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Robert H. Moss. A Reader's Book of Mormon Digest: 
Condensed from the Book of Mormon: A New Witness for 
Christ. A Monthly Reading Program and Study Guide of the 
Doctrines of the Book of Mormon. Springfield, Utah: Cedar 
ForI, 1997. vii + 162 pp. $11.95. 

Reviewed by Gary F. Novak 

Censoring the Book of Mormon? 

No one should confuse A Reader's Book of Mormon Digest 
with the popular magazine. Reader 's DigesI (although the title of 
this volume itself appears in various forms on the spine and within 
the volume). A Reader's Book of Mormon DigesI is intended to be 
"an additional way for members and nonmembers alike to read, 
study. and digest the precious truths of its [the Book of Mormon) 
doctrine in a shorter time frame" (p. vii). Hence. the author has 
cut the narrative, "precious history. geography, traditions. and 
cuhure" in favor of what he understands to be the doctrinal con
tent (p. vii). Whatever else must be said about this book. it is 
clearly well intentioned. 

A Reader's Book of Mormon Digest is intended to be read in a 
single month (see pp. vii-viii). Hence. one finds markers in the 
text to indicate where to start and stop reading. While these are 
usually placed at chapter or book divi sions. they occasionally oc
cur between verses. Thus the reader will find "seventeenth day " 
sandwiched between Alma 12:18 and Alma 12:20.1 Although 
A Reader's Book oj Mormon Digest can be completed in this 
fashion. this particular break. for example, is awkward since it 
comes in the middle of Alma's speech to Zeezrom and the chief 
rulers. 

Obviously much of the Book of Mormon is missing in thi s 
162-page book. Many chapters have been omitted. along with the 

Alma 12:19 is omitted. 
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text that gives the Book of Mormon its narrati ve structure and 
piaL However, A Reader's Book of Mormon Digest retains all the 
chapter headings found in the Book of Mormon, even when the 
chapter itself is not included. Book of Mormon characters move 
in and out of the selected verses without the narrative connective 
tissue that exp lains who they are, why they are there, or what they 
stand for. For example, nei ther Sherem (see Jacob 7) nor Korihor 
(see Alma 30) are mentioned. Zeezrom (see Al ma 11 - 12) makes 
an appearance. but no surrounding context in this book indicates 
hi s status as a lawyer, the natu re of his questions, or hi s attempt at 
bribery. 

The language of the Book of Mormon has been moderni zed 
in some places. For example, Alma 36: 1 reads. "If you keep the 
command ments of God you shall prosper in the land," thus re
placing ye with you. In other places the shortening of a phrase has 
altered its meaning. For example. Alma 36:2 reads: 

Remember the captivity of our fathers. They were 
in bondage and none cou ld deli ver them except the 
God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He surely deli vered 
them in their afflictions. 

Contrast that with the full tex t of Alma 36:2: 

I would that ye should do as I have done. in re
memberi ng the captivity of our fathers; for they were 
in bondage, and none could deliver them except it was 
the God of Abraham. and the God of Isaac, and the 
God of Jacob; and he surely did deliver them in their 
afflict ions. 

Allhough such changes are subtle, what is lost is the earnest 
pleading of Alma to his son, the plea to perform the deeds of 
Alma, and the careful style Alma chose to express that pleading. 
Alma's action ("ye shou ld do as I have d one") in rememberin g 
the captivit y of hi s falhers is at least as important- if not more
than what Moss's book appears to regard as a simple imperative to 
remember. 

In add ition to confronting the loss of meaning through the 
editing process and the modernizat ion of language, careful read
ers of the Book of Mormon who spend time identifying paraUel
iSlic structu res-where understanding the form can help reveal the 
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teaching- will be sorely disappointed . For example, much of the 
chiasmus in Alma 36 is missing in A Reader's Book of Mormon 
Digesl,2 thi s chapler being perhaps the most glaring example. 

