherah was basically
eliminated from the history of Israel and subsequent
Judaism. In the text of the Bible as we now read it,
filtered and reshaped as it appears to have been by
the reforming Deuteronomist priests around 600
B.C., hints of the goddess remain, but little survives
that gives us a detailed understanding of her charac-
ter or nature.23

So what are we to make of Asherah? Does the
opposition to her veneration expressed and enforced
by the Deuteronomists and the reforming Israelite
kings indicate that she was a foreign pollution of
legitimate Hebrew religion coming from abroad? It
does not look that way. Recall that Hezekiah removed
both the asherah and the Nehushtan from the tem-
ple at Jerusalem. The Nehushtan was not a pagan
intrusion, but was “the brasen serpent that Moses
had made,” which had been carefully preserved by
the Israelites for nearly a millennium until Hezekiah,
offended by the idolatrous worship of “the children
of Israel [who] did burn incense to it” (2 Kings 18:4),
removed it and destroyed it. In other words, the Ne-
hushtan had an illustrious pedigree entirely within
the religious world of Israel, and there is no reason
to believe that the asherah was any different in this
respect.

What is striking in the long story of Israel’s
Asherah is the identity of those who did not oppose
her. No prophet appears to have denounced Asherah
before the eighth century B.c. The great Yahwist
prophets Amos and Hosea, vociferous in their denun-
ciations of Baal, seem not to have denounced Asherah.
The Elijah-Elisha school of Yahwist reformers do not
appear to have opposed her. Although 400 prophets
of Asherah ate with Jezebel along with the 450 pro-
phets of Baal, Elijah’s famous contest with the priests
of Baal, while dramatically fatal to them, left the
votaries of Asherah unmentioned and, evidently,
untouched. “What happened to Asherah and her
prophets?” asks David Noel Freedman. “Nothing.”24
In subsequent years the ruthless campaign against

20 VOLUME 9, NUMBER 2, 2000

Baal inspired by Elijah and Elisha and led by Israel’s
Jehu left the asherah of Samaria standing. Baal was
wholly eliminated, while the veneration of the god-
dess actually outlived the northern kingdom.2>

Belief in Asherah seems, in fact, to have been a
conservative position in ancient Israel; criticism of it
was innovative. Saul Olyan, noting that “before the
reforming kings in Judah, the asherah seems to have
been entirely legitimate,”26 argues that ancient He-
brew opposition to Asherah emanated entirely from
the so-called Deuteronomistic reform party, or from
those heavily influenced by them. Other factions in
earliest Israel, Olyan says, probably thought that
worshipping her was not wrong and may well have
worshipped her themselves.2” (The book of Deu-
teronomy is considered by most scholars to have
been associated with the reforms of the Judahite
king Josiah in the seventh century B.c., and a num-
ber of students of the history of Judah believe that it
was actually written during that period.) Writing
about the common goddess figurines to which we
have already referred, Professor Dever remarks, “As
for the notion that these figurines, whatever they
signified, were uncommon in orthodox circles, the
late Dame Kathleen Kenyon found a seventh-century-
B.C. ‘cult-cache’ with more than three hundred fifty
of them in a cave in Jerusalem, not a hundred yards
from the Temple Mount.”?8 (It should be kept in
mind that this date for these figurines makes them
at least near contemporaries of Lehi.)

What was Asherah’s role in early Israelite reli-
gious belief? Given what we have already said about
the history of Canaanite and Israelite religion, “Ash-
erah may have been the consort of El, but not [of]
Yahweh, at some early point in Israelite religion.”2°
Over the generations, however, the Israelites’ con-
cept of Yahweh absorbed the attributes of Yahweh’s
father, El, and the people’s imagination seems also to
have granted to Yahweh the wife and consort of his
father. “It is well-known,” remarks André Lemaire,

that in Israelite religion Yahweh replaced the
great god El as Israel’s God. If Yahweh replaced
El, it would seem logical to suppose that under
Canaanite influence asherah [i.e., material tokens
representing the goddess] replaced Athirat [the
goddess Asherah], and that, at least in the popu-
lar religion of ancient Israel if not in the purer
form of that religion reflected in the Bible, asher-
ah functioned as the consort or wife of Yahweh.30



