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Symposium Reports Research
on Abraham Traditions

A FARMS symposium at BYU on Saturday, 26
January, highlighted findings from a years-long effort
to collect, translate, and publish ancient accounts of
the early life of the patriarch Abraham. Titled “Tradi-
tions about the Early Life of Abraham,” the free pub-
lic event featured presentations by John Tvedtnes,
Brian Hauglid, and John Gee, compilers and editors of
a new book of the same title published by the Insti-
tute under the FARMS imprint.

Participants filled the Harold B. Lee Library audi-
torium and three overflow rooms to capacity, and
hundreds more viewed the proceedings live via the
Internet. Sponsored by the Institute and BYU’s Reli-
gious Studies Center, the three-hour symposium
began with opening remarks by Institute executive
director Daniel Oswald and associate director M.
Gerald Bradford.

LDS Scholars Embrace
Historicity of Scripture

In defense of the historicity—the historical
actuality—of scriptures embraced by Latter-day
Saints, several BYU and Institute scholars have con-
tributed to a collection of essays published recently
by BYU’s Religious Studies Center. Edited by Paul Y.
Hoskisson, Historicity and the Latter-day Saint Scrip-
tures contains 11 essays that explore this topic.

From Elder Alexander B. Morrison’s discussion
of the open canon of LDS scripture and the checks
and balances on it, to Elder Dallin H. Oaks’s defense
of faith and revelation as important elements of scrip-
tural scholarship, the essays are helpful contributions

In the first presentation, “The Abraham Traditions
Project,” Hauglid, an assistant professor of ancient
scripture at BYU, pointed out Abraham’s pivotal place
in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, as well as in LDS
theology. He and his colleagues found many impor-
tant parallels between ancient Abraham narratives
from diverse traditions and the Book of Abraham.
Hauglid outlined three main purposes of the project:
(1) to seek traces of divine revelation in the Abraham
traditions, (2) to further Hugh Nibley’s research in
this field, and (3) to make the largely inaccessible
corpus of Abraham material available in English
translation.

Hauglid noted that of the more than 45 nonbib-
lical motifs identified in the Book of Abraham, all are
attested to one degree or another among the 119
traditions collected in Traditions about the Early Life of
Abraham. He sees the book as providing overwhelm-
ing support for the claim that the Book of Abraham
is an ancient text. Traditions also opens up many

continued on page 4

to the understanding of historicity in scripture. Essays
by BYU religion professors Paul Y. Hoskisson, Kent P.
Jackson, Robert J. Matthews, and Robert L. Millet
deal with scholastic developments that have led some
to question the historicity of scripture, offer cogent
reasons why the scriptures must be historically au-
thentic if they are to be believed at all, and explain
the necessity of historicity in both the justice of the
gospel plan and the spiritual development of indi-
vidual believers.

Two essays augment the idea of historicity. John S.
Tanner advocates reading the scriptures as texts with
meanings that may be literal, literary, or both, while
James E. Faulconer’s complex but rewarding explora-
tion of a premodern view of religious history directs
attention away from the usual understanding of
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historicity and toward the underlying order embod-
ied in scriptural accounts.

John Gee and Stephen D. Ricks focus on his-
torical plausibility as a method for determining
historicity, disclosing both the strengths and weak-
nesses of this methodology. They show that the
Book of Abraham is plausible in terms of what we
know about its genre, specificity of concrete detail,
particulars of government, social organization, and
religious custom.

As Louis Midgley explains in his essay, critics of
the Book of Mormon have tried to find a middle
ground between deliberate fraud and divine authen-
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7. This would explain why the Lord
says that he loves Jacob (Israel) but
hates his brother Esau (Malachi 1:2-3;
Romans 9:13).

By David E. Bokovoy

ticity to justify its coming into being. But those who
approach the study of the Book of Mormon from
a naturalistic viewpoint have already imposed upon
it the conclusion they hope to reach. Daniel C.
Peterson presents a straightforward and entertain-
ing discussion of the difference between historic-
ity and inerrancy.

Historicity and the Latter-day Saint Scriptures
is a thoughtful examination of an important issue
for Latter-day Saints and people of faith everywhere.
The collective force of this volume comes from its
variety of engaging academic perspectives, showing
that the historicity of the LDS scriptural canon is
vital to the spiritual purposes behind them. To
obtain a copy, see the enclosed order form or visit
the catalog section of our Web site.
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