Robert Moss indicates that he has "on ly retained that which , 
in [hi s} judgment, [hel conside red as doctrinal" (p. vi i). What is 
of concern to me is thai the exc ised "history. geography, tradi
tions. and culture" may be as important as what North American 
Saints immersed in a modern Western trad ition consider 10 be 
doct rinal. 3 The Book of Mormon is not always read Ihi s way, 
perhaps espec ially among non-Westerners . For example. Louis 
Midgley notes th at 

The Maori . . found nothing surprising in how rap 
idly individuals and communit ies of Lehi 's descen
dants forgot their duties. This was exactl y what they 
considered the reality of their own li ves and the hi story 
of their people. They not on ly believed that they were 
somehow related to Hagoth and hence to Nephi 's tribe, 
but they also saw themselves as replicating the tragic 
tale told in the Book of Mormon of the woes that come 
upon a disobedient covenant people. To me, on the 
other hand, the ease with which the Neph ite faithful fell 
away. was the least believable featu re of the book. 

I had learned to mine the Book of Mormon for 
di sc rete bits of in fo rmation about di vi ne and human 
things,4 and 1 had little appreciati on for the way in 
which stories and thei r plots can carry a message. I was 
not sensitive to aphoristic, high ly symbolic, and for
malized messages . Instead, I wanted the Maori Saints to 
read the Book of Mormon for the ki nds of things that I 

2 Compare Donnld W. P:trry. Tile lJook of Mom/all Tnt Reformalled 
according 10 Paraflelislic Pfillems (Provo. Utoh: FARM S. 1992). It is clear nol 
only thai some parallelistic p<altern5 hove been disrupted but also that others 
hove been removed. 

J In milny coses. what seems doctrinill 10 North American Lauer-day 
SainlS is nOI doctrinal to Book of Mormon writers. See Noel B. Reynolds. '~I'he 

True Poi nts of My Doctrine." Journal of Book of MormOlI Studies 512 ( 1996): 
26~5 6 . 

4 This is precisely what A Reader's Book of Mormon Digest tries to do. 
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found interesting in it. But the Maori loved the Book 
of Mormon fo r di ffe rent reasons. They had their own 
way of reading it. First and foremost, they read the 
Book of Mormon as a tale of a people very much like 
themselves. The Maori were a tri bal people with 
genealogies and acco mpanying accounts of noted an
cestors, and they were keenly aware of the traditional 
host ilities between the different tribes, subtribes, and 
extended famil ies. Much of the Maori lore was directl y 
or indi rectl y related to tales of family and tribal con
flic ts. The Maori were known for the ease with which 
they gave and received insults, and the passion with 
which they kept ali ve over many generations real or as
sumed offenses of others. They saw a dire warning 
against thi s sort of thing when they read the Book of 
Mo rm on.5 

9 

John L. Sorenson's suggesti on that the Book of Mormon is, 
or can be read as, lineage history is also of particular imporlance 
in this rega rd.6 In excising the narrative portions of the Book of 
Mormon- that is, what is or may be considered nondoctrinal 
-what may have been left out are the important elements of the 
larger message of the book itself. 

The regular, complete text of the Book of Mormon is still the 
best way to read the Book of Mormon. Whatever the difficulties o f 
length and language, Latter-day Saints will still want to read 
it- indeed should-with the difficult, old-fashioned language, the 
long quotations from Isaiah (which are, for the most part, curi 
ous ly retained in A Reader's Book of Mormon Digest), the seem
ingly difficu lt grammar, and the plot and narrative intact. Such a 
Book of Mormon is still a voice of warning for our times and a 
marvelous work and a wonder. Or, as Robert Moss himself says, 
"I strongly recommend that people read the Book of Mormon in 
its entirety" (p. vii). 

5 Louis Midgley. "A Singular Reading: The Mltori and the Book of 
Mormon," in Mormot/s, Scripture. ond the Ancient World, ed. Davis Bitton 
(Provo, Utah: FARMS, 199R), 260-6 1. Much of this essay can be read as a sort 
of cautionary tale about mining sacred texts for mere doctrine. 

6 See John L. Sorenson, An Ancient American Selting for the Book of 
Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deserel Book and FARMS. 1985),50-56. 
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