The view that Asherah was considered the divine
wife of Yahweh seems to be gaining ground among
students of ancient Israelite religion.3! “That some in
Judah saw his consort as Asherah is hardly any longer
debatable,” declares Thomas Thompson.32 “Asherah
was a goddess paired with El, and this pairing was
bequeathed to Israelite religion by virtue of the
Yahweh-El identification,’33 according to Smith, while
Olyan says that Asherah seems to have been regarded
as Yahweh’s consort in both state and public religion, in
both the northern kingdom of Israel and the southern
kingdom of Judah.34

Important support
for this contention has

ologist William Dever has contended that “recent
archeological discoveries provide both texts and pic-
torial representations that for the first time clearly
identify ‘Asherah’ as the consort of Yahweh, at least
in some circles in ancient Israel.”3? Raphael Patai
declares that they indicate that “the worship of
Asherah as the consort of Yahweh (‘his Asherah’!)
was an integral element of religious life in ancient
Israel prior to the reforms introduced by King
Joshiah [Josiah] in 621 B.c.E.”40 David Noel Freed-
man concurs, saying, “Our investigation suggests
that the worship of a goddess, consort of Yahweh,
was deeply rooted in
both Israel and Judah in

come from two recent
and very controversial
archaeological finds in
Palestine. The first is
Khirbet al-Qom, a site
about eight miles west of
Hebron and six and a
half miles east-southeast
of Lachish in the territo-
ry of ancient Judah. The

Asherah “is a tree goddess, and as such
is associated with the oak, the tamarisk, the date palm,
(he sycamore, and many other species.
This association led to her identification with
sacred trees or the tree of life.”

preexilic times.”4!

As among the
Canaanites, furthermore,
Asherah was also associ-
ated with earthly human
fertility and human
childbirth.42 A Hebrew
incantation text found in
Arslan Tash in upper
Syria, dating from the

palaeo-Hebrew inscrip-
tions at Khirbet al-Qom
can be dated to between 700 and 800 B.c.3> Scholars
agree that they show us at least a portion of the
popular religion of their time.3¢ The second is
Kuntillet “Ajrad, perhaps the southernmost outpost
of the kingdom of Judah. This place served as either
a fortress or a stopover point for caravans (or both).
It is situated on the border between the southern
Negev and the Sinai peninsula, not far from the road
that linked Gaza and Elat. The archaeological ruins
at this location reflect influences from the northern
kingdom of Israel and date to the late ninth or early
eighth century B.c., which would place them in the
reign of Jehoahaz, king of Israel, the son and succes-
sor to the militant anti-Baalist Jehu.3”

An inscription discovered at Kuntillet ‘Ajrad
was written in red ink on the shoulder of a large clay
vessel. It seems to refer to “Yahweh of Samaria and
his Asherah.” On the other side of the vessel is a
drawing of a tree of life.3® The tomb inscription at
Khirbet al-Qom also appears to mention “Yahweh
and his asherah” (where some sort of cultic object is
intended) or, less likely, “Yahweh and his Asherah”
(where the reference may be directly to a goddess-
consort). With these finds explicitly in mind, archae-

seventh century B.c. (i.e.,
to the period just prior
to Nephi’s vision), appears to invoke the help of the
goddess Asherah for a woman in delivery.43

Let us now focus more precisely on the nature
of the veneration that was paid to the divine consort
among the Israelites. What was the “asherah” that
stood in the temple at Jerusalem and in Samaria?
Asherah was associated with trees.#4 A 10th-century
cultic stand from Ta‘anach, near Megiddo, features
two representations of Asherah, first in human form
and then as a sacred tree. She is the tree.4> Perhaps
we should think again, here, of the Israelite goddess
figurines: It will be recalled that their upper bodies
are unmistakably anthropomorphic and female, but
their lower bodies, in contrast to those of their pa-
gan Canaanite counterparts, are simple columns.
William Dever suggests that these columnar lower
bodies represent tree trunks.4¢ And why not? Ash-
erah “is a tree goddess, and as such is associated
with the oak, the tamarisk, the date palm, the syca-
more, and many other species. This association led
to her identification with sacred trees or the tree of
life.”47 The rabbinic authors of the Jewish Mishna
(second—third century A.p.) explain the asherah as a
tree that was worshipped.48
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The lowercase “asherah” was most commonly a
carved wooden image, perhaps some kind of pole.
Unfortunately, since it was wooden, direct archaeo-
logical evidence for it has not survived.4® But we
know from the biblical evidence that the object
could be planted (Deuteronomy 16:21) so that it
stood up (2 Kings 13:6), but that it could also be
pulled down (Micah 5:13), cut (Exodus 34:13), and
burned (Deuteronomy 12:3). Very
probably it was of wood and sym-
bolized a tree. It may itself have
been a stylized tree.>0 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 candelabrum that stood
for centuries in the temple of
Jerusalem, supplies an interesting
parallel to all of this: Leon Yarden
maintains that the menorah repre-
sents a stylized almond tree. He
points to the notably radiant white-
ness 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 desig-
nation as Amygdalis communis),
almost certainly not a native Greek
word, is most likely derived from
the Hebrew em gedolah, meaning
“Great Mother.”>2

“The Late Bronze Age iconogra-
phy of the asherah would suggest,”
writes Mark Smith, “that it represented maternal
and nurturing dimensions of the deity.”>3 Raphael
Patai has called attention to the parallels between
Jewish devotion to various female deities and quasi-
deities over the centuries, commencing with Ash-
erah, and popular Catholic veneration of Mary, the
mother of Jesus.>* Interestingly, it appears that Ash-
erah, “the mother goddess par excellence,” may also,
paradoxically, have been considered a virgin.”> The
Punic western goddess Tannit, whom Saul Olyan has
identified with Israelite-Canaanite Asherah, the con-
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sort of El, the mother and wet nurse to the gods, was
depicted as a virgin and symbolized by a tree.>®

It should be apparent by now why Nephi, an
Israelite living at the end of the seventh century and
during the early sixth century before Christ, would

have recognized an answer to his question about a
marvelous tree in the otherwise unexplained image
of a virginal mother and her divine child. Not that
what he saw and how he interpreted
those things were perfectly obvious.
What he “read” from the symbolic
vision was culturally colored. The
Coptic version of the record called
the Apocalypse of Paul shows how
cultural interpretation shapes
meaning. This document, which
probably originated in Egypt in the
mid-third century of the Christian
era, relates a vision of the great
apostle that, in this detail at least,
strikingly resembles the vision of
Nephi: “And he [the angel] showed
me the Tree of Life,” Paul is report-
ed to have said, “and by it was a
revolving red-hot sword. And a
Virgin appeared by the tree, and
three angels who hymned her, and
the angel told me that she was
Mary, the Mother of Christ.”>7 But
Nephi’s vision goes even further,
identifying Mary with the tree. This
additional element seems to derive
from precisely the preexilic
Palestinian culture into which, the
Book of Mormon tells us, Nephi
had been born.

Of course, Mary, the virgin girl
of Nazareth seen by Nephi, was not
literally Asherah. She was, as Nephi’s
guide carefully stressed, simply “the mother of the
Son of God, after the manner of the flesh.”>8 But she

was the perfect mortal typification of the mother of
the Son of God.

Asherah and the Biblical Wisdom Writings

Asherah is connected with the Bible in an
entirely different manner as well. We will examine a
Bible passage that seems to deal with her while also
yielding several interesting parallels to the visions of
Lehi and Nephi.



Biblical scholars recognize a genre of writing,
found both in the standard, canonical scriptures
(e.g., Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Solo-
mon) and outside the canon, that they term “wis-
dom literature.” Among the characteristics of this
type of writing, not surprisingly, is frequent use of
the term wisdom. But also common to such litera-
ture, and very striking in texts from a Hebrew cul-
tural background, is the absence of typical Israelite
or Jewish themes. We read nothing there about the
promises to the patriarchs, the story of Moses and
the Exodus, the covenant at Sinai, or the divine
promise of kingship to David. There is, instead, a
strong emphasis on the teachings of parents, and
especially on instruction by fathers.>? Careful read-
ers will note that all of these characteristics are
present in the accounts of
the visions of Lehi and
Nephi as they are treated in
the Book of Mormon.

The Bible identifies two
chief earthly sources of wis-
dom. It is said to come from
“the East,” which is almost
certainly to be understood
as the Syro-Arabian desert,
and from Egypt.®0 (The
book of Job, for example,
is set in “the East” and
lacks much if any trace of
peculiarly Israelite or Hebrew lore.)¢! This is remi-
niscent of the twin extra-Israelite influences—Egypt
and the desert—that the Book of Mormon and
Latter-day Saint scholarship have identified for the
family of Lehi and Nephi.62 It may be significant
that a section of the book of Proverbs (31:1-9)
claims to represent “the words of Lemuel”—using a
name that not only occurs among the sons of Lehi
but also is at home in the Arabian desert.

Certain other motifs common to wisdom litera-
ture are also typical of the Book of Mormon as a
whole. For example, both the canonical and extra-
canonical wisdom books are much concerned with
the proper or improper use of speech.®3 The book of
Proverbs warns against the dangerous enticements
of “the strange woman, even . . . the stranger which
flattereth with her words,” and advises us to “meddle
not with him that flattereth with his lips.”64 “Flat-
tering” and “cunning words,” generally used for evil
purposes and with an implication of deceit, are also
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a recurring concern of the Nephite record.®> Another
consistent theme in both the Book of Mormon and
Near Eastern wisdom litereature is the notion that
wisdom or justice or righteousness brings prosperi-
ty, while folly or wickedness leads to suffering and
destruction.®® The vocabulary of Proverbs 1-6,
which stresses learning, understanding, righteous-
ness, discernment, and knowledge, is obviously
related to important messages of the Book of Mor-
mon in general, and of the visions of Lehi and Nephi
in particular. Similarly, Proverbs 3:1-12 focuses on
our need to “hear” inspired wisdom, as well as on
the promise of “life” and our duty to trust in the Lord
rather than being wise in our own eyes.%7 Each of
these admonitions can also be documented abun-
dantly throughout the text of the Book of Mormon—
notably Nephi’s repeated
invitation to us to put our
trust in the Lord rather than
in “the arm of flesh.”68 In
Nephi’s vision of the tree of
life, the “great and spacious
building” symbolizes the
wisdom and pride of the
world, which shall fall.®®
But among the interest-
ing correspondences be-
tween ancient Near Eastern
wisdom literature and the
Book of Mormon, one is of
special interest for the present article. Wisdom itself
is represented in Proverbs 1-9 as a female person.”0
Indeed, here and elsewhere in ancient Hebrew and
Jewish literature, Wisdom appears as the wife of
God, which can hardly fail to remind us of ancient
Asherah.”! She may even have played a role in the
creation: “The Lord by wisdom hath founded the
earth,” says Proverbs 3:19. “Like the symbol of the
asherah, Wisdom is a female figure, providing life
and nurturing.”7? In fact, as Steve A. Wiggins observes
of Asherah herself, “She is Wisdom, the first creature
of God.””3 The classical text on this subject is found in
Proverbs 8:22-34.

The Lord possessed me in the beginning of
his way, before his works of old.

I was set up from everlasting, from the
beginning, or ever the earth was.

When there were no depths, I was brought
forth; when there were no fountains abounding
with water.
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Before the mountains were settled, before
the hills was I brought forth:

While as yet he had not made the earth, nor
the fields, nor the highest part of the dust of the
world.

When he prepared the heavens, I was there:
when he set a compass upon the face of the
depth:

When he established the clouds above: when
he strengthened the fountains of the deep:

When he gave to the sea his decree, that the
waters should not pass his commandment: when
he appointed the foundations of the earth:

Then I was by him, as one brought up with
him: and I was daily his delight, rejoicing always
before him;

Rejoicing in the habitable part of his earth;
and my delights were with the sons of men.

Now therefore hearken unto me, O ye chil-
dren: for blessed [ashre] are they that keep my
ways.

Hear instruction, and be wise, and refuse it
not.

Blessed [ashre] is the man that heareth me.

The use of the Hebrew word ashre in this con-
nection—from the same root (°shr) that underlies
the word asherah—is probably significant.”* “Happy
[ashre] is the man that findeth wisdom” (Proverbs
3:13). (A similar wordplay may be going on behind
the word happy in 1 Nephi 8:10, 12, and perhaps
even behind joy and joyous in 1 Nephi 8:12 and
11:23.)7> Another noteworthy fact is that “the ‘tree of
life, which recalls the asherah, appears in Israelite
tradition as a metaphorical expression for wisdom.”
Indeed, Mark Smith sees Proverbs 3:13—18 as “a con-
spicuous chiasm” in which the essentially equivalent
“inside terms” are hokmah (wisdom) and ‘es-hayim
(a tree of life).”¢ The apocryphal book of Eccle-
siasticus, which is also known as Wisdom of Ben
Sira, uses various trees to symbolize Wisdom
(24:12-19). “Wisdom is rooted in the fear of the
Lord,” says Ecclesiasticus 1:20 (New English Bible),
“and long life grows on her branches.” “She is a tree
of life to them that lay hold upon her: and happy
[me’ushshar]’7 is every one that retaineth her”
(Proverbs 3:18).

Several parallels between the language of Pro-
verbs 1-9 and the language of the visions in 1 Nephi
will be apparent to careful readers. Note, for exam-
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ple, in Proverbs 3:18, quoted above, the image of
“taking hold,” which recalls the iron rod of Lehi and
Nephi’s visions.”8 The New English Bible translation
of Proverbs 3:18 speaks of “grasp[ing] her” and
“hold[ing] her fast”—in very much the same way
that Lehi and Nephi’s visions speak of “catching
hold of” and “holding fast to” the rod of iron. Pro-
verbs 4:13 advises us to “take fast hold of instruc-
tion; let her not go: keep her; for she is thy life.”
Apocryphal Baruch 4:1 declares that “all who hold
fast to [Wisdom] shall live, but those who forsake
her shall die.” Both the advice of Proverbs and the
images of Lehi’s dream, furthermore, are expressly
directed to youths, to sons specifically or to chil-
dren.”? (“O, remember, my son,” says Alma 37:35,
echoing this theme, “and learn wisdom in thy youth;
yea, learn in thy youth to keep the commandments
of God.”) Both Proverbs and 1 Nephi constantly use
the imagery of “ways,” “paths,” and “walking” and
warn against “going astray,” “wandering off,” and
“wandering in strange roads.”80 Proverbs 3:17 de-
clares that “her [Wisdom’s] ways are ways of pleas-
antness, and all her paths are peace.” In subsequent
Nephite tradition, King Benjamin speaks of “the
Spirit of the Lord” that “guide[s] . . . in wisdom’s
paths” (Mosiah 2:36), and Mormon laments “how
slow” people are “to walk in wisdom’s paths” (Hela-
man 12:5).

Proverbs represents Wisdom’s words as “plain,”
an attribute that is lauded repeatedly throughout 1
Nephi, notably in the narrative of Nephi’s vision,
and throughout 2 Nephi.8! The phrase plain and pre-
cious, recurrent in Nephi’s account of his experience
with the angelic guide,32 could serve as an excellent
description of biblical “Wisdom.” Even more apt is
the phrase plain and pure, and most precious in 1 Ne-
phi 14:23. In Proverbs 8:19 Wisdom declares, “My
fruit is better than gold, yea, than fine gold.”83 “She is
more precious than rubies,” says Proverbs 3:15, “and
all the things thou canst desire are not to be com-
pared unto her” “Wisdom,” declares Ecclesiasticus
4:11, “raises her sons to greatness.” Similarly, Lehi
and Nephi’s tree was “precious above all” (1 Nephi
11:9)—“a tree, whose fruit was desirable to make
one happy” (1 Nephi 8:10), “desirable above all
other fruit” (1 Nephi 8:12, 15; compare 11:22). Ac-
cordingly, no price is too high to pay, if it will bring
us to attain wisdom. “I say unto you,” Alma the
Younger remarked to the poor among the Zoramites
in the context of a discussion centering on a seed



and on the tree of life that could be nourished out of
it, “it is well that ye are cast out of your synagogues,
that ye may be humble, and that ye may learn wis-
dom” (Alma 32:12). Confident in the quality of
what she has to offer, Wisdom, according to Pro-
verbs, invites others to partake:

Wisdom crieth without; she uttereth her
voice in the streets:

She crieth in the chief place of concourse, in
the opening of the gates: in the city she uttereth
her words.84

Doth not wisdom cry? and understanding
put forth her voice?

She standeth in the top of high places, by
the way in the places of the paths.

She crieth at the gates, at the entry of the
city, at the coming in at the doors.8>

She hath sent forth her maidens: she crieth
upon the highest places of the city.8¢

Yet, for all her exalted status, Wisdom must face
“scorners,” which must surely remind the reader of
1 Nephi of those in “the large and spacious build-
ing” who point the finger of scorn at the saints com-
ing forward to partake of the tree of life.8” This build-
ing seems to represent a human alternative to the
true wisdom, the divine wisdom of God: Nephi re-
cords that it symbolizes “the world and the wisdom
thereof” (1 Nephi 11:35).

Wisdom represents life, while the lack of wisdom
leads to death.88 (Perhaps the juxtaposition of a liv-
ing and nourishing tree in 1 Nephi with the inani-
mate structure from which the worldly lean out to
express their disdain is intended to make this point.)
“For the upright shall dwell in the land, and the per-
fect shall remain in it. But the wicked shall be cut off
from the earth, and the transgressors shall be rooted
out of it.”8 “For whoso findeth me findeth life,”
Wisdom says in Proverbs 8:35-36, “and shall obtain
favor of the Lord. But he that sinneth against me
wrongeth his own soul: all they that hate me love
death.” The sinner, in fact, falls into the clutches of
the “whorish woman,” the rival to Lady Wisdom:
“For her house inclineth unto death, and her paths
unto the dead. None that go unto her return again,
neither take they hold of the paths of life.”?0 Ammon
in the Book of Mormon closely echoes the warning
of Proverbs: “O how marvelous are the works of the
Lord, and how long doth he suffer with his people;

yea, and how blind and impenetrable are the under-
standings of the children of men; for they will not
seek wisdom, neither do they desire that she should
rule over them!” (Mosiah 8:20). Ecclesiasticus 4:19
says of Wisdom and of the individual who “strays
from her” that “she will desert him and abandon
him to his fate.” In Lehi’s vision, those who rejected
the fruit of the tree “fell away into forbidden paths
and were lost” (1 Nephi 8:28) or “were drowned in
the depths of the fountain” (1 Nephi 8:32). “Many
were lost from his view, wandering in strange roads”
(1 Nephi 8:32). It was for fear of this possible out-
come that, after partaking of the fruit of the tree,
Lehi was “desirous that [his] family should partake
of it also” (1 Nephi 8:12). In a parallel vein, Eccle-
siasticus 4:15-16 tells us that Wisdom’s “dutiful ser-
vant . . . will possess her and bequeath her to his
descendants.”

In 1 Nephi 8:13-14, Lehi’s tree is associated with
a river and spring of water. “The symbols of foun-
tain and tree of life are frequent” in wisdom litera-
ture t00.%1 Nephi himself, in 1 Nephi 11:25, actually
equates the “tree of life” with “the fountain of living
waters,” “which waters,” he relates, “are a representa-
tion of the love of God.” “And I also beheld,” he con-
tinues, “that the tree of life was a representation of
the love of God.”

The inclusion in 1 Nephi of two authentically
preexilic religious symbols (Asherah and Wisdom)
that could scarcely have been derived by the New
York farmboy Joseph Smith from the Bible strongly
suggests that the Book of Mormon is, indeed, an
ancient historical record in the Semitic tradition.
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ur understanding of Lehi’s leadership comes
through the writings of his son Nephi. While
it has been previously noted that Nephi
chose to tell the story of his “reign and min-
istry” (1 Nephi 10:1) in such a way that his
readers would see Nephi himself as a second Moses,
it has not been much observed that it may have been
his father, Lehi, who first employed this device to
persuade his descendants of his own divine calling.!
In this paper I will show that Lehi had used this
device in an attempt to persuade his descendants to
accept his difficult instructions and that in portray-
ing himself as a second Moses, Nephi was following a
model established at least two decades earlier by his
own father (Nephi’s small plates were probably writ-
ten 20 to 30 years after Lehi’s final teachings were
given to his family; see 2 Nephi 5:28, 34).2 While we
do not have Lehi’s account of the events reported in
the small plates, we know that the leadership was
very much a shared thing, with Lehi’s role preemi-
nent in the beginning and Nephi’s responsibility sur-

perous Jerusalem and an oppressive Egypt of old
was not easy for them to assimilate (see 1 Nephi
17:21-22). So in his final words to them, Lehi invokes
the very phrases and concepts used by Moses in his
farewell address to the Israelites, as recorded in Deu-
teronomy. In so doing, Lehi casts himself in a role
similar to that of Moses, the great prophet revered
by all Israel, in an eloquent attempt to bring his
murmuring sons to accept and obey the successor
leader the Lord had chosen. It was a noble but vain
attempt, and its inevitable failure almost seems
implicit in the awkward logic of the blessings Lehi
gave to his sons.* Even so, recorded and perpetuated
forever in the family records, Lehi’s words would
stand for all time—Ilike Deuteronomy for the Israel-
ites—as a witness to his descendants of what the
Lord expected them to do.”

Comparing Deuteronomy and 2 Nephi 1
There is good reason to believe that Lehi would
have been especially familiar with Deuteronomy.®

NOEL B. REYNOLDS

facing quickly in the brass plates episode and repeat-
edly thereafter at crucial junctures. But it could just
as easily be said of Lehi that he was a Moses figure,’
for he led his people out of a wicked land because of
commands received in visions from God, through
the wilderness, across the sea, and to a promised
land. And then he died, leaving it to others to estab-
lish the covenant people in the promised land.

Our direct evidence that it may have been Lehi
who first compared himself to Moses as a rhetorical
device to help his children see the divine direction
behind his actions comes from Lehi’s final speeches
to his people, as reported in 2 Nephi 1. Lehi needed
to bolster his case, for as his rebellious older sons
clearly saw, he had led them out of Jerusalem, not
Egypt. It was hard for them to believe that the king-
dom of Judah was the wicked and soon-to-be-
destroyed place their father described from his
visions. The analogy between a thriving and pros-

Two decades before Lehi received the visions and
revelations that sent him and his family into the
wilderness, a manuscript now generally believed to
have included all or part of the book of Deuter-
onomy was discovered in the temple at Jerusalem.
This occurred during the 18th year of the reign of
the righteous king Josiah (approximately 621 B.c.).
After the discovery, Josiah went up to the temple
with “all the people from the least to the greatest”
and read the book to them, renewing the covenant
contained therein in the presence of the Lord, “and
all the people pledged themselves to the covenant”
(see 2 Kings 22-23, especially 23:1-3; see 2 Chroni-
cles 34-35). The book and this event then provided
the basis for Josiah’s reforms by which he overthrew
idol worship and centralized worship of Jehovah at
the Jerusalem temple. Some of Lehi’s own under-
standing of the covenant with Israel might have
derived from that memorable event. The discovery
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of that version of Deuteronomy was without doubt
the manuscript find of the century. It occurred while
Lehi, an exceptionally literate and learned man in
the prime of his life, lived in or near Jerusalem.
While I do not want to develop an account of the
origin of the brass plates in this paper, I would note
that it is even possible that the late-seventh-century
discovery of this new text provided someone with
the motivation to create the brass plates as an
enlarged and corrected version of the Josephite
scriptural record.”

Deuteronomy is a powerful book,
containing the final three addresses of
Moses given to the people of Israel
before they crossed the Jordan
into their promised land, leav-
ing him behind. Given the
enormous importance of
Moses’ words, it is most rea-
sonable to assume that they
were written out in the first
instance and then circula-
ted to ensure that the cor-
rect version was made
available to all. While
scholars generally believe
Deuteronomy was given
final form during Josiah’s
reign, some version of the text
was definitely included in the
brass plates and was believed by
Lehi and his people to have been
written by Moses (see 1 Nephi 5:11).

Certainly, the text presents itself consistently

as a first-person account from Moses, with only
minimal editorializing to provide context and tran-
sitions. I will argue below that Lehi’s own final
address reflects an intimate knowledge of the text of
Deuteronomy, such that Lehi could allude to it at
every turn of his own discourse without letting the
references distort or detract in any way from his
own message. He thus made Deuteronomy a power-
ful, though unmentioned, foundation for his own
message for any Israelites who knew the Torah.

It may be difficult for modern readers to under-
stand why a prophet like Lehi would choose to com-
pare himself to Israel’s great deliverer prophet. But
because Lehi and his people understood their own
times in terms of types and shadows from the past,
he really had no choice but to use historical images.
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Lehi’s

own final address reflects
an intimate knowledge of the text
of Deuteronomy, such that Lehi
could allude to it at every turn of his own
discourse without letting the
references distort or detract in

any way from his own

message.

If human history is, as Lehi and Nephi understood
it to be, and as their own visions reemphasized, a
repetitive revelation of the covenant with Israel, then
God’s leading the family out of Jerusalem and
reinstituting his covenant with Lehi in a new prom-
ised land can be understood only by comparison
with the Exodus and the roles of Lehi and Nephi in
terms of Moses.?
In this article I identify 14 Mosaic themes and
circumstances that Lehi invoked in his sermon
recorded in 2 Nephi 1. Tllustrations of close
parallels in Deuteronomy, particularly
chapter 4, will be noted.
Lehi evidently saw himself in
the same awkward position as
Moses. We read that after years
of leading his family through
the arduous wilderness jour-
ney beset with almost impos-
sible obstacles, which they
overcame only through
divine intervention, Lehi’s
two oldest sons are still
murmuring and rebelling.
Lehi knows that they are not
going to have a basic change
of heart and that they will
soon abandon the ways and
covenants he has taught them.
But the father’s time is over. Like
Moses, he knows he is near death.
All he can do now is leave a blessing
and teachings for future generations
who may be more receptive.
I emphasize that Lehi sees the contents of
Deuteronomy only as a parallel to, not as a source
for, his message to the future. Lehi has experienced
great visions and other revelations like those Moses
received. God himself has shown Lehi the mixed
future of his descendants. Lehi has seen in a vision
the salvation of all mankind. He has beheld the birth
and ministry of the Messiah, the Son of God. He has
seen the triumph of God and his people in the last
days. And he has beheld God himself on his throne.
Lehi does not need nor want simply to repeat Moses’
messages. Lehi’s visions have made him an inde-
pendent witness. However, some of his people have
consistently failed to recognize the Spirit that bears
witness of his revelations. He desires to reach their
resistant hearts and minds. Evidently he feels he



might touch some by making a rhetorical appeal to
Moses as a second witness to Lehi’s own prophetic
viewpoint. He especially knows that his rebellious
older sons, who specifically rejected his visions, call-
ing him “a visionary man” (1 Nephi 2:11), will not
respond to his teaching alone. And so he phrases his
message in terms that repeatedly remind his hearers of
Moses’ similar message delivered on a similar occasion.?

Rehearsal of Blessings

Nephi does not include the full record of
Lehi’s teaching in 2 Nephi 1. Instead, he
summarizes extensively, reporting that
Lehi “spake many things unto
them” and “rehearsed unto them,
how great things the Lord had
done for them in bringing
them out of the land of
Jerusalem,” including the
divine warning to flee from
Jerusalem before it was
destroyed (see 2 Nephi 1:1,

3). In the quoted sections

we learn what that list of

“great things” might have
included. Lehi’s people had
received “a knowledge of the
creation of the earth, and all
men, knowing the great and
marvelous works of the Lord
from the creation of the world.”
The Lord had bestowed power on
them to do all things by faith. They

possessed all the commandments from the
beginning. And the Lord had guided them into “this
precious land of promise” (2 Nephi 1:10).

Likewise, Moses rehearsed the blessings that the
Israelites had received. Why? “Lest thou forget the
things which thine eyes have seen, and lest they de-
part from thy heart all the days of thy life” (Deuter-
onomy 4:9). Like Lehi, he reminded his people par-
ticularly of their direct experience with God. Moses’
people had met him at Horeb, where they saw the
fire and the smoke and heard